
Green is good
 For students, staff and schools



Green is good
Most of us spend too much time indoors and too much time sitting. 
As a society, we should be spending more time outdoors and teaching 
our children good habits.

One bright spot on the health horizon has been increased interest in outdoor 
teaching and improving Australian schools’ physical environments. The Australian 
Curriculum framework includes outdoor learning as a ‘curriculum connection’ 
alongside related connections such as ‘food and fibre’ and ‘food and wellbeing’.

There are other long-term benefits too. As Sir David Attenborough says, “no one 
will protect what they don’t care about and no one will care about what they have 
never experienced”.

Environmental awareness is crucial to our future, so helping students appreciate 
and understand the natural world is more important than ever.

The benefits of outdoor education are clear, from 
sunlight stimulating vitamin D production to weight 
loss and improved mental health. How can schools 
make sure their students share these outcomes?

At the State level, governments are producing design guidelines legislation 
to encourage good design. As the NSW guidelines state, “High quality, well 
designed schools create a sense of pride, identity and ownership for the 
communities they serve. They also help deliver better educational results.”
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https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/resources/curriculum-connections/
https://www.cdc.gov/cancer/skin/basic_info/outdoors.htm


Education in the
great outdoors

Outdoor classrooms are making a comeback. There’s reason to 
believe that they can lead to improved educational outcomes as well 
as providing the health benefits – and in particular, the mental health 
benefits – of spending more time outside.

These include improvements to memory: in a University of Michigan study, students 
who had walked around an arboretum and then performed a memory test 
out-performed students who had walked around a city street.

But the potential benefits go much further. Schools are investing in vegetable 
gardens, greenhouses and more to encourage students to spend time outside, 
understand food and food production, learn about insect life cycles and more.
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https://www.spring.org.uk/2009/01/memory-improved-20-by-nature-walk.php


Social distancing
made easy

As schools and educators search for safe ways to teach effectively 
while managing COVID-19 risks, outdoor learning is an option with 
significant benefits.

Social distancing is easier to manage and being in the open air disperses airborne 
particles more effectively than when in a classroom.

A strong emphasis on outdoor learning played a crucial role in Denmark being the 
first European country to reopen daycare and primary schools after lockdown. In 
April 2020, after five weeks of restrictions, primary schooling resumed. Secondary 
education followed in May.

“The shorter school day [and] … the emphasis on outside projects 
and smaller class groups has actually improved behaviour. We’ll 
go outside and do activities like digging in the school garden, 
getting tadpoles from the lake or going on bike tours.”

Claire Astley, a teacher at Vester Skernige, on Fyn

4

https://www.thelocal.com/20200528/how-denmark-got-its-children-back-to-school


Schools are 
getting it right

Many schools are looking at their grounds with fresh 
eyes. Competition for students is intense across public and private 
institutions alike. Most schools want to improve their overall physical 
environment to make it more attractive to staff, students and parents.

They’re looking to enhance and improve their environment for educational 
purposes, whether that means maintaining sporting grounds, planting gardens or 
creating outdoor learning areas.

There’s also a safety aspect, as muddy areas can cause slips and falls. Poorly 
maintained trees can drop branches, causing injury and even, in tragic 
circumstances, death.
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In any school environment, 
regardless of public or private, 
we’re seeing a reduction in 
hard, open concrete or asphalt 
areas. We’re cutting garden 
beds cut into hard spaces 
around buildings and installing 
raised planter boxes to provide 
greenery and softness. We’re 
planting a lot more trees too, 
for the benefits of shade.

Nick Saunders, GM of Operations,
Maintenance - Landscape Solutions

https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/bridget-wright-tree-branch-death-school-principal-may-have-been-warned-about-dangerous-tree-inquest-hears-20151019-gkcgzn.html


Sports grounds –
centrepieces for
schools & communities

Australians pride themselves on their sporting prowess, but too many 
children don’t get enough exercise. There is also pressure on 
community spaces as our population becomes more urbanised.

“Schools – this has been a trend over the last several years – have focused on their 
grounds. They want them to be usable 365 days a year, not just the 260 or so that 
students attend,” says Nick.

“And many schools also operate on a not-for-profit basis and let local community 
groups utilise their grounds in some cases for training and special events.”
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They’re community assets, 
so keeping sporting grounds 
in good shape has benefits 

beyond the school gate.



Outdoor learning
Beyond the sporting field, outdoor classrooms provide students
with opportunities to move freely in a natural environment.
Especially for primary students, these opportunities can contribute 
significantly to development.

“Outdoor education is uniquely placed to address the general capabilities and 
cross curriculum priorities of the Australian Curriculum, in particular personal 
and social capability, critical and creative thinking, ethical understanding, 
Aboriginal perspectives of land and country and sustainability”, according to 
Outdoor Education Australia.

Online resources, such as NaturePlay Australia 
and its State-specific sites, have a wealth of 
resources, including apps and downloads, to 
encourage and facilitate outdoor activities.

Outdoor education contributes to education in several ways, including:
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Providing direct personal contact with nature

Enabling perspectives on contemporary living and human-to-nature relationships

Developing competence and safety management in the Australian outdoors

Enhancing wellbeing through activities that are challenging and adventurous

Developing personal capacities such as communication, resilience, self-confidence, 
leadership, teamwork, goal-setting, personal autonomy and initiative.

https://outdooreducationaustralia.org.au/education/rationale-for-oe/
https://www.natureplay.org.au/


Gardening
Students can also discover the joy of growing things. The United 
Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) emphasises 
gardening’s benefits.

The FAO notes that school gardens can “help students, school staff and families 
make the connection between growing food and good diets, develop life skills 
and increase environmental awareness.” It cites five benefits of school gardens:

Taste and learn 
about healthy food

Learn how to grow 
vegetables and fruits

Develop 
teamwork skills

Promote 
better nutrition

Learn to value the work of 
those who grow our food

Importantly, schools in Australia don’t need to have extensive plots of land to 
access these benefits. Container gardening, vertical gardens, square foot 
gardening and keyhole gardens require little space while still providing students 
with the opportunity to get their hands into the soil.

And plenty of resources are available online, including a ‘Kitchen Garden Syllabus’ 
and organisations such as Australian Organic Schools.
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http://www.fao.org/resources/infographics/infographics-details/en/c/1107110/
https://www.ecohome.net/guides/2228/grow-food-at-home-7-tips-for-growing-food-in-small-spaces/
https://www.kitchengardenfoundation.org.au/content/kitchen-garden-syllabus-%E2%80%93-food-education-your-fingertips
https://www.organicschools.com.au/


Different spaces
Landscaping isn’t just about outdoor classrooms and veggie patches. 
Schools can use their grounds to create spaces to encourage play 
and exploration, and facilitate important conversations outside the 
classroom or office.

“Interactive play spaces can encourage outdoor learning,” says Nick. Such 
spaces might include different platforms, decking, planter boxes, stepping-stone 
pathways, even mazes and hedged mazes.

Schools need many different kinds of spaces. Victoria’s School Facility Area 
Schedules and Design document, for example, describes a three-layer ‘Learning 
Base’ model that includes spaces for:

Outdoor spaces can provide all these functions, says Nick. “We’re also working 
with some schools to create quiet spaces”, he says. Secret gardens for reading 
groups or private reading can be a boon to students and teachers alike.
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Collaborative/
general learning

Direct instruction/
storytelling/dialogue

Presentation/performance

Quiet reflection/reading

Meetings/small groups

“It’s like a campfire situation – without the fire. 
They’re doing group sessions, counselling… we’re 
seeing all those sorts of activities happening outside.”

https://clydeps.vic.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Explanatory-Brief-and-Design-Guideline_Published_201810.pdf


Internal staff or
external partner?

Taking advantage of all these benefits requires capital investments and 
groundkeepers with the right expertise. Many schools are partnering with external 
organisations to maintain their grounds. There is a strong business case for some 
maintenance tasks, and virtually all significant new developments, to be handled 
by a specialist provider.

A specialist landscape company can take away the concerns and management time 
needed to plan, build and maintain gardens, greenhouses, sporting fields and the 
like. They bring all required expertise, including greenkeepers, arborists, landscape 
architects and specialist sports field teams, providing peace of mind to schools.

It’s a question of expertise, resources and priorities, Nick explains. 
“Schools want to be able to concentrate on providing education. 
They don’t want to be caught up in facilities management.”
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Financial planning
Sourcing external resources can also have significant financial 
benefits, freeing up schools’ capital holdings for other purposes.

“Depending on the size of the school they might have tractors, ride-on mowers 
and spray equipment,” says Nick. “They might have rolling machines, vehicles and 
buggies for their teams to get around on.”

Using an external provider allows a school to release those capital assets, 
reducing short- and long-term costs. Typically, payments are broken up into 
instalments to simplify cash flow management.

“They can relinquish all of those long-term accruals, such as annual leave, RDOs 
and redundancy-type payments,” says Nick. “They’ve been able to get rid of all 
those costs and ongoing concerns completely.”

Ultimately, he says, schools want partners who will work collaboratively. Regular 
meetings throughout the year are crucial. These provide opportunities to discuss 
budgets and maintain a yearly register of works to be completed, conduct 
quarterly reviews of tasks completed and review upcoming projects.
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Pick a partner
What should schools look for in a landscape partner? Nick says 
the essential staff qualifications to look for include:
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Greenkeeping
Certificate in Sports Turf Management
(for maintaining sports fields)

Horticulture
Certificate in Horticulture
(for general gardening and landscape work)

Agronomists
Certificate in Agronomy
(for working with crop-producing gardens)

Arborists
Certificate in Arboriculture or Horticulture
(for working with trees)

Background checks
Finally, all staff should have passed criminal
background and working with children tests.



Pick a partner (cont.)
Finally, Nick says it’s crucial to find a partner with a strong history 
of effective service delivery and an understanding of schools and 
how they function.

“Look for a contractor that has experience in the education sector. Whether a 
public school, private, university … whatever they may be, you want a contractor 
that understands the daily dynamics of working in and around students.

“That means working collaboratively with an in-house facilities team and being 
able to deliver all the services. It means being mindful of noise requirements 
during exam times and being mindful of the school’s presentation when all the 
students start walking in.

“It also means being mindful of Saturday sports, when all the parents turn up to 
see their kids play. They expect to see the school presenting immaculately.”
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Resources
NaturePlay Australia
Nature Play NSW
NaturePlay ACT
NaturePlay Vic (FaceBook page) 
Nature Play SA
NaturePlay Tas (FaceBook page) 
Nature Play WA
Nature Play Qld
NaturePlay NT (FaceBook page) 
Outdoor Classroom Day
Outdoor Education Australia 
Australian Curriculum connections 
Kitchen Garden syllabus 
Australian Organic Schools

Design
guidelines
NSW design guidelines
Vic design guidelines
SA design guidelines

https://www.natureplay.org.au/
https://www.natureplaynsw.com.au/
https://www.natureplaycbr.org.au/
https://www.facebook.com/NaturePlayVIC/
https://natureplaysa.org.au/
https://www.facebook.com/natureplaytas/
https://www.natureplaywa.org.au/
https://natureplayqld.org.au/
https://www.facebook.com/NaturePlayNT/
https://outdoorclassroomday.com.au/
https://outdooreducationaustralia.org.au/education/rationale-for-oe/
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/resources/curriculum-connections/
https://www.kitchengardenfoundation.org.au/content/kitchen-garden-syllabus-%E2%80%93-food-education-your-fingertips
https://www.organicschools.com.au/
https://www.governmentarchitect.nsw.gov.au/resources/ga/media/files/ga/design-guides/design-guide-for-schools-2018-05-14.pdf?la=en
https://clydeps.vic.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Explanatory-Brief-and-Design-Guideline_Published_201810.pdf
https://www.education.sa.gov.au/sites/default/files/decd-design-standards.pdf?acsf_files_redirect


Call us on 09 448 1227
www.lansol.co.nz

Is your educational 
space hitting the mark?

Concentrate on delivering an exceptional 
education while we deliver your desired 
outcomes in landscape management. 
Contact us to get started.




