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INTRODUCTION

The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) began working with Nature Explore in
2009 to create natural outdoor classrooms for young children throughout their urban
district. The LAUSD Division of Early Childhood Education serves over 21,000 income-
eligible families in 88 early education centers for two- to five-year-old children. Eighteen
Nature Explore classrooms are in the design process or are under construction; sixteen
have been installed and are currently in use.

This qualitative study reports on focus group interviews conducted with LAUSD parents,
teachers, school principals, and design team members. This study investigates the
perceived impacts of Nature Explore (NE) designed natural outdoor classrooms. It builds
upon two previous studies, including Natural Outdoor Classrooms: A National Survey in
2019 and A Post-Occupancy Study of Nature-Based Outdoor Classrooms in Early
Childhood Settings in 2014.

There were four focus groups, including representative parents, teachers,
principals, and the design team. The interviews were conducted in an LAUSD
facility on March 1, 2023. Nancy Rosenow (Dimensions Education Research
Foundation) and Sam Dennis (University of Wisconsin-Madison) facilitated the
focus groups. Each group was asked a set of questions covering topics tailored to
that group (see appendix for questions). The discussions lasted about an hour
each. These were recorded and later transcribed.

The analysis focused on the transcripts of each focus group. Two UW
Environmental Design Lab researchers analyzed the transcripts independently
and identified themes emerging from the focus group discussions. These results
were then compared, and any differences were discussed and reconciled. There
were very few instances where the two researcher’s analyses diverged, leading
to high confidence in these results.

Themes emerged from each group with the overarching premise that creating
nature-rich outdoor classrooms benefits parents, teachers, school principals, and
the design teams in supporting young children. Participants reported working
with Nature Explore increased communication and collaboration, contributing to
enhanced learning environments, experiences, and positive school communities.



Parents discussed children’s learning, including social-emotional development
such as self-regulation, excitement for nature, especially plants, and how this
Nature Explore project helped foster their school community, including home-
school connections. Teachers also noted children’s learning, including social-
emotional learning, the crucial role of nature, and an enhanced sense of
community. Another theme from the teacher interview was enhanced inclusion
in the natural outdoor classroom of children with special needs. School principals
described advantages they observed from teachers’ apparent reduced stress,
increases in collaboration, and ways in which Nature Explore professional
development supported teachers. The design team members included Nature
Explore staff, LAUSD administrators, and facility directors. From participant
responses in this group, themes of decreased behavior and safety challenges,
benefits of following the Nature Explore design principles, and a renewed
commitment to equitable school environments.



PARENTS

“I hope that what her school district has for her, is that she will also have
elements like this, like the Nature Explore program, in elementary and middle
school, and then at Sonia Sotomayor High School. And she'll be understanding
water reclamation or water resources.”

- Parent, Glassell Park EEC

Parents were asked about the benefits to themselves and their children, the
importance of plants, their engagement with the Nature Explore classroom, and
what positive experiences they would share with other parents considering a
Nature Explore classroom. The focus group produced three major themes: (1)
nature, including plants; (2) school community, including home-school
connections; and (3). social-emotional learning, including positive emotions.

“It's so important for kids to understand the concept of being outside because
now it's all about devices. So yeah, back to basics. Just go outside, go grab sticks,
go poke holes in the sand or in the mud and get dirty, like, it's okay, we’ll bathe
later. [Go] find out what happens if you put water with that or you know, what
kind of things live in the dirt, what happens if you take them out? What happens?
You know, I’'m just back to basics. Learning what would happen? Just like, you
know, you dig in the dirt. Just learning nature and how things grow.”

- Parent, Trinity EEC

NATURE AND PLANTS

“I'find it to be very influential and beneficial to our children that they get as much
time in nature that they can learn about, you know, insects and everything to do
with our earth because we ourselves are nature, too.”

- Parent, Brooklyn EEC

“Having plants provides kids with a lot of, you know, knowledge of growing. They
could grow their own vegetables and fruits [...]"
- Parent, Monte Vista EEC

“[...] she's just so happy just to, like, nibble on the plant and to smell the plants

and be out in the dirt. And she just loves it.”

- Parent, Trinity EEC
Many parents discussed how they could not experience much nature as a
child and believe that the Nature Explore outdoor classroom has allowed their
children the benefits of interacting with nature and unplugging from screens
and devices. Parents described how their children have also been able to
experience caring



for plants, insects, and other parts of nature in the Nature Explore classroom.
Another recurring theme focused on how the Nature Explore classroom helped
teach their children about life cycles and how the natural world functions,
crediting learning about plants and seeds as “an excellent description of life cycle
without being too dramatic or too adult.”

Parents reported that the NE outdoor classrooms have helped their children
learn to be “patient and communicate” through growing and caring for plants
and enjoy having the opportunity to grow their own vegetables and fruits in the
gardens. The parents also noted how beneficial the plants are in attracting other
organisms, such as insects, which their children come home excited to inform
their parents. The intentional addition of native plants to natural outdoor
classrooms is an NE guiding principle designed to amplify the aesthetics and
biodiversity of the spaces.

Parents noted how their children talked at home about being able to play in
nature in their classrooms, interacting with worms and insects. They also
commented on how beneficial it is for their children to be able to play in dirt and
plants, as opposed to just asphalt.

Parents also talked about how the NE classroom helps children understand
humanity’s interdependence on the natural world and exposes them to ideas
(such as how food is grown, limited resources, etc.) that will prepare them to be
future policymakers and deal with climate change.

SCHOOL COMMUNITY AND HOME-SCHOOL CONNECTIONS

“My daughter comes home excited about the things that they learn in their
Nature Explore program.”
- Parent, Glassell Park EEC

“I think it's important for parents to get involved and for the community to see
that parents are actually getting involved.”
- Parent, Monte Vista EEC

The Nature Explore classroom was also described as bridging the home, school,
and neighborhood. Parents spoke about how the program helped foster school
community and school-home communication. Parents say their children are
excited to share what they did at school. The NE program has also allowed
parents to be actively engaged and involved. Parents say that they are bringing
in materials to support the development of the NE community. Parents say that



being involved with the NE program “[...] bridges that gap between the school
and home [...].” Often, parents decide to enroll their children at participating
schools after visiting the NE classrooms.

Parents spoke about encouraging other parents who may be considering sending
their children to an NE classroom school to go and visit. They felt that after
visiting themselves, they were more interested in enrolling their own children.

“I definitely would tell parents if you have second thoughts about sending your
kids to a nature explore school, go check it out”.
- Parent, Monte Vista EEC

Parents spoke about how the NE classroom allowed children who otherwise
might not have access to yards or outdoor spaces to experience nature. The
parents also talked about how the NE classroom allows children exposure to
nature in a safe environment as opposed to neighborhood parks, which are not
as safe.

“[...]to go out into the nature and explore things was not something you would
do. The [nature explore] schools provide that kind of safety factor and that ability
for kids to go into a safe zone and actually get exposed to nature and take it from
there to wherever they’re going to go.”

- Parent, Monte Vista EEC

Parents noted how the NE classroom's different areas allow their children to
choose different activities. The parents also mentioned enjoying receiving videos
from the school of their children playing in the NE classroom.

“They send videos of the kids playing in the mud pit, the sandbox, their winter
festival, and you can see it happening. There's a smile on every face, that's been
[parents’] main mode of involvement during the pandemic.”

- Parent, Glassell Park EEC

The parents reported how the NE classroom creates a safe environment for the
children to experience nature that they might not otherwise be able to
experience in their own neighborhood at home.

“[...] this is a question about equality, you know, where you have people with
resources that actually expose their children to nature, take them on trips. And
we have other folks that don't have the resources to take them out into nature.
The schools need to have everybody on the same, and the best, level playing
field as possible.”

- Parent, Monte Vista EEC

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING AND POSITIVE EMOTIONS

“And not only do they get to do fun things, but they're also learning patience,
sharing, cooperation, and communication. And it's just pouring out of them at



such a young age. | really cannot express enough appreciation about this
experience.”
- Parent, Glassell Park EEC

Parents also talked about how the NE classroom brings happiness to their
children and family, saying “[...] in a word, just happiness” and “the biggest
benefit is that [they] see [their] kids and [the kids] are happy.” Many parents also
discussed how the classroom helped build their child’s confidence and
communication skills. One parent even reported that their child who had
struggled with a speech problem came home talking about metamorphosis, and
the parent was amazed that their child had been able to pronounce such a
difficult word. Parents also mentioned how the Nature Explore program has
allowed their children to run around and explore, saying, “[...] when you're
outside, it’s a little bit more free. You can be yourself.” The parents also noted
how the program has sparked their children’s interest in their natural world and
their studies, benefitting both the child and the parents who can learn from their
children’s experiences and excitement.

When discussing how their child benefits from having a Nature Explore
classroom at school, parents reported that their children are excited to learn and
explore. Parents described how their children come home eager to talk about
their hands-on activities at school, including planting and playing, especially in
the mud box and sandbox. Parents also noted how their children develop social-
emotional skills such as patience, cooperation, and communication from their NE
classroom. Additionally, parents referenced how they believe the Nature Explore
Program complements their child’s academic learning.



TEACHERS

Teachers were asked how the Nature Explore classroom impacted children’s
creativity, imagination, social-emotional learning including self-regulation, sense
of belonging, positive behaviors, and academic learning. They were also asked
about the importance of nature, especially plants, and teacher benefits of the
NE classroom on their teaching effectiveness and stress reduction.

The focus group discussion produced five themes: social-emotional learning,
academic learning through creativity and play, nature and plants, school
community, and benefits to teachers.

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING

“It's really taught them to be inclusive and be more compassionate towards
others.”
- Teacher, Haddon EEC

Teachers referenced the development of the child’s social-emotional learning
(SEL), which generally includes self-awareness, self-control, and interpersonal
skills vital for success in school and life. SEL can also promote positive mental
health in many ways. According to teachers, the Nature Explore classroom allows
“[...] the social-emotional [to] come out because [the children] get to self-
regulate. They get to talk about their emotions, how it makes them feel [...]".
Additionally, teachers reported the outdoor classrooms helped the child to “feel
the freedom to go [outside] and de-escalate” and “really calm their minds out
there.” An effective behavior management strategy teachers reported using was
taking children struggling with their emotions on a walk, allowing the children to
“[...] de-escalate their behavior and self-regulate themselves.” Teachers also
noted that their children had been experiencing fewer “incidents' ' and
behavioral issues, which they attributed to children having opportunities to self-
soothe in the Nature Explore classroom.

Teachers also reported that many of their children with special needs enjoy
interacting with their natural environment and have been able to play and learn
with the entire school community. The teachers also credited the Nature Explore
classroom with teaching their children “to be inclusive and be more
compassionate towards others.” Teachers even shared how, as their children are



learning to be more inclusive of and caring with other children, they are also able
to interact with insects more carefully without injuring them. Learning in Nature
Explore outdoor classrooms are “[teaching] them to be empathetic to others
outside of themselves.”

ACADEMIC LEARNING THROUGH CREATIVITY AND PLAY

“I'think that's part of being a good teacher, trying to reach all learners. Some are

kinetic learners; some are auditory learners. And the Nature Explore [classroom]

has really helped with that because we're using all our senses to learn about the

environment.”

- Teacher, Haddon EEC
When asked for examples of how the NE classroom helps children to learn across
all learning areas, teachers explained that the Nature classroom provides many
learning opportunities, allowing children to explore and investigate. These
experiences support the “[...] whole child and all the domains of their cognitive
abilities [...]”. Having the NE classroom allows teachers to accommodate
different learning styles (kinesthetic, auditory, etc), as well as connect “[...] their
real life, school life, [...] all combined in one.” The environment of the NE
outdoor classroom was also described as “mak[ing] it a lot easier for [them] to
teach because everything is natural and comes naturally.” Teachers noted how
excited their children are to go to school due to the NE program. The teachers
credited the Nature Explore outdoor classroom for helping children to develop
their language, gross and fine motor, science, and math skills.

“They like to pretend they're animals in the jungle. We have some really
beautiful plants, and they like to wear scarves or tie them around their waist and
pretend they're different jungle animals like tigers and lions, and they're just
walking through. And it's just so imaginative and creative.”

- Teacher, Monte Vista EEC

“[..] the art area. Before it was just paint and markers. Now we put other things
like leaves, branches, and it's not just the paint.”
- Teacher, Wanda Mikes EEC, LAUSD

According to teachers, the Nature Explore classroom has supported their
children's creativity and imagination for example when they are playing in mud
areas, pretending certain spaces are new terrains (ex. puddles become lakes),
and acting like animals in the jungle. Additionally, the teachers noted how
children use natural materials found in the Nature Explore classroom for their art
projects. The open-ended attributes of natural materials supports and challenges
children to design in new ways.



NATURE AND PLANTS

“And we have noticed that kids are more observant of animals, hummingbirds,
other birds, insects, bees. So, it’s been great having the opportunity to talk about
those things, those birds, we have in our area.”

- Teacher, Gardena Early Education Center

Teachers described children’s relationship with nature and plants, particularly
recalling how children learn from their environment. As children play in their
Nature Explore outdoor classroom, and with plants, they develop an
understanding of their role as stewards of Earth. Access to the outdoor
classroom allows children to “[...] take care of our planet” by growing and caring
for plants and other organisms, such as insects and worms. Access to NE outdoor
classrooms has been described as places of “constant exploration of nature” as
educators encourage children to observe birds, insects, and the weather.

Teachers recounted examples of how the nature-filled outdoor classroom allows
their children to be creative and imaginative, saying “[the children] like to
pretend they're animals in the jungle.... we have some really beautiful plants
[...and] they like to wear scarves or tie them around their waist and pretend
they're different jungle animals]...].”

The outdoor spaces also extend inside the classroom, with children able to care
for houseplants and nature in their indoor environment. Teachers described
children being able to “[...] bring nature inside [...] it’s not restricted,” allowing
them agency over their environment and daily activities.

SCHOOL COMMUNITY

“And it also has brought in such a sense of community like Maria said earlier. It
gives us a chance to meet every single one of the students in the school, not just
the ones in your classroom. It makes the children feel part of the whole school.”
- Teacher, Haddon EEC

When discussing how Nature Explore (NE) classrooms impact children's sense of
inclusion and belonging, teachers described how children made considerable
efforts to include their peers, saying, “[...] nobody was excluded. Everybody was
just one unit.” Additionally, teachers explained how NE teaches children to be
more empathetic and compassionate towards one another, creating an
environment where children feel comfortable and welcomed. Even stating,
“students who possibly would maybe stand back and observe now tend to just
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get involved.” Even beyond individual classrooms, teachers noted how children
from other classrooms and different age groups worked and played together,
having the opportunity to “[...] get to know everybody.” Older children also took
on responsibilities of watching over younger children, taking care of one
another, and becoming “[...] more sensitive to nature and to each other”.
Teachers also noted how the NE classroom offers examples of the real world for
children to experience, bridging the gap between school and home life.

BENEFITS FOR TEACHERS

“I feel that having a nature explore outdoor classroom has really helped to

relieve stress and just take that time to be out in that green space and just

breathe and you feel grounded. It really helps me feel grounded and the student

as well, | can see that. And it has been so beneficial for our staff as well. | see a

lot of staff that tend to go and take their breaks outside.”

- Teacher, Monte Vista EEC
In addition to the children, teachers also reported that they and other staff
members benefit from the outdoor classroom, too, by being able to take breaks
in nature. Spending time in a calm outdoor environment reduced their stress and
grounded them. This enhanced their ability to be present for each other and to

support the children.
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SCHOOL PRINCIPALS

“I'think that [the Nature Explore classroom] is a gift. And | think all of us at school

know that we have a gift. And because we know we have a gift we are that much

more committed to it or that much more invested in it or that much more

creative with it.”

- Principal, Canoga Park EEC
School principals were asked to describe the benefits of the Nature Explore
classroom at their school, their own impact on the design of the space, any
support staff professional development they received, the importance of design
features such as plants and the mix of areas, and how the NE classroom reduced
their own stress.

The focus group discussion produced themes including Nature Explore program
professional support, nature/plants, children’s behavior, a mix of areas, school
community, and learning.

PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT

“I too had the opportunity to go to [the Leadership Institute] this summer. And
it was amazing. Amazing. | love the monthly meetings with Kirsten where we can
all share and problem solve and ask questions. We're talking about it as a group
and we're reflecting back with our partners from Nature Explore. It's been
lovely.”

- Principal, Canoga Park EEC

The principals noted how the NE classrooms and professional development
benefited their staff and teachers. They commented that they have noticed staff
choosing the natural outdoor spaces during their lunch and other breaks.
Principals also discussed how they felt the NE classrooms have supported “[...]
reduced stress, not only with [themselves], but [they] noticed with staff” as well.
The principals credited additional support from monthly meetings facilitated by
the NE program as an opportunity to share, problem-solve, and ask questions.
Principals noted that the meetings allowed them to reflect on their NE
classrooms and overall program. Importantly, several principals also credited the
NE program for helping with teacher buy-in. Opportunities to participate in
professional development with teachers at the Natural Outdoor Classroom
Leadership was another example shared by several principals.
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The principals elaborated on the design process for the NE classrooms, talking
about walking through the site and being able to participate in the design
process from the very beginning.

NATURE AND PLANTS

“The kids form relationships with the trees and the bushes and the flowers.”
- Principal, Canoga Park EEC

“[Children say] ‘Remember when | planted that tree?’ It creates memories for
our little ones, too. It's not just because it's beautiful; it creates that kind of
magical moments that we want our little ones to have.”

- Principal, Trinity EEC

“I've seen children laid out in the tall grass reading a book. It's just awesome. We

don't see that in L.A. And it's such a safe environment. | think that’s what leads

to their exploration and their ability to feel confident that they are in a safe

place, and they can explore outdoors.”

- Principal, 4th St. EEC, LAUSD
Principals described the NE classrooms as robust ecosystems from which their
children can explore and observe. Principals remarked further on the importance
of interacting with nature for their children, noting how “[...]the kids form
relationships with the trees and the bushes and the flowers.” Principals reported
observing children engaging their senses and interacting with plants in the
outdoor classroom, noticing “[...]Jplants have different scents [...] that just makes
the kids like, relax a little bit more.” Beyond the benefits of nature interactions
on children wellbeing, the principals noted that the space “[...] creates memories
for [the] little ones, too. It's not just that aesthetically it's beautiful, it creates
that kind of magical moments that [we] want our little ones to have [...]".
Principals also discussed how the NE classroom contributes to teachers’
curricula, saying, “Trees are [the] perfect instructional, you know, activity
givers.”

The principals remarked on the benefits of having a mix of areas in the NE
classroom, noting the abundance of green space, areas for staff, opportunities
for learning, and children’s ability to choose between spaces to play in.
According to the principals, the NE classroom provides ample and beautiful
spaces for staff and children to enjoy.

“[...] the children just have so much space and it's the space and then seeing the
greenery and then being able to plant vegetables[...] you see the excitement
when something has grown [...] the [challenging] behavior with the children has
basically diminished.”

- Principal, Monte Vista EEC
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SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL AND ACADEMIC LEARNING

“[...] it was just amazing to see how our children learn and how excited they are
outdoors. The excitement, the curiosity, the creativity, the willingness to
socialize.”

- Principal, 4th St. EEC, LAUSD

Principals spoke about the increased learning opportunities NE classrooms
provide for their children. According to the principals, the NE classroom allows a
sense of discovery where the children can more fully exercise their creativity.
Multiple remarks addressed the children’s development of imagination and
social-emotional regulation as they learn to share and cooperate with others.
Principals also reported working with Nature Explore enhanced teachers’ ability
to use the space to implement their curricula. The curricula for classrooms have
also been developed using the resources available in the NE classrooms.
Principals noted how the NE classroom has helped staff write lesson plans,
saying “trees [are] instructional activity givers.”

CHILDREN'’S POSITIVE BEHAVIOR

“I've noticed a big change in our students with special needs. They seem to be
much calmer in the environment. If a teacher or a child is having a difficult day,
they may go for a walk, they may stop and smell the lavender, they may dig in
the dirt. | mean, we just enjoy walks. And there's been a couple of times I've had
to go on a walk. So, it's good.”

- Principal, Vaughn St. EEC

When asked in what ways they felt their school and the district benefited from
having NE classrooms, the principals agreed that children's behavior improved
overall and their ability to self-regulate was specifically enhanced. One principal
explained that “[...] having a Nature Explore program helps [children] with
calming their bodies down, [become] even more in tune with their space and the
space of their friends.” The number of reported incidents of accidents and
challenging behaviors has decreased. Principals attribute these behavior changes
to increased opportunities for appropriate choices. One principal said it this way,
“There [is] so much to do there on our campus too, whereas there's no time to
really focus on pushing someone else [...].” Several principals emphasized the
impact of the NE outdoor classrooms on their children with special needs.
Overall, the principals explained how the NE classrooms have increased their
children's positive emotions, such as happiness and a sense of freedom.
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According to the principals, the number of injuries has declined or are not as
severe, attributing the change to the calming nature of the NE classroom and the
ability to move around to other spaces.

“I agree with my colleagues with regards to the accidents. They are few and far
between. There's no time to get into other mischief because they've got such a
rich environment outdoors with all the learning areas.”

- Principal, 4th St. EEC, LAUSD

SCHOOL COMMUNITY

“I've noticed the parents were so excited because the kids, you know, were
going home with vegetables. And the parent was like, oh my God, | didn't
know, how exciting. So just the parents becoming invested in it and being
excited about their child, being exposed to and tasting fresh vegetables.” -
Principal, Vaughn St. EEC,

Principals shared about how NE classrooms incorporate multiple perspectives
and foster community building. According to the principals interviewed, the NE
classrooms have created much excitement from the parents, especially as they
have hosted events for the families to enjoy. One principal called their NE
classroom “[...] a hub, a place where the community comes”. In addition to the
parents and families of children being excited about the NE classrooms,
principals report how the classrooms increased buy-in from their teachers and
staff and have even increased child enrollment. Principals also commented on
how the NE classrooms benefit not only the schools but also the neighborhood,
citing, “[...] the more greenery we have, the more nature that is growing in our
space. It helps us and helps our neighbors; it helps our larger community [...]".

The principals commented on how the NE classroom offers a safe alternative to
parks, allowing children to experience nature in a safe environment. Principals
commented how many of the neighboring parks are not necessarily safe, and the
NE classroom allows their children to explore the outdoors safely.

The principals discussed how their staff has been able to use the outdoor
classroom for rest and lunch breaks while their children are learning from the
variety of learning areas. Additionally, the principals commented on how the
multiple spaces have allowed children the freedom to choose different activities
and locations, specifically noting how the NE classroom has supported more
introverted children to become more engaged with their school community.

“Iwas in the first phase of the design meeting with the whole team, determining,
looking at the space that we have and saying, you know, do you think this would
work here, not work here, and giving the rationale why maybe something would
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work in one particular area or not work. So that was very fulfilling for me to see
the whole process from, you know, two years prior to us even designing.”
- Principal, Vaughn St. EEC
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DESIGN TEAM

“I think from all the programs that we manage over at LAUSD, and we're talking
billions of dollars, | want to say that the Nature Explore program or the outdoor
classroom program has been one of the most successful and the one that is the
most streamlined and it sets the standards for many of the other programs.”

- Program Manager, LAUSD

Nobody tells heart warming stories about a climbing structure. Like cognitive
breakthroughs or, you know, kids who are making a breakthrough in terms of
overcoming challenges, ... being around living things or in a setting that provides
[nature] is really rare. And nobody goes back to the preschool they went to and
hugs the climbing structure. They go to the tree. And to me, that says it all. It's
like we connect with the living world in a way that we don't connect with the
manufactured one.

- Education Specialist, Communications Director, Nature Explore

The design team participants were asked about the design process (including the
Nature Explore guiding principles), site design within district guidelines, the role
of maintenance, the importance of plants, and their level of satisfaction with the
design process. The focus group discussion produced three primary themes:
collaborative design and implementation process, learning with nature and
plants, and behavior and safety.

COLLABORATIVE DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS

“So, we come with a lot of knowledge and a lot of information that we can
provide to everybody on the team. And it's always good to hear feedback so we
can incorporate it with what we're doing.”

- Furniture and Interiors Group (FIG), LAUSD

The discussion on collaboration focused on three main areas: communication,
feedback, and having all stakeholders at the table. Communication improved the
design process because everyone was included in the process. Everyone shared
an understanding of the guiding principles in part because they shared the same
resources. The participants agreed that collaboration improved communication,
which improved design.

The design team commented on how beneficial the Nature Explore Principles
were in the design process, noting how they guide new visions and different
ways of approaching outdoor space. The design team also mentioned how the
program management makes selling the program easy.
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The design team noted their satisfaction from participating in the NE classroom
design process. When completing a new NE classroom, the design team noted
the satisfaction of seeing the classroom function as intended, observing the
nature of the classroom begin to mature, and being able to share their work with
the school community. The design team also commented on their satisfaction
with collaborating with teachers, principals, and other individuals motivated by
the NE program. Lastly, the design team spoke about how satisfying it is to see
the principals tear up with excitement once the project is completed, to see
children enjoy the new spaces, and to get people to feel connected with their
new classroom.

“And so [the brand-new principal] was just coming in for the day, and she was
coming from an elementary school, and it was a pretty big elementary school.
And she wanted to come to early ed. And we walked onto the campus, and | said,
let's go into the nature [explore classroom], and we'll walk around. And she got
out there, and | could see her eyes tearing up a little bit. And she says, “I have
goosebumps.” And | looked at her, and I'm like, because this is your first day?
And she said, because I'm watching these kids really enjoy what school should
be all about.”

- ECED Director, LAUSD

Giving and receiving feedback within the team was a specific kind of
communication made possible by the collaborative nature of the design process.
It took the form of a conversation among maintenance, operations, principals,
and designers.

Improved communication, including real-time feedback, was only possible
because “everyone was at the table.” It was an inclusive process in which
everyone could share their expertise and learn from one another. The
participants agreed; it was an exciting process.

“[...] the design team has a specific [design] plan. So, we have something to
follow as a general guideline and then creativity can take place at each site.”
- Senior Design Manager, LAUSD

The design team also focused on the overall design theme, noting the conceptual
plans, the process, and the designed spaces. When discussing the conceptual
plans, the design team noted how each design is specific to each school/site, the
importance of being flexible and sharing physical plans with other stakeholders.
The design team also talked about how they are able to streamline the design
process after participating in many NE classroom projects. Lastly, the team
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discussed the overall site design and the importance of incorporating different
areas.

“I think that feedback from the maintenance people have helped a lot with
these projects because we were able to see some things that were part of the
program but then would be a problem down the road for maintenance.... And
then, in conjunction with maintenance and operations, we were able to make
some changes where we're still within, | guess, the parameters of what we
were looking for and that helped us.”

- Area Facilities Services Director N2, LAUSD

The design team discussed the importance of maintenance in the overall success
of the NE classroom, noting how they were able to make changes that prevented
future complications by incorporating feedback from schools. They also talked
about how they were able to respond to site issues throughout the process.
Additionally, the design team talked about the satisfaction of collaborating with
the schools, mentioning their communication with the principals being beneficial
to the design process.

The design team also mentioned the importance of providing equal access to
opportunities and resources for people who might otherwise be marginalized
through the creation of NE classrooms. Participants noted how the process has a
strong commitment to equity, providing a safe environment when
neighborhoods at home might not be as safe for children, and how not all
children have the opportunity to experience NE classrooms.

LEARNING WITH NATURE AND PLANTS

“I love the sensation of and the look of all the plants [...] actually, being a part of
[nature] and just touching stuff, touching the rosemary, smelling it, and just
there's nothing that can replace it.”

- Program Manager, LAUSD

The discussion on nature and plants focused on three main areas: plants as part
of nature, the experience of nature, and nature as a learning environment. The
design team spoke about incorporating ecosystems in the NE classroom, talking
about the insects, butterflies, and birds that are attracted to the classroom. The
design team also spoke about the experience of nature and plants, noting how
“all senses” are engaged in the NE classroom, from sight, touch, smell, taste, and
hearing. Lastly, the design team noted how they are able to learn through nature
and plants, saying that many cognitive breakthroughs come through nature.
They provided an example of how the principals and the design team could
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problem-solve dead grass from overuse by incorporating the child and the
schools into the maintenance process.

The design team talked about the learning opportunities of the NE classroom for
social-emotional development and academics, for example, through hands-on
experiences with plants and nature.

POSITIVE BEHAVIOR AND SAFETY

“So, we've noticed that the level of issues [on the] playground — normally you
would have a lot of playground issues, behavior issues. We don't have that. The
classroom itself, the nature classroom, kind of helps to manage those
behavioral issues. And that all has to do with the experts here in this room and
at the schools”

- Director, Region North, ECED, LAUSD

The design team members emphasized how the NE classroom has been reported
to have improved child behavior, noting how the NE classroom has had a calming

effect on both children and staff, providing comfort and decreasing the number
of behavioral challenges and safety incidents.

The design team noted how the NE classroom is the “safest playground [the
children] can have' and how, after experiencing a pandemic, the NE classroom is
wonderful in its ability to offer comfort and safety.
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PARENTS

THEMES AND QUOTES FROM THE PARENT FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION

Parents were asked how their children have benefitted from the Nature Explore classroom and what role plants
have played in their experience. Parents were asked to describe how they came to understand the NE classroom
and if they had participated in maintaining the NE classroom. Parents were asked about any benefits to them as
parents and if they had any concerns about the Nature Explore classroom. Finally, parents shared how they

would describe the NE classroom to other parents who are not familiar with them.

In the table below, concepts are organized into sub-themes, which are then aggregated into secondary themes.
Secondary themes are organized into primary themes (the column furthest to the left). For example, the
secondary theme, NATURE, is comprised of the sub-themes (1) Exposure at School, (2) Caretaking, (3) Learning
About the Lifecycle, and (4) Being Part of Nature. These sub-themes are comprised of concepts — words and
phrases taken directly from the transcripts. For example, the sub-theme ‘Being Part of Nature’ is comprised of
these concepts: “alive in nature itself” and interacting with nature. In the final step, the secondary themes are
combined into primary themes. In this case, the primary theme, NATURE AND PLANTS, encompasses the

secondary themes: NATURE, PLANTS, and “CHILDREN ARE OUR FUTURE.”

SECONDARY Sub-Theme 1 Sub-Theme 2 Sub-Theme 3 Sub-Theme 4
THEME
(# of mentions)
NATURE (21) Exposure at school- | Caretaking — Learning about the | Being part of

use all senses;

caring for plants,

lifecycle—

nature—“alive in

exploration; caring for nature, | growing plants; nature itself;”
(7, connection (no caring for insects | ecology; connected | interacting with
E devices) and worms; to lifecycle nature
< responsibility;
- .
o growing food
] . . . -
w PLANTS (17) Growing Caring for Experience Appreciation for
o food/plants— (caretaking) — lifecycle— life—
E is learning; bring Caring for plants its meaning; interdependence;
< learning home; transfer to home attract insects,
< growing food life etc.

“CHILDREN ARE
OUR FUTURE” (2)

Roles—
policy makers

Food-
address famine

Climate change—
water resources

A:l



(7))
2
% 8
o
2 2
s 3
s S
O o
O 0
6'::
o &

L
3 S
(@)
I

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING &

POSITIVE EMOTIONS

SCHoOL
COMMUNITY (21)

Engage parents—
work onsite; school
communicates with
parents; host events

Bridge home and
school-

child brings
learning home;
child excited to
share

Parents select NE
school-

chose to enroll in
NE after seeing it

EQUITY (3)

No nature at home—
no parks; parks
unsafe

Access disparity—
not everyone has
NE school

DESIGN (3)

Activity areas—
important for kids to
have freedom of
choice (different
areas)

Document kids in
the different
areas—

send home videos
for parents to see

ECOURAGE
PARENTS TO VISIT
THE SCHOOL (2)

Visit—
see it to understand

SAFETY (1)

Safety zone—
expose to nature
here, not at home
(neighborhood is
unsafe)

CONCERNS (2)

Brief comments—
No concerns
expressed

SOCIAL EMOTIONAL | Social-emotional Individual- Interpersonal—
LEARNING (10) learning (general)- patience; communication;
spark their interest; responsibility; sharing;
nature is good for freedom to be cooperation
emotions and mental | yourself;
health confidence
LEARNING (23) Excited to learn— Exploration— Social-emotional NE complements

share learning at
home; my child is
“thrilled all the time;”
interested

learning through
self-directed
exploration

learning— patience,
cooperation,
communication;

‘academic’
learning

POSITIVE
EMOTIONS (8)
Happy (3), Excited
(2), Motivated (1),
Thrilled (1),
Interested (1)

Excited, interested &
motivated—

To learn; to share at
home

Happy & thrilled—
About school;
parents happy too

Being outside—
fresh air; helps
emotionally;
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PLAY (3)

Nature play- playing
with worms/insects

Play outside—it’s
not in classroom;
not asphalt

Share with
parents—

Parents given video
of their kids playing
in different areas
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PARENTS FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

NATURE & PLANTS

(%]
2
o
|
O
e}
2
2
o}
o
-1
o
o
o
O
@
L
=
o
I
o3
>
=
4
=
=
=
o}
O
-
o
o
I
O
(%)

SUB-THEME
(# of mentions)

QUOTE #1

QUOTE #2

NATURE (21)

Learning how to interact with nature; it
provides something for the parents and
the family, which is, in a word, just
happiness.

| find it to be very influential and
beneficial to our children that
they get as much time in nature
that they can learn about, you
know, insects and everything to
do with our earth because we
ourselves are nature, too.

PLANTS (17)

Having plants provides kids with a lot of,
you know, knowledge of growing. They
could grow their own vegetables and fruits
and so forth

CHILDREN ARE
OUR FUTURE (2)

| hope that what her school district has for
her, is that she will also have elements like
this, like the Nature Explore program, in
elementary and middle school, and then
at Sonia Sotomayor High School. And she'll
be understanding water reclamation or
water resources.

SCHoOL
COMMUNITY (21)

I think it's important for parents to get
involved and for the community to see
that parents are actually getting involved.

My daughter comes home
excited about the things that
they learn in their nature
explore program.

EQUITY (3)

...this is a question about equality, you
know, where you have people with
resources that actually expose their
children to nature, take them on trips. And
we have other folks that don't have the
resources to take them out into nature.
The schools need to have everybody on
the same, and the best, level playing field
as possible.

DESIGN (3)

You're not surrounded by concrete and
just four walls and that's it. You're going
outside. There's a mud pit, there's a
sandbox. They have their little bikes. She
always tells me “I was racing today on
bikes with my friends around the track.”

ECOURAGE
PARENTS TO VISIT
SCHOOL (2)

“I definitely would tell parents if you have
second thoughts about sending your kids
to a nature explore school, go check it
out.”
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SAFETY (1)

to go out into the nature and explore
things was not something you would do.
The [nature explore] schools provide that
kind of safety factor and that ability for
kids to go into a safe zone and actually get
exposed to nature and take it from there
to wherever they're going to go.

NO CONCERNS (2)

No concerns, honestly. | was surprised
when | walked in and saw [the nature
explore classroom], because that's not
what I'm used to back where I’'m from. So,
| was very happy, very happy.

SOCIAL
EMOTIONAL
LEARNING (10)

And not only do they get to do fun things,

but they're also learning patience, sharing,
cooperation, communication. and it's just

pouring out of them at such a young age. |
really cannot express enough appreciation
about this experience.

LEARNING (23)

it's so important for kids to understand
the concept of being outside because now
it's all about devices. So yeah, back to
basics. Just go outside, go grab sticks, go
poke holes in the sand or in the in the mud
and get dirty like it's okay we’ll bathe
later. [Go] find out what happens if you
put water with that or you know what kind
of things live in the dirt, what happens if
you take them out? What happens? You
know, I’'m just back to basics. Learning
what would happen? Just like, you know,
you dig in the dirt. Just learning nature
and how things grow.

Having plants provides kids with
a lot of, you know, the
knowledge of growing. They
could grow their own vegetables
and fruits and so forth and so it's
really important we get all kids
involved in that nature

POSITIVE
EMOTIONS (8)
Happy (3), Excited
(2), Motivated (1),
Thrilled (1),
Interested (1)

...she's just so happy just to like, nibble on
the plant and to smell the plants and be
out in the dirt. And she just she just loves
it

just to have something
accessible like that, where it
sparked that interest in kids, i
think it's very beneficial not just
to the kids, but to the parents as
well, because like another
parent said here that, you know,
his daughter goes home and
starts teaching him a thing or
two.

PLAY (3)

They send videos of the kids playing in the
mud pit, the sandbox, their winter festival,
and you can see it happening. There's a
smile on every face. It's that's been
[parents’] main mode of involvement
during the pandemic.
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FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS — PARENT GROUP

Question #1: In what ways, if any, do you feel your child benefits from having a nature
explore classroom at school?

Question #2: In what ways, if any, has having plants played a role in your child’s
experience of the Nature Explore classroom?

Question #3: What would you tell other parents who are wondering if having a Nature
Explore classroom in their child’s school would be a positive experience?

Question #4: In what ways, if any, have you as parents been invited, first to participate
in understanding what the Nature Explore classroom was and/or to take
part in planning for the classroom or maintaining the classroom? Also, in
what ways, if any, have you been invited to be a part of the Nature
Explore classroom?

Question #5: Have you, as a parent, benefitted from your child’s experience with the
Nature Explore program?

Question #6: Before your child started in the Nature Explore classroom, did you have
any concerns or misunderstandings before you knew about it? If so, what
helped your concerns be alleviated, or what helped your questions be
answered?

PARENT PARTICIPANTS

Antonio Buenrostro, Parent, Monte Vista EEC
Maritess Castaneda, Parent, Trinity EEC
Jesus Deras, Parent, Monte Vista EEC

Joselyn Holina, Trinity EEC

Jason Kelleher, Parent, Glassell Park EEC
Adonnica Moore, Parent, Brooklyn EEC

Ernie Soto, Parent, Glassell Park EEC



TEACHERS

THEMES AND QUOTES FROM THE TEACHER FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION

Teachers were asked how the Nature Explore classroom has impacted children’s creativity,
imagination, behavior, learning, and sense of inclusion and belonging. They were also asked about the
importance of plants and how the NE classroom has made their job easier and/or reduced their stress.

In the table below, concepts are organized into sub-themes, which are then aggregated into secondary
themes and combined to form primary themes (the column furthest to the left). For example, the
secondary theme, SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING, is comprised of the sub-themes (1) Abilities and
Capacities, (2) Feelings, (3) Emotions, and (4) Behavior. The sub-theme Abilities and Capacities is
comprised of these concepts: leadership, empathy, resilience, patience, and collaboration. Concepts
are words and phrases taken directly from the interview transcripts. In the final step, the secondary
themes are brought together into a primary theme. In this case, the primary theme, SOCIAL-

EMOTIONAL LEARNING, is comprised of the secondary themes of SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING and
INCLUSION.

SECONDARY
THEME Sub-Theme 1 Sub-Theme 2 Sub-Theme 3 Sub-Theme 4
(# of mentions)
SOCIAL- Abilities and Feelings— Emotions— Behavior—
EMOTIONAL capacities— sense of self-regulation; behavior change
= LEARNING (32 leadership; ownership; sense calmer (staff too); | (staff too); nature
P (32)
p-d empathy; of freedom (to de-stress (staff break (staff too);
9 U] resilience; choose); look too); de-escalate; decrease
|6 2 patience; forward to coming | self-soothe confrontations;
= > collaboration to school fewer “incidents”
(o'
w
- 5 INCLUSION (9) Special needs— Include others— School-
g - more engaged; learn compassion | welcoming; sense
o nobody excluded towards others; of belonging to
@)
(72 sensitive to care whole school;
for each other;
feeling included
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ACADEMIC LEARNING THROUGH

TEACHER
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SCHOOL COMMUNITY

CREATIVITY & PLAY

BENEFITS

LEARNING (22) Want to learn— Whole Child Social Emotional Learning—
excited for school | Learning— Learning— communication
all domains; learn to interact (vocabulary too);
cognitive abilities; | with others science; math;
kinetic; auditory; gross and fine
in the moment; motor skills; how
natural learning; to garden
learn through (teachers learning
plants/nature; NE too)
enhances learning;
easier to teach;
through play
PLAY (4) Area— Pretend play—
mud play area; animals in the
each area different | jungle
play setting (“lake”
etc.)
ART (4) Art Area—
nature materials
NATURE AND Observation— Caretaking- Inside— Emotions—
PLANTS (19) noticing nature; how to save bring nature excited; more
worms, insects, worm; care for inside; kids and interest with more
birds, etc.; insects; appreciate | teachers plants
collecting worms life; sensitive to
etc.; look at nature & each
different areas other; concerned
after rain; enhance | about sun/water
learning for plants; take
care of planet;
responsibility
SCHOOL Community With-In School Bridge—
COMMUNITY (15) | Building- Community— bridge school and
NE supports other classrooms; | home life; school-
community other kids; real world
building; responsible for
interaction; work younger kids;
together; engage unity; cooperation;
parents kids and staff;
sense of
community; “meet
every student in
school”
BENEFITS FOR Green space—
TEACHERS (1) feel grounded;

relieves stress
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TEACHERS’ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES
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SECONDARY
THEME
(# of mentions)

QUOTE 1

QUOTE 2

SOCIAL
EMOTIONAL
LEARNING (32)

But | think it's taught [the students] to
appreciate life more. You know, even if
it's an insect, they're very careful about
not hurting them. They make enclosures
for them. It’s taught them to be
empathetic to others outside of
themselves. So, in turn, when they see
somebody who's not playing with
somebody, they tend to include them
more: “Come on and come play.” It's
really taught them to be inclusive and be
more compassionate towards others.

we had the ones that need that break,
you know, so they get to go out on a
walk with a staff member and they get to
deescalate their behavior and self-
regulate themselves. And actually, the
minute they walk out that door, they
stop, they stop crying. They stop with
their aggressive behaviors. They just
start relaxing.

They're really excited to come to school
and to follow what our classroom rules
are. And it really has helped them just be
calmer. And like | said, when we're doing
our nature walk, I'll tell them like, let's
smell the air, what does that smell like
and everyone's just taking those deep
breaths and breathing and just getting
that clean, fresh air, that oxygen, and
they enjoy it. | think, helps them de-
stress. If they do have stressors that
might be affecting their behavior, | think
it just really helps them along.

| feel that having a nature explore
outdoor classroom has really helped to
relieve stress and just take that time to
be out in that green space and just
breathe and you feel grounded. It really
helps me feel grounded and the student
as well, | can see that. And it has been so
beneficial for our staff as well. | see a lot
of staff that tend to go and take their
breaks outside.

INCLUSION (9)

we do have a lot of children who are
special needs. And those children were
more to themselves all the time. Now
that we have our nature explore
classroom, | noticed that they're the
ones that are picking up rocks, collecting
rocks. They're going observing different
plants.

“So, nobody was excluded. Everybody
was just one unit.”

“It's really taught them to be inclusive
and be more compassionate towards
others.”

[used on SEL above] But | think it's
taught them to appreciate life more. You
know, even if it's an insect, they're very
careful about not hurting them. They
make enclosures for them. They're it's
taught them to be empathetic to others
outside of themselves. So, in turn, when
they see somebody who's not playing
with somebody, they tend to include
them more, Come on and come play. It's
really taught them to be inclusive and be
more compassionate towards others.
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SCHOOL
COMMUNITY

CREATIVITY & PLAY

LEARNING (22)

I think that's part of being a good
teacher, trying to reach all learners.
Some are kinetic learners; some are
auditory learners. And the NE
[classroom] has really helped with that
because we're using all our senses to
learn about the environment.

| would say the plants have played a
huge role in the students understanding
what it takes for plants to grow, what is
needed, so they learn the science behind
that, but then also their identification of
plants.

ART (4) ..the art area. Before it was just paint
and markers. Now we put other things
like leaves and branches
PLAY (4) mud boxes. We put out plates and cups | They like to pretend they're animals in
and pots and pans and all kinds of good the jungle. We have some really
stuff. And | started listening to them and | beautiful plants and they like to wear
they were making tostones, tamales, scarves or tie them around their waist
“you make the tortillas and bring out the | and pretend they're different jungle
cheese” and they were having a big party | animals like tigers and lions, and they're
with mud and, and | was there to listen just walking through. And it's just so
to the dishes that they make at home imaginative and creative.
NATURE AND They will ask, can we go outside today? Recently children start to show more
PLANTS (19) And, you know, it's been raining and interest now that we have more plants,
we're like, sure, we'll go take a nature
walk when it stops raining, we'll do a And we have noticed that kids are more
nature walk. We walk all around. We see . L
. observant of animals, hummingbirds,
how the rain has affected the outdoor . . .
\ . other birds, insects, bees. So it’s been a
classroom. They're excited. They stay . .
. great having the opportunity to talk
with the group. ...we walk together as a . .
o . about those things, those birds, we have
group and we observe what it's done in .
s . in our area.
the sand area. What's it done in our
garden area and what it looks like in our
grass, what it looks like in our woodchips
area and our messy areas
SCHOOL And the children are teaching us new The (school community), they are
COMMUNITY vocabulary as well as their friends. We interacting more with the older kids. So,
(15) think it's wonderful how everything just | they are learning from them too.

connects to their real life, school life, and
it's all combined in one.

And it also has brought in such a sense of
community like Maria said earlier. It
gives us a chance to meet every single
one of the students in the school, not
just the ones in your classroom. It makes
the children feel part of the whole school

So now, as you were mentioning, our
older kids are taking care of my babies
because | work with the little ones. So
now they are also being responsible for
the little ones. They are interacting
more, they are sharing,

A:10



BENEFITS FOR | feel that having a nature explore outdoor classroom has really helped to relieve
TEACHERS (1) stress and just take that time to be out in that green space and just breathe and you
feel grounded. It really helps me feel grounded and the student as well, | can see
that. And it has been so beneficial for our staff as well. | see a lot of staff that tend to
go and take their breaks outside.
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FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS — TEACHER GROUP

Question #1: Please share examples of the ways the Nature Explore classroom has
impacted children's creativity and imagination.

Question #2: Can you share examples of how the Nature Explore classroom has
impacted children's sense of inclusion and belonging?

Question #3: Can you share an example of how the Nature Explore classroom has
impacted children's behavior? Self-regulation?

Question #4: Can you give us examples of how the Nature Explore classroom helps
them learn across all learning areas? Domains.

Question #5: Can you talk about the role that plants have played in the Nature
Explore classroom?

Question #6: In what ways, if any, has having a Nature Explore classroom made your
job easier or reduced some of your own stress?

TEACHER PARTICIPANTS

Robin Callahan, Teacher, Canoga EEC

Mireya Camargo, Teacher, Gardena EEC
Aleyda Carranza, Teacher, Glassell Park EEC
Diane V. Corral, Teacher, Monte Vista EEC
Maria Crespo-Cisneros, Teacher, Gardena EEC
Edith Figueroa, Teacher, 4th Street EEC
Elizabeth Fonticiella, Teacher, Haddon EEC
Nancy Osono, Teacher, Wanda Mikes EEC

Denice Prado, Teacher, Brooklyn EEC
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PRINCIPALS

THEMES AND QUOTES FROM THE PRINCIPALS FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION

Principals were asked about the benefits of a Nature Explore classroom, their influence on its
design, any support they received to train staff, the importance of plants and the mix of areas,
and how the NE classroom reduced their stress.

In the table below, concepts are organized into sub-themes, which are then aggregated into
secondary themes and combined to form primary themes (the column furthest to the left). For
example, the secondary theme, PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT, is comprised of the sub-themes: (1)
Nature Explore Leadership Institute, (2) Nature Explore Monthly Meetings, (3) Nature Explore
General Support, and (4) School-Staff Connection. Concepts are words and phrases taken
directly from the interview transcripts. The sub-theme Nature Explore Monthly Meetings is
comprised of these concepts: share, problem-solve, ask questions, and provide resources. In the
final step, secondary themes are brought together into a primary theme. In this case, the
primary theme, PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT, is comprised of the secondary themes of
PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT, DESIGN, and MIX of AREAS.
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SECONDARY
THEME
(# of mentions)

Sub-Theme 1

Sub-Theme 2

Sub-Theme 3

Sub-Theme 4

PROFESSIONAL

Nature Explore

Nature Explore

Nature Explore

School-staff

SUPPORT (20) Leadership monthly general support — | connection—
Institute— meetings— “reflecting back” biggest
workshops; share; problem- with NE staff; visit | advocates;
hands-on; helps solve; ask other NE committee
with teacher buy- | questions; classrooms from each
in provide classroom

resources

DESIGN (9) Walkthrough the | Participate in Communication—
site— design— lack of
Having a “third from the communication
eye” beginning regarding

maintenance (only
1 participant)

MIX OF AREAS (12) | Space - For staff— Learning— Choices-
“so much space;” | area for lunch; overlapping where to go;
is so beautiful area for rest learning areas; helps

different skill areas | “introverts;”
freedom

A:13
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SCHOOL COMMUNITY

LEARNING

NATURE AND
PLANTS (19)

Plants—

veggie garden;
watch grow;
measure growth;
greenery; beauty;
form relationship
with plants;
memories (of
planting);
separate/define
areas; plants as
play spaces

Ecosystem—
plants + insects +
butterflies + birds

Experience
nature—
outdoor curriculum

SOCIAL-
EMOTIONAL
LEARNING (7)

Imagination—
sense of discovery
(choices)

Social emotional
learning-
excitement;
sharing; “social
development”

Curriculum-
lesson plan for NE
classroom

Plants—
“trees as

instructional
activity givers”

CHILD POSITIVE Self-Regulation— Challenging Positive emotions—
BEHAVIOR (15) calming; helps behavior— excitement;
special needs kids | decreases it; happiness;
get calm fewer behavior responsibility;
issues ownership; sense
of freedom
INJURIES (5) Number Why fewer? —
declined- Children are
only minor; not as | calmer; choose
severe as before from many areas
SCHOOL Outside Parents— Place for School
COMMUNITY (11) | community— excited; buy-in; community— community—
increase family events; “space so beautiful | engages
enroliment power of nature | and so inviting;” educators;
to engage kids place where students
and parents everyone is socialize with
connected; a hub other grades;
all are to NE
classroom
SAFETY (3) Safe “park” —

parks near home
not safe;
confident that
they are safe and
children can
explore
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PRINCIPALS’ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES
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NATURE AND

SECONDARY
THEME
(# of mentions)

QUOTE 1

QUOTE 2

PROFESSIONAL
SUPPORT (20)

| too had the opportunity to go to [the
Leadership Institute] this summer. And it
was amazing. Amazing. | love the
monthly meetings with Kirsten where
we can all share and problem solve and
ask questions. We're talking about it as a
group and we're reflecting back with our
partners from Nature Explore. It's been
lovely.

the monthly meetings are very helpful
because we get to meet with our
colleagues and see what's working for
them and get new ideas. But on top of
that, Kristen goes over the resources,
the books to support us.

DESIGN (9)

I was in the first phase of the design
meeting with the whole team,
determining, looking at the space that
we have and saying, you know, do you
think this would work here, not work
here, and giving the rationale why
maybe something would work in one
particular area or not work. So that was
very fulfilling for me to see the whole
process from, you know, two years prior
to us even designing,

MIX OF AREAS
(12)

...the children just have so much space
and it's the space and then seeing the
greenery and then being able to plant
vegetables.... you see the excitement
when something has grown ... the
[challenging] behavior with the children
has basically diminished

NATURE AND
PLANTS (19)

And as a smaller part of a larger
community, the more greenery we have,
the more nature that is growing in our
space, it helps us and helps our
neighbors, it helps our larger
community,

The kids form relationships with the
trees and the bushes and the flowers.

“Remember when | planted that tree?”
It creates memories for our little ones,
too. It's not just because it's beautiful, it
creates that kind of magical moments
that we want our little ones to have
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SCHOOL COMMUNITY

LEARNING

BEHAVIOR

SOCIAL-
EMOTIONAL
LEARNING (7)

the power of children being a part of
nature, the power of adults being a part
of nature, the power of all of us being
outside for an hour a day under trees,
with grass, engaged with children in
purposeful and developmentally
appropriate ways.

... it was just amazing to see how our
children learn and how excited they are
outdoors. The excitement, the curiosity,
the creativity, the willingness to
socialize.

[in] regard to our children and their
involvement outdoors is you see their
happiness and their excitement and
their confidence in their abilities, and it
certainly lends to their learning.

BEHAVIOR (15)

I've noticed a big change in our students
with special needs. They seem to be
much calmer in the environment. If a
teacher or a child is having a difficult
day, they may go for a walk, they may
stop and smell the lavender, they may
dig in the dirt. ... we just enjoy walks.
And there's been a couple of times I've
had to go on a walk. So, it's good.

I've noticed that it's even decreased the
stress and the staff is calmer and more
relaxed, which when staff is calmer and
relaxed, the children are much more
relaxed.

in tune with their space and the space of
their friends.

INJURIES (5)

| agree with my colleagues with regards
to the accidents. They are few and far
between. There's no time to get into
other mischief because they've got such
a rich environment outdoors with all the
learning areas.

SCHOOL
COMMUNITY
(11)

I've noticed the parents were so excited
because the kids, you know, were going
home with vegetables. And the parent
was like, oh my God, | didn't know, how
exciting. So just the parents becoming
invested in it and being excited about
their child, being exposed to and tasting
fresh vegetables.

a place where everybody can come and
feel connected

And what helped me at my site, at least,
is | developed an outdoor nature explore
committee from each classroom,
members from each classroom that had
the passion.

| think that that [the Nature Explore
classroom] is a gift. And | think all of us
at school know that we have a gift. And
because we know we have a gift we are
that much more committed to it or that
much more invested in it or that much
more creative with it.

SAFETY (3)

| find that what children benefit from, is
being able to be in a safe park setting
because the parks, at least in my area,
are not safe.

I've seen children laid out in the tall
grass reading a book. It's just awesome.
We don't see that in L.A. And it's such a
safe environment. | think that’s what
leads to their exploration and their
ability to feel confident they’re in a safe
place, and they can explore outdoors.
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FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS — PRINCIPAL'S GROUP

QUESTION #1: In what ways, if any, do you feel your school and or the district is
benefiting from having the Nature Explore classrooms?

QUESTION #2: I'd love for you to talk more because one of the things when we
first started this program, people said that they were afraid
children would get hurt more. And actually, the research people
said that the opposite was true. Could you give us some more
details about that, if any of your experience is it's a point that a lot
of people want to know about?

QUESTION #3: In what ways, if any, for all of you, did you feel supported as you
had to explain what nature was all about to your staff? What kinds
of support did you receive to help you support your staff?

QUESTION #4: So, to what extent did you feel you had an impact on the design?

QUESTION #5: Can you tell us the role that having plants in your space has
played? And if you think it's important, why is it important to have
plants? Why would you not want [anyone] to take it out?

QUESTION #6: How does having a mix of areas with music, etc., support your
children's learning or their behavior or their overall well-being?

QUESTION #7: Has having the Nature Explore classroom made your job easier or
reduced your stress in any way?

PARTICIPANTS - PRINCIPALS

Vivian Beans, Principal, Trinity EEC

Cara Gerfand, Principal, Canoga Park EEC

Sheila Hardy, Principal, Vaughn St. EEC

Gregory Johnson, Principal, Mikes EEC

Viken Kazarian, Principal, Arminta St EEC

Jorge Reyes, Principal, Glassell Park EEC

Jessica Rhodes Logan, Principal, Brooklyn EEC
Irene Leon Santillan, Principal, 4th St. EEC, LAUSD
Barbara Walker, Principal, Monte Vista EEC

A:17



DESIGN TEAM

THEMES AND QUOTES FROM THE DESIGN TEAM FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION

Design team participants were asked about collaboration, the Nature Explore guiding principles,
site design within district guidelines, maintenance, the importance of plants, and their
satisfaction with the design process.

In the table below, concepts are organized into sub-themes, which are then aggregated into
secondary themes which are combined to form primary themes (the column furthest to the
left). For example, the secondary theme, COLLABORATION, is comprised of the sub-themes: (1)
Feedback, (2) Everyone at the Table, and (3) Communication. Sub-themes are collections of
concepts, which are words and phrases taken directly from the interview transcripts. For
example, the sub-theme Communication is comprised of these concepts: everyone
understands, improves design, shared resources (publications, etc.), and all know the design
principles. In the final step, secondary themes are brought together into a primary theme. In
this case, the primary theme, COLLABORATIVE DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS, is
comprised of the secondary themes of COLLABORATION, NATURE EXPLORE PRINCIPLES,
DESIGN, MAINTENANCE, EQUITY, and SATISFACTION.

SECONDARY
THEME Sub-Theme 1 Sub-Theme 2 Sub-Theme 3
(# of mentions)

COLLABORATION | Feedback-— Everyone at the table- | Communication—
(21) from maintenance all share expertise; everyone understands;
folks; can make work with everyone; improves design;
a changes; improvement | inclusive; include shared resources
> & from past; contractors | contractors; improves | (publications, etc.); all
<L 8 hear feedback from maintenance; know the design
e principals; helps meet | everyone learns from principles
9 o state requirements one another; exciting
v O
w
o % NATURE EXPLORE | New vision— Program
g - PRINCIPLES (2) different way to think | management—
o & about outdoor space helps sell the program
< 2
x w DESIGN (4 Conceptual plans— Process— Designed spaces—
o
o0 E specific to each site; streamlined design importance of
S | flexible; share physical | process different areas
o2 plan with others
Q=2

MAINTENANCE Design modifications— | Collaboration—

(11) respond to site issues; | work with principals;
feedback from school; | maybe meet

return to finished site | once/year?
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BEHAVIOR AND

EQUITY (2)

Commitment—
process strong
commitment to equity

Home neighborhood
is unsafe—
they can play at school

Disparity—
not everyone gets a NE
classroom

SATISFACTION Completed— Collaboration— Reactions—
(16) It’s like a park; teachers; principals; new principal tears up;
functions as intended; | people doing amazing | excitement of
seeing mature nature; | things together principal; kids with
sharing it with others; hard lives get comfort
seeing furniture and adventure; more
delivered; overcoming energy; buy-in from
district challenges everyone; people take
ownership
NATURE AND Plants part of nature— | Experience— Learning—
PLANTS (10) insects, butterflies, seeing, touching, cognitive
birds, etc. smelling, and hearing breakthroughs; dead
plants; “all senses” grass opportunity to
learn
SOCIAL- Space—-
EMOTIONAL for social emotional

LEARNING (1)

development; science

POSITIVE Calming— Behavioral issues—
BEHAVIOR AND students and staff; fewer incidents
SELF- comfort

REGULATION (4)

SAFETY (2) Safety—

“safest playground
they can have;”
provide post-
pandemic safety and
comfort

MISCELLANEOUS

Nature Explore is the
most successful
program in LAUSD
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DESIGN TEAM FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

COLLABORATIVE DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS

QUOTE 1

QUOTE 2

COLLABORATION (21)

So, we come with a lot of
knowledge and a lot of
information that we can
provide to everybody on the
team. And it's always good to
hear feedback so we can
incorporate it with what we're
doing.

there's a lot of collaboration
with all of our different entities
and we work really closely and
with feedback and we're
constantly trying to improve
our offerings and how we solve
spaces.

NATURE EXPLORE
PRINCIPLES (2)

But for me we are so
conditioned to want a
conventional outdoor space for
children that it's really hard to
break out and imagine
something different and it's a
really wonderful moment to
observe when you start to
[break out]. | feel like the
principles give us a structure to
talk about a different vision.

DESIGN (4)

...the design team has a specific
[design] plan. So, we have
something to follow as a
general guideline and then
creativity can take place at
each site.

EQUITY (2)

Because the equity, the equity
piece, | mean, not every school
has an outdoor classroom,

MAINTENANCE (11)

Our principals have become a
lot more knowledgeable about
what they want and what
they're looking for in the
different materials.

I think that feedback from
maintenance people have a lot
to help with these projects
because we were able to see
some things that were part of
the program but then would be
a problem down the road for
maintenance.... And then in
conjunction with maintenance
and operations, we were able
to make some changes where
we’re still within, | guess,
parameters of what we were
looking for and that helped us.
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MOST SATISFYING
(16)

For me, construction is really
messy and there's a whole
bunch of obstacles and
problems and headaches and
organizing. But at the end of
the day, when the construction
is complete, you see the kids
playing out there. And they've
even said, “Oh, it looks like a
park.” That's what you hear all
the time. So that to me, that's
satisfying knowing that these
kids are having an environment
that maybe they don't have an
opportunity to go to and now
they go to it every day.

And so [the brand-new
principal] was just coming in
for the day and she was coming
from an elementary school and
it was a pretty big elementary
school. And she wanted to
come to early ed. And we
walked onto the campus, and |
said, let's go into the nature
[explore classroom] and we'll
walk around. And she got out
there and | could see her eyes
tearing up a little bit. And she
says, “I have goose bumps.”
And | looked at her and I'm like,
because this is your first day?
And she said, because I'm
watching these kids really
enjoy what school should be all
about.

NATURE AND PLANTS
(10)

| love the sensation of and the
look of all the plants. ...
actually, being a part of
[nature] and just touching stuff,
touching the rosemary,
smelling it and just there's
nothing that can replace it.

Nobody tells heart warming
stories about a climbing
structure. Like cognitive
breakthroughs or, you know,
kids who are making a
breakthrough in terms of
overcoming challenges, ...
being around living things or in
a setting that provides [nature]
is really rare. And nobody goes
back to the preschool they
went to and hugs the climbing
structure. They go to the tree.
And to me, that says it all.

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL
LEARNING (1)

...because it doesn't stop being
a classroom. It's just outdoors.
And our little ones don't know
any better. And so, they just
want to go to the park school,
to the school that has the park.
Right. But as adults, because
we know those [nature
explore] principles, because
we've gone through [training],
we know that's going to
promote some social emotional
[learning], that's it’s going to be
a calming area, that it’s going
to be a science area,
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POSITIVE BEHAVIOR &
SELF-REGULATION (4)

So, we've noticed that the level
of issues of playground,
normally you would have a lot
of playground issues, behavior
issues. We don't have that. The
classroom itself, the nature
classroom, kind of helps to
manage those behavioral
issues. And that all has to do
with the experts here in this
room and at the schools

SAFETY (2)

[This is] sort of like the safest
playground that they can have
right? In these kinds of urban
situations, yeah, | can't let my
kids go outside and play. But
they can go to school and play
and they're going to have the
same experiences.

MISCELLANEOUS

I think from all the programs
that we manage over at LAUSD,
and we're talking billions of
dollars, | want to say that the
Nature Explore program or the
outdoor classroom program
has been one of the most
successful and the one that is
the most streamlined and it
sets the standards for many of
the other programs.
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FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS - DESIGN TEAM

QUESTION #1: So from your perspective, what benefits, if any, have you experienced
as part of the collaborative design process? Having all team members,
educators, designers, engineers, maintenance folks, etc., as part of the
design process. So what benefits, if any, to that collaborative process?

QUESTION #2: From your perspective, what benefits, if any, did you participate in
when you learned about the Nature explore Principles And if you have
been when you were part of the visioning process? Now, before each
time we review the principles for research based principles and then
talk about. Talk about the principles about their vision for the site.
Other benefits for doing those things. And if so, what are they?

QUESTION #3: So can you talk about your experience of designing to meet the needs
of the individual school while also meeting the Los Angeles School
District's guidelines? | think you brought that up already a little bit, but
can you each maybe think about that?

QUESTION #4: What have we learned about maintenance and what have you learned
about the furnishings?

QUESTION #5: What has been the most satisfying part of working on the Nature
Explore projects?

QUESTION #6: Why is it worth having plants in the Nature Explore classrooms?

PARTICIPANTS

Martha Borquez, ECED Director, LAUSD

Denise Castillo, Program Manager, LAUSD

Kirsten Haugen, Education Specialist, Communication and Collaboration Director, Nature Explore
Yuji lko, Design Manager, LAUSD

Cesar Mercado, AFSD (Area Facilities Services Director) N2, LAUSD

Dominique Romero, Furniture and Interiors Group (FIG), LAUSD

Thomas Tsand, LAUSD

Jessica Yang, LAUSD
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