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E
verywhere we see evidence of sin’s effects on people and on 
Planet Earth. Surrounded by the threats of global climate 
change, terrorism, economic failure, and natural disasters, it 
can sometimes be hard to see evidence of God, evidence of 
good. But nature, though tainted by sin, contains hidden trea-
sures the Creator designed for our benefit. In Chapter 6 of 

Child Guidance, Ellen White writes:
“As we observe the things of the natural world, we shall be enabled, under the 

guiding of the Holy Spirit, more fully to understand the lessons of God’s Word. 
. . . Children should be encouraged to search out in nature the objects that illustrate Bible teach-
ings, and to trace in the Bible the similitudes drawn from nature. They should search out, both 
in nature and in Holy Writ, every object representing Christ, and those also that He employed 
in illustrating truth. Thus may they learn to see Him in tree and vine, in lily and rose, in sun and 
star. They may learn to hear His voice in the song of birds, in the sighing of the trees, in the roll-
ing thunder, and in the music of the sea. And every object in nature will repeat to them His pre-
cious lessons” (pp. 45, 46).

Many barriers prevent people from realizing the spiritual, physical, and mental blessings God 
intended them to obtain by immersing themselves in His creation. It is hard for people to enjoy 
a sunset when they are hungry or sick, afraid of the natural world, or working long hours—or 
when the sunset is blotted out by pollution. In more developed countries, people don’t go outside 
because they are “plugged in” to the very technologies (televisions, computers, and other elec-
tronic media) meant to free up time for recreation.

This edition of The Journal of advenTisT educaTion reminds readers of the benefits of 
spending time in God’s creation, and of the importance of integrating the natural world into the 
curriculum of Adventist schools. 

Section I focuses on the reasons why we must connect our students (and ourselves) with nature, 
beginning with Rosemary Bailey’s summary of research-based reasons for involving and educat-
ing students in natural settings. Tom Goodwin suggests ways to help students experience the 
intellectual stimulation, personal wonder, and transcendent joy that God’s creation brings, and 
offers ideas to improve science teaching. Stephen Bauer discusses the theological lessons that can 
be gained from nature. 

Section II presents practical suggestions for immersing students in nature while still meeting 
the requirements of the curriculum. Patricia Potts offers a model for planning outdoor learning 
activities. Kathryn Hickerson explains how creating a natural and creative space, called a school-
yard habitat, can promote nature education. Beverly Robinson-Rumble leaves the editor’s chair to 
provide some useful resources to help teachers create a butterfly garden. 

Nature education is not limited to the science classroom. Christy Yingling outlines a unit for a 
high school English class that derives its theme from nature. Laurel Dovich explores how to con-
nect nature, faith, and learning in the engineering classroom. Keith Nelson reminds us of the use-
fulness of outdoor school in the Adventist curriculum. And finally, Tammie Burak summarizes 
key reasons for students to spend time outside and reminds readers of how simple and enjoyable 
that can be.

In preparing this issue, we have tried to solicit materials that will be relevant to teachers of dif-
ferent levels and disciplines, keeping in mind the diversity of students served by Adventist educa-
tion. The results of nature education can extend far beyond the classroom, as students embrace 
a lifelong love of nature and ecological sensitivity, and are led to “‘worship Him who made            
heaven and earth, the sea and springs of water’” (Revelation 14:7, NKJV). We hope that you will 
be inspired to teach and live differently as you experience and share the wonderful gift of nature.
________________________________________________________________________________________
Rosemary Bailey, Coordinator for this special issue on Nature, is a middle-school teacher at Ruth Mur-
doch Adventist School in Berrien Springs, Michigan. The editorial staff wish to express their thanks for 
her enthusiasm, perseverance, and assistance in preparing the issue.
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Many of us as children enjoyed 
building forts, climbing 
trees, weaving daisy chains, 
and engaging in other won-
derful outdoor activities. 
And as adults, we can find 
peace and joy in the soli-
tude and beauty of the natu-
ral world, where God seems 

very near. Unfortunately, most people in developed coun-
tries, especially children, now spend very little time in 
nature or even out of doors. 

Adventists have special counsel regarding the value of 
spending time in God’s creation. Almost a century ago, 
Ellen White wrote: “While the Bible should hold the first 
place in the education of children and youth, the book of 
nature is next in importance.”1 While this alone gives ample 
reason for a renewed focus on God’s bountiful creation, a 
growing number of scientific studies have reported the posi-
tive effects of nature on human life. Even the secular world 
is starting to look for ways to bring outdoor learning into 
the classroom. As Adventist educators try to convince their 
administration and board to think “outside the classroom 
walls,” they will need a solid rationale to support their ideas. 
This article will summarize some of the benefits of spending 
time in nature as revealed in current research and the counsel 
of Ellen White. 

Nature Promotes Spiritual Development
Adventist teachers should be in the forefront of the nature 

education movement that is catching on in the secular world. 
Our church often talks about nature as “God’s second book” 
and of our role as stewards of God’s creation. Ellen White 
writes, “In the natural world, God has placed in the hands 
of the children of men the key to 
unlock the treasure house of His 
word. The unseen is illustrated by 

the seen; divine wisdom, eternal truth, infinite grace, 
are understood by the things that God has made.”2 In 
Education, Ellen White describes the Bible and nature 
as the foundational curriculums for the development of 
the whole child. Of nature, she writes, “So far as possi-
ble, let the child from his earliest years be placed where 
this wonderful lesson book shall be open before him. . . . 
Let the children learn to see in nature an expression of 
the love and the wisdom of God.”3 Then she adds, “The 
constant contact with the mystery of life and the love-
liness of nature, as well as the tenderness called forth 
in ministering to these beautiful objects of God’s cre-
ation, tends to quicken the mind and refine and elevate the 
character.”4 

I have found that even 1st graders can learn to find spiritual 
meaning in the things of nature and often get quite excited 
because they have discovered a hidden message from God. 
Using nature as a textbook will evoke curiosity and help them 
see the divine hand in the world around them.

Nature Evokes Curiosity
When children see, touch, smell, 

and in general experience the world 

The Need 
         for Nature 
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with their senses, it sparks curiosity.5 There are so many 
new things in a natural setting that children are inspired 
to ask questions: What is under the rock? Behind the tree? 
What kind of a bug is that? Why is the bird pecking a hole 
in the tree? Where does that trail lead? Because nature is 
ever changing, the same patch of forest or the same garden 
will offer new things to explore at each visit.

We know that curiosity motivates students. Studies have 
shown that if students are curious about something, their 
intrinsic motivation to learn about it is higher.6 In addi-
tion, they become more curious as they learn more.7 It is a 

self-perpetuating cycle. J. Brune’s 
research showed that “using envi-
ronment as a learning tool. . . . 
improved student motivation, life-
long learning skills . . . and atti-
tudes of respect and responsibil-
ity.”8 Thus, the characteristics of 
nature motivate children to ex-
plore, to learn, and then to want 
to know more! 

Nature Inspires Creativity
As students explore, they often 

find wonderful inspiration for cre-
ative expressions of their learn-
ing, emotions, and observations. 
Their creativity and imaginations 
flourish in the out-of-doors. Try 
sending your students outside with a sketchbook, and have 

them draw the insects they find. Or watch what 
happens when you set up painting easels in front 
of a flower garden. I had a student who refused to 
write indoors, but asked for more time to finish 
her assignment when writing in the garden where 
her story (about a mouse) took place. Students find 
it much easier to write or paint when they can see 
things that give them ideas, instead of having to 
come up with inspiration while sitting at a desk. 

Natural settings attract children because of the 
diversity of sounds, smells, colors, and objects. 
These settings allow them to interactively explore 
and manipulate a variety of objects.9 Artists, musi-
cians, photographers, poets, and writers, and even 
inventors have all found inspiration from observing 
nature. Teachers can use nature for planning les-
sons in art, writing, science, and music classes. 

Teachers should also give children time for un-
structured play in nature. One study found that 
being in a natural environment resulted in more 
creative play by children. Instead of just playing on 
swings and slides, children invented imaginary sto-

rylines.10 Other studies have 
found that gardens, forests, 
meadows, and other natu-
ral places provide a pleth-
ora of manipulatable objects 
that foster discovery and 
creative play. Play equip-
ment, asphalt, and grass 
contain few if any of these 
types of objects.11 Plants 
provide hands-on materials 
such as twigs, berries, leaves 
or needles, flowers, and 
seeds.12 Creating a garden is 
something that almost any 
teacher can do in his or her 
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schoolyard or even indoors. By providing 
natural places for creative play and explo-
ration, teachers can nurture children’s 
creativity. Natural places also make great 
locations for teaching and learning. 

Time in Nature Strengthens Learning
Every teacher wants his or her students 

to acquire knowledge and skills that will 
make them useful and effective adults. 
Edward O. Wilson states that “the natural 
world is the most information-rich envi-
ronment people will ever encounter.”13 In 
nature, children experience opportunities to identify, name, 
and classify the things around them as they explore creatively. 
These activities help them build sorting skills and enhance 
retention.14 Why teach sorting skills with little cutouts when 
you can go outside and sort flowers or rocks or sticks, which 
will be more fun and more meaningful? 

In addition to providing skill practice, nature also contains 
authentic teaching materials for many content areas. The con-
nections with science are clear, but other subjects can be taken 
outside, too. If the English teacher is teaching adjectives, the 
students will discover many great adjectives firsthand as they 
describe the garden or the forest. Math also can easily be 

When children see, 
touch, smell, and in 
general experience the 
world with their senses, 
it sparks curiosity.
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taught outside using real problems, like finding the perim-
eter of the garden or calculating the amount of mulch the 
school needs to purchase for the trees. The Bible teacher can 
use nature to illuminate the Word of God and provide visual 
object lessons. The parable of the sower and the seed will come 
alive when students grow seeds in a garden. The lichen serves 
as a concrete lesson of cooperation. Students see results of the 
mercy of God in how animals and plants have been able to 
adapt to survive in a sinful world of disease, predation, and lim-
ited resources. The social studies teacher may find connecting 
his or her topics with the natural world more of a challenge, 
but the concepts of communities, neighborhoods, interrelation-
ships, and pollution can be taught very effectively in the field. 

To make teaching outside easier, many schools have devel-
oped outdoor learning areas called schoolyard habitats. Re-
searchers made exciting discoveries in their studies of programs 
that involve instruction in schoolyard habitats or other natural 

settings. Students in the field learned and retained more con-
tent. They also performed better on posttests than those whose 
instruction occurred indoors.15 

Using the environment for teaching has also been found to 
increase student achievement in science, math, and reading.16 
Author Richard Louv writes that “direct experience” learn-
ing and outdoor instruction improved standardized test scores 
and enhanced skills in problem solving, decision making, and 
critical thinking. He cites a California study where students 
in environmental-based programs raised their math and sci-
ence scores by 27 percent and were more engaged in classroom 
activities.17 Research has continuously shown the effectiveness 
of spending time learning in a natural setting. 

Time in Nature Affects Attention
Learning is greatly hampered when a student has trouble 

paying attention. A growing number of children have difficulty 
with concentrating—and not just those diagnosed with Atten-

tion Deficit Disorder (ADD) and Attention Deficit Hyperactiv-
ity Disorder (ADHD). This makes it difficult for them to mem-
orize, complete tasks, or even enjoy a story. 

A growing body of research shows the positive effect of na-
ture on concentration. Because natural settings are not static, 
children’s attention is naturally drawn to the movements, 
sounds, colors and shapes surrounding them.18 In contrast, a 
worksheet does nothing to keep the attention engaged because 
students become fatigued and their attention wanders. When 
they are outdoors, students’ attention seems to be gripped ef-
fortlessly. They are not taxed by having to focus on a single 
boring assignment for long periods of time. 

One study focused specifically on ADD symptoms and the 
effect of greener, more natural play settings. The findings 
showed milder symptoms of ADD for those children who 
played in greener play settings, and a relationship between 
nature and lessened ADD symptoms.19 The implication: Stu-

dents periodically need a chance to rest their 
directed attention (the kind of attention they 
use to listen to the teacher, focus on an assign-
ment, or complete a task). 

Nature is full of things that involuntarily 
attract attention, and provides a restorative 
experience for children with taxed attention 
spans.20 By simply scheduling outdoor play-
time in a grassy place, teachers can help stu-
dents concentrate better in class. 

Time in Nature Reduces Stress
Many of us have felt the peaceful, stabiliz-

ing effect of nature. Children can receive the 
same benefits.21 Those of us who teach ado-
lescents know that this period of life is full 
of change and uncertainty. For them, nature 
provides a “solid infrastructure in a world of 
swirling possibility, a place to return for sta-
bility and balance, a place that unguardedly 
provides the real stuff of life. Concrete experi-
ences in nature contribute to a resource bank 

of material to draw on in the construction of the self.”22 As 
Christians, we would add that nature is a place where young 
people can connect with God in the midst of the stress of 
growing up. 

Research has found that stressors have less impact on over-
all levels of psychological distress when people have a lot of 
access to nature. Nature provides a buffer against stressful life 
events.23 For example, one study found that adults living in 
buildings without trees exhibited more procrastination when 
facing problems and assessed their issues as more severe, long 
lasting, and less solvable than adults in green surroundings.24 
Author Richard Louv states that exposure to nature around 
the home or even in a room with a view helps protect chil-
dren’s psychological well-being. He also notes that caregivers 
have observed positive behavior changes in children with dis-
abilities when the youngsters spend time in direct interaction 
with nature.25

Today more than ever, our students suffer from high levels 
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of stress. Providing them—
and ourselves—with time   
in nature and with natural 
areas around the school is 
one way that we can help 
reduce the toxic effects of 
stress on the body. 

Conclusion
The Adventist philoso-

phy places much emphasis 
on wholistic development 
and health and on nature as 
God’s revelation. Enabling 
our students to interact with 
nature will provide spiritual, cognitive, social, and physical 
benefits. These opportunities will also help them learn and 
remember more, and teach them habits of exercise. When stu-
dents learn to enjoy nature at a young age, they will be more 
likely to spend time outdoors as adults and continue to reap 
the benefits. Thus teachers can help students build a love for 
nature that will last into adulthood and be passed on to their 
own children. 

Adventist schools can create a schoolyard habitat that pro-
vides space for their students to interact with God’s creation. 
Teachers can bring objects from nature into the classroom and 
take students on learning-oriented field trips to nature centers, 
parks, and other natural spaces. 

Learning to see God in nature and to recognize spiritual les-
sons in nature takes time and an understanding of the natural 
world. If you want your students to reap the spiritual benefits 
of nature, you must become engaged in nature with them! As 
secular society becomes more and more aware of the need for 
nature, and as science discovers its benefits, Adventist educators 
can play an important role not only by implementing nature 
education, but also by emphasizing its spiritual importance. 0

______________________________________________

Rosemary Bailey is a middle school science teacher at 
Ruth Murdoch Elementary School in Berrien Springs, 
Michigan. She holds a M.A. in Curriculum and Instruction 
from Andrews University. Mrs. Bailey’s passion is helping 
young people develop an interest in and love for the things in 

the natural world. She received Project Wild training and has participated 
in outdoor education programs with her own students and as a guest leader 
for a grade 5-6 program, and enjoys sharing nature presentations as a 

guest in other classrooms. She is the 
Coordinator for the special issue on 
Nature.
____________________
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T
he great Creation 
narratives of Gen-
esis depict human 
beings as created 
by God (Genesis 
2:7), and placed in 
a garden stocked 
with plants and 
animals (vs. 8). 
They were imme-

diately given stewardship over creatures of sea, 
sky, and land (1:26, 28). Significantly, Adam’s 
first recorded action was to name each beast 
and bird (2:18), a task that implies intimate 
knowledge of these creatures and recognition of 
their value.1

These observations underpin, I believe, two 
essential facts about the relationship between 
humanity and nature. First, we need nature. We 
have a deep-seated and cross-cultural affinity 
for the natural world, which Harvard biologist 
Edward O. Wilson has termed biophilia.2 While 
Wilson interprets biophilia in purely evolutionary terms, the 
Christian educator recognizes the same affinity as rooted in 
creation. The present issue of The Journal of advenTisT ed-
ucaTion was assembled around this need for nature, and it doc-
uments the growing scholarly evidence supporting the educa-
tional and spiritual benefits of experiences in the natural world.

The second and equally important fact is this: Nature needs 
us. To be sure, most species do not directly interact with hu-
mans; most beetles would probably get along fine if we van-
ished from the planet, and 
many species, if they could 
think and speak, would proba-
bly rejoice at our disappearance 

(given our dismal track record in 
caring for them)! However, given the 
unquestionable power that modern 
human beings have over the world’s 
ecosystems, nature surely needs us 
to exercise our power faithfully—as 
good stewards, or caretakers, of God’s creation. Thus, nature 
needs us to care.

Unfortunately, the trends of modern Western society con-
flict with both of these profoundly important facts. We have 

heavily modified the natural 
world, creating it in our own 
image and severely degrading 
important natural ecosystems 

Repairing the Breach: 

Reconnecting 

Students With 

Nature

BY H. THOMAS GOODWIN

We have a 
deep-seated 
and cross-

cultural affinity 
for the natural 

world.



10        The Journal of advenTisT educaTion  •  feBruarY/March 2009                                                                  http://jae.adventist.org

such as native prairies, tropical rain for-
ests, and coral reefs. Humans now even 
appear to be influencing the world’s climate system through 
massive production of greenhouse gases. Further, we spend 
almost all of our time living, working, playing, traveling—and 
teaching and learning—within the comforts of a manmade 
environment, often spending little if any time in wild places. 
Many children (and adults!) are therefore essentially illiter-
ate about the natural world around them, having replaced bio-
philia with technophilia. How, then, will we hear and observe the 
praise God’s creatures give to Him? And why would we care 
for these creatures if we know nothing about them?

Matthew Sleeth, a Christian physician who has become a 
spokesman for Christian environmental awareness, illustrates 
this illiteracy by telling about a presentation he did for a group 
of three dozen New England teens. All but two immediately
identified a Hummer when shown a picture of this oversized 
sports utility vehicle. In contrast, only two teens could cor-
rectly identify a sugar maple leaf—even though the sugar ma-
ple is a common tree in the New England forests, the source 
of maple syrup, and the national symbol of Canada, just a few 

miles to the north. Sleeth writes, “If this 
is our Father’s world, maybe we should pay 
more attention to it.”3

Bridging this chasm between humankind 
and nature—repairing the breach, to bor-
row a biblical phrase—certainly is worthy of 
our best efforts as Christian educators. We 
will help our students educationally, psycho-
logically, and spiritually when we plan ways 
for them to reconnect with nature—God’s 
second book—and experience the intellec-
tual stimulation, personal wonder, and tran-
scendent joy that God’s creation brings to us. 
We will also help shape future citizens who 
better understand and care about all of God’s 
creation, persons who will be more likely to 
choose lifestyles and advocate policies that 
seek to preserve the Earth’s ecosystems. A 
few of these young people will even find 
their calling, and commit to a profession in 
resource management or conservation.

But how do we do this? How can Ad-
ventist educators help “repair the breach” 

between our students and God’s creation? While no single so-
lution will probably work for all, the remainder of this article 
suggests three principles for working toward this worthy goal: 

1. Encourage direct, meaningful experience with nature; 
2. Improve science teaching to more effective convey the 

connectedness and human relevance of nature; and 
3. Consciously articulate (and model) a biblically grounded 

ethic that recognizes the worth of all creation, including that 
which may offer no direct benefit to humans. 

The first two principles apply to both secular and Christian 
educators; the last principle is the privileged domain of faith-
based teachers. Let’s consider each in turn.

Encourage Direct, Meaningful Experience With Nature
Many children are incipient naturalists—given a chance, 

they enjoy catching insects, watching animals and birds, or 
building a fort in the woods. Unfortunately, many children 
don’t have (or take) these opportunities. Given the comforts of 
air conditioning, playing a computer game in the house may 
seem more appealing than catching frogs in the pond while 
swatting mosquitoes; and parents, understandably fearful of 
pathological strangers, keep their children indoors (or at least 
within the yard). The naturalist impulse thus lies dormant—or 
gets crushed altogether.

Given our goal to “reconnect” students with nature, parents 
and educators have a rich opportunity to help children and
youth (re)discover these simple pleasures. Start early with 

Nature needs us to care.
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unforced, discovery-based experiences 
in the natural world. Encourage chil-
dren to explore the woods and build 
forts. Visit the seashore or a zoo. Support 
hobbies such as birding or rock collecting.4 

While many of these activities may best be carried out in 
less-structured learning environments, such as at home, inno-
vative teachers can encourage direct contact with nature in the 
classroom. Set up a bird feeder outside the window, and have 
students record what kinds of birds visit at different times of 
year. Guide students in making a labeled collection of leaves, 
insects, shells, fossils, or rocks. Use a simple microscope to in-
spect and document life in a drop of pond water. The opportu-
nities, of course, are endless.

These experiences are especially criti-
cal for younger children, but direct con-
tact with nature may be formative even 
in the college years. As a personal exam-
ple, I chose to add a second major in biol-
ogy (my first major was theology), in part
because I was awed by the beauty and 
complexity of life in a simple woodlot 
one summer morning before my senior 
year in college. I subsequently pursued a 
career in biology. Fourteen years of col-
lege teaching experience has confirmed 
this commitment, as many students have 
expressed appreciation for lab activities 
or field courses that connect them with 
nature. Such experience does more than 
convey information; it allows students to 
encounter the joy, mystery, and wonder 
of God’s creation.

Improve Science (Especially Biology) Teaching
As we seek to help reconnect our students with nature, part 

of the solution must be improved science teaching, especially
biology, in order to effectively communicate the intercon-
nectedness and human relevance of the natural world—a task 
ironically complicated by the success of modern science.5 The 
exponential growth and daunting complexity of biological 
knowledge has led to increased specialization and fragmenta-
tion, making it difficult for teachers (and students) to discover 
the fundamental, unifying themes and human value of nature. 
Overwhelmed by the sheer mass of specialized knowledge, 
introductory students may develop little sense for why they 
should care about God’s creation—and may lose interest alto-
gether in science.

How do we engage students in science, given the overwhelm-
ing complexity of the subject? Edward O. Wilson draws on his 
long teaching career at Harvard to offer five broad principles. 
These principles apply most directly to educators at the college 
and advanced high school levels, but can be adapted to lower 
grade levels as well.

1. Teach top down, beginning with the overarching, general con-
cepts and then moving to the particulars. This helps students put 
specific knowledge in a context that makes it meaningful. For 
the Christian educator, for example, the broadest overarching 
concept relevant to science education is creation—the cosmos 
is God’s handiwork, not simply the product of time, chance, 
and natural law.

2. Relate scientific knowledge to other disciplines, especially the 
humanities, emphasizing the connectedness of all knowledge. Such 
connections allow students to find multiple “hooks” for learn-
ing and show the unity of knowledge about God’s world. As 
an example, the science of ecology (the study of relationships 
between living things and the environment) readily interfaces 
with disciplines like economics, political science, and theology.

3. Focus on problem solving rather than on specific facts or disci-
plines. This approach also helps students see the connections 
across disciplines and fosters the careful thinking needed to 

We will help our 
students educationally, 
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address many of the complex problems facing modern society. 
As an example, solving most conservation problems depends as 
much (or more) on effectively addressing sociological, political, 
and economic issues as on the application of sound biological 
knowledge. 

4. Display passion for what you do--a genuine love for nature--and 
encourage this passion in your students. As all teachers realize, stu-
dents are more likely to learn and become interested in a sub-
ject when the teacher displays a deep interest in it. Give them a 
chance to “catch” your passion for God’s creation!

5. Encourage students (especially those planning 
to pursue a career in the sciences) to pursue a T-
shaped approach to learning: gain a general un-
derstanding of a broad range of topics (the 
top of the T), but then go deeply into one 
area of particular personal interest (the verti-
cal shaft of the T). This approach helps shape 
informed citizens with broad, relevant knowl-
edge about nature, as well as effective profes-
sionals with specialized knowledge in specific 
areas of need.6

Wilson’s suggestions transfer readily to Christian education. 
Science teachers at Adventist academies and colleges face the 
same challenges as our secular colleagues—helping students 
to both grasp the broad, interconnecting themes in nature and 
to achieve mastery of appropriate technical detail, while lead-
ing them to genuinely 
appreciate the natu-
ral world. We must 
strive to teach science 
well, in light of the 
explosive growth of 
increasingly detailed 
and complex knowl-
edge. Wilson’s sug-
gestions offer a good 
place to begin.

However, Chris-
tian educators must 
place this endeavor 
in a different frame-
work and infuse it 
with different mean-
ing. Wilson, working 
in a thoroughly secular context, believes that “Scientific knowl-
edge, humanized and well taught, is the key to achieving a last-
ing balance in our lives.”7 Such knowledge, he believes, will 
lead students to understand why they should care about nature, 
leading to choices more in harmony with natural rhythms. But 
scientific facts—no matter how well taught—are insufficient to 
“repair the breach” between our students and God’s creation. 
As a Christian educator, I believe we must do more: articulate 
and model a biblically informed ethic that properly recognizes 
the inherent value of creation. Let’s look at this principle.

Foster a Biblically Informed Ethic 
Improved science teaching is surely important as we seek to 

reconnect students with the created world; people do tend to 
value nature more when they understand how natural systems 
work, and why they are relevant to human well-being. How- 
ever, scientific knowledge alone can never support a proper 
ethical stance toward creation, an attitude that recognizes its in-
herent meaning and value. Indeed, a secular scientific perspec-
tive typically views all of nature, including humankind, as solely 
the product of time, chance, and necessity in a universe blind to 
humanity’s concerns, hopes, or fears. In this view, nature just 
is—it has no inherent meaning or value. We may arbitrarily as-

sign value to it because we happen to like it, or 
because it meets our needs, but such value is 
merely a preference, not a moral obligation.

Christian biologist Fred Van Dyke and his 
colleagues judge this as the “great failure of 
modern environmental ethics” since the “ul-
timate value of creation can never be found 
within the creation itself.”8 In contrast to this 
human-centered ethic, the Bible teaches that 
creation has value because God calls it good 
(Genesis 1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31). Even crea-

tures that have no apparent use to humans have value to God. 
Indeed, in His majestic answer to Job’s complaint, God “seems 
to take positive glee in pointing out how utterly and awesomely 
useless (to us) are some of the creatures he has made,”9 crea-
tures such as Leviathan and Behemoth.

Van Dyke and colleagues 
urge Christian colleges to 
apply this theological per-
spective to the core of their 
science teaching, to teach 
a “repentant science” that 
leads students to “celebrate 
creation and not merely 
measure it.”10 Such teach-
ing seeks to produce more 
than head knowledge or new 
agendas—it seeks to form 
new people because “the 

How can Adventist 
educators help 

“repair the breach” 
between our students 
and God’s creation?
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Bible never considers a truth to be known until it controls the 
life of the one who hears it.”11 The result will be young people 
who not only understand God’s creation, but who also value 
and care for it because it is God’s creation.

How might we teach in this way? Although I am just begin-
ning to explore this question, two points seem clear. Firstly, 
teachers and departments can intentionally open up space in 
individual courses and departmental curricula to directly ar-
ticulate and explore a biblically based ethic of “creation care.” 
Most Adventist colleges, at least in North America, teach a 
course that explores the interface between the biblical teach-
ing about creation and biology. This course typically focuses 
on the creation-evolution debate, but it could readily be broad-
ened to consider the implications of the doctrine of creation for 
other areas of biology, including environmental stewardship. I 
have experienced encouraging initial results from my attempt 
to do so in this class.

Second, because our goal is to help our students embody (and 
not simply conceptualize) an ethic that genuinely values cre-
ation, Adventist educators will create opportunities to model 
and to encourage their students to embrace and practice ethi-
cal ways of living. Adventist teachers have many occasions to 
model, at the personal and organizational levels, lifestyles and 
policies that respect the value of God’s creation, although there 
is much room for improvement. In addition, some courses lend 
themselves to practical applications of “creation care.” As one 

example, two biology courses at Andrews University (Orni-
thology and Mammalogy) are designated as “Service Learn-
ing” courses that require students to implement a course-re-         
lated service project. These projects give students opportunity 
to directly care for and/or teach others (usually grade school 
students or Pathfinders) to value God’s creation.

I am not advocating a watered down, “spiritualized” version 
of science teaching. Science education in a Christian school 
must be every bit as rigorous as in a secular setting, expecting 
students to master the important technical aspects of modern 
scientific knowledge. But it must do more, situating this knowl-
edge—firmly—within a Christian framework that illuminates 
the real value and meaning of all of nature.

Our Product?
Healing the rift between humanity and nature requires that 

we help our students appreciate the genuine value of creation. 
This article has suggested three principles for doing so. First, 
encourage more, direct, meaningful contact with the natural 
world, allowing students to discover the marvels of creation and 
genuinely experience biophilia. Second, work to improve science 
education, especially at the high school and college levels, so 
that students clearly grasp the interconnectedness and human 
relevance of natural systems. Third, help shape biblically in-
formed, ethical people who understand—and practice in their 
daily lives—the inherent, God-given meaning and value of na-
ture. Because this value is astonishingly high (God called His 
creatures good, and deemed the whole creation “very good”), 
students who have gained this perspective will appreciate, and 
seek out, deliberate contact with nature and will seek to serve 
as good stewards of creation, effectively carrying out the first 
calling given to Adam and Eve in the garden. They will func-
tion as “repairers of the breach” between humanity and the rest 
of God’s good creation. 0

_____________________________________________

H. Thomas Goodwin is a Professor of Paleobiology 
at Andrews University in Berrien Springs, Michigan, 
where he teaches courses in biology, paleontology, and 
geology.
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M
odern society increas-
ingly isolates us from na-
ture. We live, work, and 
play in climate-controlled 
buildings. Few people 
grow their own food or 
depend on animals for 
transportation or work. 

Because agriculture has no significant role in our 
daily lives, we have little reason to learn about how plants and 
animals function, either as organisms or in their respective en-
vironments, nor do we have a pressing need to understand their 
care. 

Furthermore, our digital toys exacerbate our alienation from 
nature. We regularly lapse into Nextel narcosis and Black-
berry blackout, or float along in iPod-land, oblivious to our 
surroundings. Our disconnection from nature makes it diffi-
cult to comply with the oft-quoted admonition of Solomon to 
“go to the ant, thou sluggard; consider her ways and be wise” 
(Proverbs 6:6, KJV). In this text, Solomon uses the ant to il-
lustrate diligence, along with planning and preparation for the 
future. This adage illustrates the didactic use of nature as a tool 
for moral and spiritual education. 

Ellen White also advocates the educational use of nature, 
declaring, “we are not merely to tell children about these crea-
tures of God. The animals themselves are to be His teachers. 
The ants teach lessons of patient industry, of perseverance in 
surmounting obstacles, of providence for the future.”1 Like-
wise, Christ exhorted us to “consider” the birds of the air, the 
ravens, the sparrow, and the lilies (Matthew 6:26, 28; 10:27, 29-
31). To implement these exhortations, however, one must know 
what ants, ravens, sparrows, and lilies are and how they live, 
function, and interrelate with the world around them. 

In this article, we will explore three ways to use nature as a 
tool for moral development. First, I 
shall set forth a biblical paradigm for 
a broader approach to nature, then 
show how using this paradigm can in-

culcate three important moral virtues; and finally, offer some 
practical examples. 

A Biblical Paradigm for Approaching Nature
Before trying to use nature as a tool for moral instruction, 

we need to discover a suitable paradigm through which to view 
and approach the natural world. Evangelical scholar Norman 
Geisler describes three possible paradigms—materialist, pan-
theist, and Christian.2 According to Geisler, a Christian 
approach to nature views humans not as exploiters of nat-
ural resources, but as stewards over the Earth who, as 
God’s servants, care for it and nurture it.

What does it mean to be a steward of creation? 
Stewardship is the formal structuring of a rela-
tionship between an owner and manager that de-
fines the duties of and claims on each party. Such 
an arrangement can be seen in the Creation story, 
where God gave humankind dominion over the Earth (Gen-
esis 1:26-28). However, this dominion was not without restric-
tions—humans were not free to exploit and pillage the Earth 
without regard to anything other than personal self-interest. 
Instead, they were commanded to serve and protect the gar-
den.3 Adam and Eve were thus called to serve and protect 
things that had lesser power and value than themselves, not for 
the utilitarian benefits they could gain, but as an expression of 

love exercised in the image of their 
Creator. 

Paul describes how Christ emptied 
Himself to take the form and func-
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tion of a servant in order to save humanity (Philippians 2:5-7). 
Through the incarnation, Christ demonstrated that self-deny-
ing service is a foundational principle of God’s character. Thus, 
because the Creator selflessly sustains sparrows—creatures 
of less value than humans (Matthew 10:31)—so we, as beings 
made in His image, must adopt a similar orientation. This self-
less behavior should embrace not just the natural world, but   
also our fellow human beings. 

In the Edenic paradigm, the first moral virtue that nature 
teaches is unselfish service and restraint in our relationship 
with those things over which we can exercise power. Was this 
ideal negated by the entrance of sin, or is it still valid? 

First Moral Virtue: Unselfish Service to Lesser Entities
The myriad effects of sin make it more difficult to use na-

ture as a tool for moral education. Although God’s creation was 
good, the Fall introduced evil into the natural world. How are 
we to know which things in nature should be emulated and ad-
vocated? As Ellen White notes, “even the child, as he comes in 
contact with nature, will see cause for perplexity. He cannot 
but recognize the working of antagonistic forces. It is here that 
nature needs an interpreter.”4 Scripture is that interpreter.

The Edenic stewardship paradigm continued to apply even 
after the Fall. This can be seen in several of the regulations 

that God gave to Israel. For example, when attacking their en-
emies, Israel was not to cut down food trees (fruit and nut) to 
build siege works (Deuteronomy 20:19-20). Thus, even in war, 
God’s people were commanded to exercise self-restraint so as 
not to cause undue suffering to humans and animals near the 
war zone by destroying their food supply. Additionally, farmers 
were to allow the land to rest every seventh year instead of try-
ing to extract maximum profits from it (Leviticus 25:3-7). Like-
wise, maximum profit and production were to be sacrificed to 
permit the ox to eat some of the grain it threshed (Deuteron-
omy 25:4). These laws restricted human hubris and greed, show- 
ing that God calls humankind to practice self-denial and re-
straint for the greater good.5 

What does this have to do with nature and moral educa-
tion? Simply this: Children who abuse animals often go on to 
abuse their fellow human beings. The paradigm that shapes 
children’s reaction to the natural world over which they exer-
cise some power influences how they later treat their fellow hu-
mans over whom they have more power, including the unborn, 
the elderly, and those with serious handicaps (both mental and 
physical). Training students to use their personal power as Je-
sus did—to serve and bless instead of exploit and destroy—
helps develop this foundational virtue of God’s kingdom in 
both teacher and student, joining them as fellow learners. 

Developing Big-Picture Thinking
A second virtue developed through the study of nature is 
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big-picture thinking. The ability to trace cause and effect 
over broad expanses of ideas and time is a skill sorely 
lacking in Western culture. This is especially nota-
ble in children whose attention spans have been pro-
grammed to be very short through exposure to me-
dia and entertainment. 

Ecology offers a vital tool in teaching big-picture 
thinking and consequential reasoning. How does destroy-
ing rain forests in South America affect the climate in Africa? 
What do deer and dragonflies have to do with each other? How 
does destroying one predator in a particular environment skew 
the balance of nature in that ecosystem? 

Such discussions can be directed to an explicitly moral ap-
plication. What long-term consequences result from choices 
made in middle school and high school—such as those related
to dating, sexual behavior, drugs, and entertainment? How 
might students’ behavior now affect the lives of their children 
and grandchildren? Such exercises can be useful to get students 
thinking about chains of spiritual consequences that affect time 
and eternity. Big-picture thinking skills can be honed through 
the study of the Bible, the Spirit of Prophecy, and nature. 

Some Ideas for Curriculum Application
Developing a stewardship paradigm for nature, and identify-

ing the moral virtues that it can teach, will do little good unless 
we also develop practical ways of including it in the curricula. 
How, then, can we actually use nature for moral instruction 
about real-life situations? The methods used will depend on the 
grade level and the maturity of the students, but here are some 
generic ideas that may stimulate cre-
ative approaches at the K-12 level.

First, illustrating specific character 
traits from nature is fairly easy to do. 
Ellen White showed how to do this 
with ants and other natural phenom-
ena. “The ants teach lessons of pa-
tient industry, of perseverance in sur-
mounting obstacles, of providence for the future. And the birds 
are teachers of the sweet lesson of trust. Our heavenly Father 
provides for them; but they must gather the food, they must 
build their nests and rear their young. Every moment they are 
exposed to enemies that seek to destroy them. Yet how cheerily 
they go about their work! how full of joy are their little songs!”6 
There are a number of other sources, as well, that can launch 
the teacher in this endeavor.7 

Unselfish service can be demonstrated by how, for example, 
squirrels unwittingly plant new trees when they bury nuts, thus 
helping maintain a constant food supply for themselves, other 
animals, and humans. The trees and other food-source plants 
could not grow unless creatures such as ants and worms tun-
neled the soil, thus aerating it. The activities of ants and squir-
rels not only benefit themselves but also the environment. Al-
though these creatures do not purposefully set out to benefit 
the environment, they are a part of God’s plan for the world—
that nothing should live solely to benefit itself. Nature’s imple-
mentation of God’s other-centered design has moral implica-
tions for humans, who are able to reason and choose. God’s 

design means our actions always impact others. Hence, 
we should cultivate intentional, unselfish service so we 
become part of God’s plan. We fit best into His design 

when we unselfishly serve those around us. From these 
examples we can deduce a moral lesson about how our 
actions affect others, even unintentionally, and that 
God did not design us to live a self-centered life un-

mindful of others. These lessons will be even more ef-
fective if you take your students out into nature to observe 

these lessons firsthand. 

One way to encourage moral vir-
tue would be to organize projects 
that highlight and affirm the king-
dom-value of unselfish, self-empty-
ing love and service. Students can 
participate in a conservation proj-
ect, pick up litter, or engage in recy-
cling. Even during a school outing, 

you can focus their attention on little things like following the 
trail instead of using shortcuts, to prevent erosion and packing 
down of the soil in the forest. Additionally, as you teach stu-
dents about biology, ecology, and other natural sciences, dis-
cuss how stewardship of nature applies to each topic. Students 
can also be assigned to research an unpopular animal, such as 
a snake or a skunk, and then report to the class on the benefi-
cial role it plays in the local ecology. Encourage students not 
to cause unnecessary suffering or destruction to plants or ani-
mals, especially for their own convenience or pleasure. 

Growing a class vegetable garden, in which each student is 
responsible for a small plot, is an excellent tool for moral in-
struction and character development. The battle with weeds 
is a fitting symbol of our struggle with sinful tendencies and 
bad habits. Moral education can be enhanced by making test 
plots and removing one required item, such as water or fertil-
izer, then documenting and discussing the results. This can il-
lustrate the need for purposeful action to maintain spiritual life 
and moral character—not unlike abiding in the vine as Christ 
taught. 

Ecology offers a vital tool in 
teaching big-picture thinking 

and consequential reasoning.
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A final benefit of gardening is that it also teaches the blessing 
of useful work. Eric Hoffer aptly observed that “nothing so bol-
sters our self-confidence and reconciles us with ourselves as the 
continuous ability to create; to see things grow and develop under 
our hand, day in and day out.”8 This latter point could be rein-
forced by scheduling a dinner that features the harvest of the stu-
dents’ labor. 

One problem with gardening is that in many climates, the 
growing season does not occur during the academic year. In such 
circumstances, consider using potted plants, partnering with a 
nearby greenhouse, or erecting a small semi-hydroponic green-
house on the school grounds. At my uncle’s school, the students 
grew tomato plants, and eventually sold fresh tomatoes to fund 
additional activities.9 Student creativity was unleashed as they 
thought of new experiments to conduct while watching things 
grow and develop under their hands. 

Other possibilities abound. Beekeeping has excellent potential, 
but is not an option for all. Try solar energy experiments, a feed-
ing station for birds, a schoolyard habitat, or a butterfly garden 
(see articles on pages 22 and 26.) Once you start brainstorming 

with your students and colleagues, 
the possibilities are nearly endless.

In all these pursuits, however, 
make sure students see adults prac-
ticing the paradigms they teach. 
They must observe true steward-
ship and grace at work in their 
teachers to learn how to practice 
it themselves. We cannot rightly 
relate to nature, nor can we effec-
tively teach it unless we have giv-
en our hearts to Jesus Christ. As 
we grow in knowledge and under-
standing, we will be able to use na-
ture as a highly effective tool for 
teaching moral virtues. 0
___________________
Stephen Bauer, 
Ph.D., is a Professor 
of Religion at Southern 
Adventist University in 

Collegedale, Tennessee. A lifelong nature lover, Dr. Bauer 
has participated in conference-wide outdoor schools; and 
as a beekeeper, visited schools and church youth groups 
with live bees in a special display hive. 
_________________________________________________________________
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beginning of harvest to the end (mid summer that first year), 10-15 pounds of 
large ripe tomatoes were available daily” (Theodore E. Bauer to Stephen 
Bauer, January 29, 2007). 



18        The Journal of advenTisT educaTion  •  feBruarY/March 2009                                                                  http://jae.adventist.org

I
t was early May during my first year of teaching, 
and my 7th and 8th graders were studying flower-
ing plants in science class. One sunny afternoon, 
on a whim, I decided to take the class on a nature 
walk through the neighboring park in an effort to 
identify spring wildflowers. While some students 
seemed genuinely interested in the differences 
between mustards and lilies, a good portion of the 
class was simply relieved to be out of the classroom 

and more interested in socializing with their fellow students. 
I spent a lot of time maintaining crowd control rather than 
focusing on learning objectives. The students returned to 
school in high spirits, glad to have “had a break,” while I felt 
frustrated.

Does this story sound familiar? What comes to mind when 
you hear the words “field trip”? A fun day, a non-teaching 
day, when the students run wild? Have you been discouraged 
because your nature field trips become little more than a hike 
to burn off excess energy rather than an in-depth study of 
God’s second book? Is the amount of knowledge the students 
acquire disproportionate to the time and energy you expend to 
organize these trips?

Let’s see how a few simple changes can make the ordinary 
field trip experience extraordinary. Several years ago, grades 2 
to 4 in Rosemary Bailey’s Jackson, Michigan, classroom were 
studying plants—shapes, basic life cycle, and photosynthesis. 
Mrs. Bailey crafted lessons using the textbook, posters, and 
potted plants. 

At the end of the unit, the class visited a local nature center. 
In preparation for the trip, the staff at the center had worked 
with Mrs. Bailey to expand the concepts studied in class. The 
students spent time in the forest and meadow drawing plants in 
their journals and looking for the plant characteristics dis-
cussed in class. They were excited to discover that the concepts 
they had learned in class were useful at the nature center. 
They were able to intelligently answer questions asked by the 
center director and did well on a test over the unit. During 
the remainder of the year, whenever conversation turned to 
plant-related topics, they fondly recalled information they had 
learned during the trip to the nature center. 

While the above two stories deal with the same subject 
matter—studying plants—the experiences and outcomes were 
very different. Clearly, the second field trip provided a better 
learning experience. To help you transform your nature field 
trips into purposeful and curriculum-linked experiences rather 
than simply “fun” days when the students escape the classroom, 
here are some ideas to consider.

Nature Field Trips:  
More than Just “Fun”
BY PaTRiCia PoTTS
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Start With a Great Idea
Start the process by finding a project you can get excited 

about. Look for ideas in a good book, current film, or on the 
Internet. Nature field trips can be one-day events, multi-day, 
overnight programs, or ongoing projects that last weeks or 
months. Think about what would be appropriate to the matu-
rity of your class. For example, a K-3 teacher would not take his 

or her class on a multi-day canoe trip to study a river system, 
but the class could design and maintain a schoolyard habitat. 

Check with your local city or state, the Department of 
Natural Resources, local nature centers, and wildlife 
agencies. They may need volunteers to conduct water 
testing in local streams, monitor or count certain 

types of wildlife, weed out exotic and invasive species of plants, 
do air-quality testing, or help to clear and repair hiking trails. 

Whatever catches your interest, make sure it is something 
that goes beyond a simple tour, walk, or lecture. Search for 
experiences that will really get your class involved and actively 
learning.

Adequate Planning 
It is essential to link these nature-based experiences to what 

is being taught in class. Allow sufficient time to plan your na-
ture field trip. Don’t wait until the end of the school year to try 
and fit something in. Survey upcoming topics in your classes, 
and then contact the local museum or science center to see if 
they are offering programs that relate to what your class will be 
studying.

Thorough Class Preparation
To prepare the students for the field trip, be sure to spend 

time in the classroom acquainting them with the material. 
This may take the form of group research projects, classroom 
discussion, and/or viewing videos.

Hold Students Responsible for Their 
Learning

Plan the activities so structured, active learning occurs dur-
ing the field trip. Don’t settle for having the students listen to a 
lecture given by a harassed tour guide, or expecting your chap-
erones to get the students to read all the plaques containing im-
portant information as they move from one exhibit to the next. 
Design the assignment so the students get actively involved in 
working together to solve problems or gathering information 
for analysis or discussion. Students should be held accountable 
for and assessed on the knowledge and skills gained during 
the experience. This could take the form of a traditional test, a 
report, or a journal.

Adequate, Well-Trained Support
These experiences will not be possible without recruiting a 

small army of volunteers. Usually these come from a pool of 
well-meaning parents who take a day off from work. Alas, not 
every parent is a natural at crowd control. While most of the 
students are upstairs in one wing of the museum studying the 

Nature Field Trips:  
More than Just “Fun”
BY PaTRiCia PoTTS

Field trips can be transformed 
from an escape from the classroom 
into an integral part of the 
curriculum.
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fauna of the Great Plains, one group has managed to escape 
their chaperone and is playing tag in the dinosaur exhibit. Or 
worse yet, a chaperone has released his charges at the front 
door and sauntered off to explore on his own.

To avoid these mishaps, schedule a meeting for chap-
erones before your field trip. Hold it after school 
or in the evening when the volunteers can attend. 
Make sure they know exactly 

what is required of them. Prepare a handout 
with a schedule of the event, assignments the 
students should complete during the field 
trip, and tips on behavior management. Al-
low time for questions. Check to make sure 
the volunteers have filled out the required 
insurance paperwork and background check 
information.

Make sure your volunteers know how 
much they are appreciated. A small thank-
you note or a quick phone call after the trip 
will help ensure their continued support.

Keep the Principal and Parents In-
formed

It is essential that your principal supports 
you in these ventures, so keep him or her in-
formed of your plans. If your school requires 
administrative permission for field trips, 
make sure you complete the forms on time. 
Longer trips will require school board and 
even conference approval, so plan ahead. 

Also, keep the parents informed. This 
is especially important if the field trip will 
involve a significant amount of time or funding. Some parents 
have very strong feelings about whether to allow their children 
to participate in these events. School open houses, newsletters, 
or e-mail are great ways to communicate with parents.

Take It Slowly
One of the greatest mistakes a teacher can make is getting 

involved in too many projects. Planning high-quality learn-
ing experiences outside the classroom takes a lot of time and 
energy. Go slowly. Plan during the summer or a school vaca-
tion, when you have a bit more time than usual. Start by con-
structing a one-day experience, and then progress from there. 
Schedule only one major field trip (such as an overnight stay or 
extended project) a year. That way, you will avoid burnout and 
poorly planned activities.

In conclusion, field trips can be transformed from an escape 

from the classroom into an integral part of the curriculum. 
While it will take effort to plan and implement these experi-
ences, the enthusiasm for learning elicited in the students 
makes it well worth it. 0

________________________________________

Patricia Potts has a B.S. in Elementary Edu-
cation and an M.A. in Curriculum and Instruc-
tion from Andrews University, Berrien Springs, 
Michigan. She has worked as a multigrade teacher 
(grades 3-5) and a 6th-grade teacher in Adventist 
church schools in Illinois. Currently, Mrs. Potts is at 
home with her two-year-old twin daughters in Wat-
sonville, California. This article is adapted from an 

unpublished Master’s paper written by Rosemary Bailey, Matt Fortune, 
and Patricia Potts, “On-Location Learning: Bringing Instruction Out 
of the Classroom” at Andrews University, Berrien Springs, Michigan, 
2003.

What comes to mind when you 
hear the words “field trip”? A fun 
day, a non-teaching day, when the 
students run wild?
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D
uring class, Joseph* can be found 
looking longingly toward the win-
dow. How can Ms. Gomez* moti-
vate him or other students who dis-
engage during discussions, or do 
as little work as possible? Consci-
entious teachers apply the latest 
research about learning styles, mak-
ing every attempt to reach each stu-

dent for eternity and to offer practical applications that will 
enable them to understand the curriculum and to achieve 
success. But recess arrives, and the students scamper out-
side—delighted to be free. What’s so interesting outside 
the classroom? Can teachers use students’ fascination with 
the out of doors to teach valuable academic and spiritual 
lessons?

The outdoor learning environment encourages sponta-
neity, awe, and a sense of hope. The expanse of blue heav-
ens, puffy white clouds, and green grass beckon discovery 
and provide sensory feedback. The Master Teacher real-
ized this when He created a garden as the first learning 
environment (Genesis 2:15). Much of Jesus’ ministry on 
this Earth took place in the open air. “In the growth and 
development of nature were revealed the principles of His 
kingdom.”1 

For some teachers, “learning outdoors” means providing a 
lesson outside the school building or scheduling a field trip to 
a park or museum. Others try to integrate biblical applications 
throughout the curriculum to connect students to their Maker. 
All of these options are worthwhile. But a more comprehensive 
approach, known as a schoolyard habitat, will achieve more 
measurable and lasting results.

What is a schoolyard habitat? It requires setting aside part of 
the school property (or obtaining permission to use a nearby 
empty lot) where students can explore, discover, search, inves-
tigate, examine, problem solve, and seek for answers to curric-
ulum-related questions. “School grounds are the primary envi-
ronments that provide children a 
chance to be connected to an out-
door environment on a regular 

basis. They are unlike any other outside public space because 
the school environment is totally dedicated to children’s use.”2 

Wouldn’t you and your students love to have a lush garden 
classroom? Imagine dirt, sand, logs, water areas, flowers, veg-
etables, herbs, bushes, and trees that provide a new lesson each 
day. In addition, the birds, insects, mammals, fungi, reptiles, 
amphibians, lichens, liverworts, mosses, algae, and worms will 
provide a wonderful incentive for students to observe and learn. 
Outside in nature, students will gain new insights, develop 
their perceptions, begin to wonder, and develop stewardship 
ideals as they explore God’s second book. 

A great deal has been published within the past 10 years 
about schoolyard habitats3 — and how to create a learning envi-
ronment that is problem-based, inquiry-based, or project-based 
and yet includes student-directed learning.4  One such study 
spanning several decades was a result of the 1970s busing con-
troversy within Boston’s public school districts. Schoolyards 
had deteriorated, causing the study to compare an upgraded 
schoolyard habitat with lack of renovations. The comparison 

study indicated that math scores of 
4th grade students improved where 
the schoolyard habitat was im-

BY KatHRYn l. HICKeRSon

Dreaming of Being 
Outside
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proved. The only caveat was the removal 
of racial bias. 

Other studies have shown that with 
schoolyard habitats, learning outcomes 
are improved,5 and morale is boosted—
not only for students, but teachers as 
well. Allowing the students to participate 
throughout the planning and implemen-
tation of the project will increase their 
experiential learning. Research and data 
collection will be realistic and relevant to the math and science 
curriculum. The Washington School project6 testifies to the 
excitement generated when students are part of the planning.

Seventh-day Adventists have statements from over a hundred 
years ago that support the effectiveness of using nature for edu-
cational purposes. “Children should be encouraged to search 
out in nature the objects that illustrate Bible 
teachings, and to trace in the Bible the simili-
tude drawn from nature. They should search 
out, both in nature and in Holy Writ, every ob-
ject representing Christ, and those also that He 
employed in illustrating truth. Thus may they 
learn to see Him in tree and vine, in lily and 
rose, in sun and star. They may learn to hear His 
voice in the song of birds, in the sighing of the 
trees, in the rolling thunder, and in the music of 
the sea. And every object in nature will repeat to 
them His precious lessons.”7

Planning and Fundraising
Teachers, administrators, and school board 

members should work together to identify the 
goals and benefits of a schoolyard habitat. Their 
active support and funding are necessary to 
establish and maintain the program. Planned 
steps for implementation should include teacher 
training and support, recruiting of volunteers, 
and creating a timeline that provides a natural 
progression for development and an overview of 
the project. 

Before the school year begins, raise funds and 
contact people who can help. Invite landscap-
ing professionals, nursery owners, environmen-
tal educators, and community volunteers to donate materials 
and share their expertise with your class. An Internet search for 
grants can reveal additional funding sources. College depart-
ments of agriculture and governmental agencies can provide 
contacts and additional resource ideas. Look for regional con-
ferences, workshops, or in-service opportunities when you can 
network with professionals and other teachers nearby.

Some schools are blessed with acreage they can use for a 
schoolyard habitat; however, others are located in the inner 
city, so their outdoor options are limited. But even these 
schools may be able to find a nearby vacant lot that could be 
used with permission. 

Exhaustive surveys8 are available for analyzing and enhanc-
ing the schoolyard’s natural habitat, including wildlife native to 

the area, available water sources, exist-
ing landscape elements such as flowers, 
trees—rotting or alive—and shrubs. Ide-
ally, the habitat should include seeds, ber-
ries, nuts, nectar, and insects, as well as 
protection from the elements (sun, wind, 
and rain). 

You don’t have to wait until all of this 
is in place, however. Start simple. Ask 
your students for ideas. Watch their 

excitement as they think of ways they could learn outside. Add 
a bird feeder, wildlife and plants native to the region, and a 
water source. For children who have never observed a bird up
close, this could be nothing short of a miracle. It could trig-
ger their desire to learn outdoors. Recording the different 
varieties of birds, comparing the number of large birds versus 

small birds, tracing migratory patterns, differences of popula-
tion, lifestyle, and habitat, experimenting with types of feed-
ers and types of seeds will help students learn the principles of 
scientific research. Placing the feeder where the students can 
observe birds from the classroom will add intrigue through-
out the day and compensate for times when students can’t be 
outside. 

Adding plants to the window area will provide a barrier that 
reduces the possibility of frightening the birds, while allowing 
a view of what is happening outside. As a bonus, the plants pro-
vide oxygen and absorb carbon dioxide from the air. 

Integrating the Schoolyard Habitat Into the Curriculum
An Internet search will provide a wealth of information. 

The outdoor learning 
environment 

encourages spontaneity, 
awe, and a sense of 

hope.
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Packaged guides and materials are 
available, but must be used judiciously. 
A major proponent of schoolyard hab-
itat, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice, suggests beginning with simple 
strategies, like the addition of logs, 
water, nesting boxes, and/or feed-
ers just outside the classroom door. 
Another great resource can be found 
at http://www.fws.gov/chesapeakebay/
school/SYhabit.htm. Projects such as 
The Edible Schoolyard, and Two
Angry Moms9 were spawned from 
creativity and integrating curric-
ulum. Discussion forums such as 
http://www.evergreen.ca and http://
www.garden.org/home provide addi-
tional resources. Another remarkable 
resource is the National Wildlife Fed-
eration, which emphasizes ecology 
and recycling, and supports habitat 
conservation and the use of the out-
doors as a teaching tool. Immersion 
in the local ecology helps students 
learn about their moral obligation to 
the planet. 

As you plan daily assignments, 
look for opportunity for students to 
work and explore outside. “Devise 
plans to keep them outdoors, where 
they will become acquainted with 
God through nature. As they take 
exercise in the open air, restoration 
will begin in body, mind, and soul.”10 

The schoolyard habitat lends itself 
well to individualizing instruction. 
Children’s different learning, social, 
and movement styles can be accom-
modated in an environment that has 
been designed with opportunities for 
open-ended exploration and hands-
on learning.11 To unlock all of your 
students’ senses and inspire a love for 
learning, all you need is an outdoor 
location with a log to sit on, a corner 
with bubbling water where they can 
watch flowers or mushrooms grow, butterfly metamorphosis, 
insect or bird behavior, and death and decay, where they can 
take reading or research resources, drawing supplies, and jour-
naling materials. Suddenly that child who is dreaming of being 
outside is inspired to learn. 

Developing and Expanding Your Schoolyard Habitat
Outside learning spaces can be simple or elaborate. A sim-

ple log will encourage exploration and socialization. It is a 
great spot to sit, as well as a habitat for insects, gastropods, and 
worms. Thin slices of stump can be used to create a area with 

“tree cookie flooring,” or an innova-
tive walkway. Pathways can become 
avenues for hiding and chasing games, 
or for students to walk and discover 
at their own pace. Tires can be recy-
cled for walkways, climbing struc-
tures, edging for play equipment, or a 
planter bed and gardens.

As you develop your habitat, add 
water, nesting boxes or birdhouses, 
and native flowers near the classroom 
window or elsewhere on the school-
yard to provide hands-on experiences 
with small animals and insects. Add 
another feeder a little distance from 
the building and playground and a 
bench in a quiet location where stu-
dents can take notes and reflect on 
what they have observed.

Planting small gardens with flowers of different colors and 
size, edible food plants producing above- and below-ground 
crops, as well as bushes and trees that produce edible fruits 
will provide students with the opportunity to watch, explore, 
touch, and experience nature firsthand. They can learn about 
horticulture in a textbook or encyclopedia, or even research 
plant growth on the computer—but few have watched the 
stages from a seed to the production of fruit. Even fewer have 
observed how weather and other variables affect plant growth. 

Other ideas include creating a weather station, planting a 
wetland, measuring rainfall, and observing the position of the 

“Without continuous hands-
on experience, it is impossi-
ble for children to acquire a 
deep intuitive understanding 
of the natural world that is 

the foundation of sustainable 
development. . . .A critical 

aspect of the present-day crisis 
in education is that children 
are becoming separated from 

daily experience of the 
natural world.” 12
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the sun during school hours. The 
schoolyard habitat should be planned 
around the seasons and temperatures 
in your area. In colder climates, try 
experimenting with water and ice, 
measuring snowfall, watching cloud 
formations, exploring meteorology. 
Watching the impact of the temper-
ature changes can create learning 
experiences that are very different 
from reading about these phenomena 
in a textbook.

Because seasonal challenges are 
different for various regions of the 
world, activities and maintenance 
needs must be considered when 
designing the schoolyard habitat. A 
helpful and easy template is found at: 
http://www.nwf.org/campusecology/.

Children love to explore and discover the outdoors through 
play. The schoolyard habitat can provide hands-on learning by 
incorporating a wooden discovery table with compartments 
for stones, pinecones, sand, peat moss, twigs, leaves, and shells. 

Students can sift, pour, mold, and 
shape the sand, and handle the vari-
ous items on display. (For sanitary 
reasons, keep the discovery table 
covered when not in use.)

Every schoolyard habitat needs a 
water source. There are many ways 
to add water—a bird bath is attrac-
tive, quick, and easy to add. Placing 
a container of water in the school-
yard can draw interesting visitors 
for observation, in addition to the 
changes that can be observed within 
the container over time. However, 
the water should be refreshed at reg-
ular intervals to deter undesirable 
visitors and remove algae. An inex-
pensive bubbler or fountain with a 
recirculating pump can add a source 

of movement that is not only soothing to hear, but also cap-
tivating to wildlife. Imagine a student measuring the flow of 
water, while receiving the therapeutic benefit and the sensory 
experience. If the climate is suitable, add goldfish or Koi for 

RESOURCES

Websites
“Creating and Sustaining Schoolyard 
Wildlife Habitats: A Student Action Plan”
http://web.stclair.k12.il.us/splashd/
SchlHabUnit.pdf

NWF Guide to Schoolyard Habitats 
http://www.nwf.org/schoolyard/

Wildlife Habitats on School Grounds 
http://www.ecoschools.com/Wildlife/
Wildlife_wSidebar.html

Habitat Gardening (Look down the page, 
the second section is about schools) 
http://www.charmeck.org/Departments/
LUESA/Solid+Waste/PLANT+Program/
School+Habitat+Learning+Series.htm

Schoolyard Habitat Program
http://www.cbf.org/site/PageServer? 
pagename=edu_bra_sap_schoolyard

Creating Your Own Outdoor Class-
room (From the National Arbor Day 
Foundation)
http://www.arborday.org/explore/
classroom/customclassroom.cfm

The Connecticut Schoolyard Habitat 
Network 
http://www.ctwoodlands.org/shn.html

Maryland Schoolyard Habitat site
http://www.maeoe.org/habitat/

Schoolyard habitat design
http://www.azgfd.gov/i_e/ee/resources/
books/schoolyard_habitat.pdf

Green Teacher 
http://greenteacher.com

Campus ecology
http://www.nwf.org/campusecology/

What is a schoolyard habitat, why, and 
funding options
http://www.bbg.org/gar2/topics/essays/ 
2000wi_schoolyards.html

Gardening for kids
http://www.kidsgardening.org/kgn-
current.html

Take a Child Outside Week
http://takeachildoutside.org

Books
Designing Outdoor Environments for Chil- 
 dren: Landscaping School Yards, Gardens
 and Playgrounds by Lolly Tai, Mary  
 Haque, Gina McLellan, and Erin  
 Knight (McGraw-Hill, 2006).

Schoolyard Rhymes: Kids’ Own Rhymes for  
 Rope-Skipping, Hand Clapping, Ball   
 Bouncing, and Just Plain Fun by Judy  
 Sierra (Alfred A. Knopf Books for
 Young Readers, 2005).
 
School Zone: Learning Environments for Chil-
 dren by Anne P. Taylor/George Vlastos
 (Van Nostrand Reinhold Company,  
 1975).

Books for Students
(available from Amazon.com)
If I Were a Tree by Dar Hosta
Mother Earth and Her Children by Sibylle             

Von Olfers
The Runaway Garden by Jeffery L. Schatzer
Elizabite, Adventures of a Carnivorous   

Plant, by H. A. Rey, recently re-  
    released in paperback by Houghton 

Mifflin Company.
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color and interest. In colder cli-
mates, use containers that can be 
moved inside the classroom. 

You may want to include a rain 
barrel in your schoolyard habitat. 
Collecting water to supplement 
gardening projects or providing 
a water source for wildlife will 
be a new experience for students 
in urban areas. Adding water 
plants, a fountain, and vibrant-
colored fish will imbue even the 
smallest areas with discovery and 
intrigue, while adding a touch 
of nature at a relatively modest 
price. However, caution should 
be used if poisonous snakes are 
native to the area, or there are other small animals/insects that 
could be dangerous to children. 

A container garden can supplement the learning environ-
ment and teach about recycling if you incorporate items such as 
boots, wagons, old tires, various sized pots, kettles, baskets, and 
jars creatively decorated during art class. From flowers to vege-
tables, wild grasses to trees and shrubs, innovation and student-
directed learning will flourish.

Elaborate aquatic areas, covered pavilions or porches—the 
possibilities are limitless. In Sweden, teachers, students, a land-
scape architect, and an artist created a space containing “large-
scale percussive instruments built on wooden frames—a pine 
marimba, a set of chimes, aluminum xylobars, and a set of 
gongs.”13 Thus, music became a source of enjoyment during 
recess, and classes could be held outside. 

You can also arrange straw bales, logs, bricks, and other nat-
ural materials to create seating and gathering areas to facili-
tate both intimate discussions and group projects. If your 
school has ample parking space, consider building a tiered seat-
ing amphitheater that can serve as an outdoor classroom and 
performance arena. Students can create poetry outdoors and 

practice projecting their speak-
ing voices. If the school has a 
paved area, students can use 
chalk to create artwork, jour-
nal about their day, and practice 
spelling words, handwriting, or 
math facts. 

Dreaming of being outside 
can become a reality for stu-
dents and teachers! But don’t be 
discouraged if you can’t accom-
plish all your goals immediately. 
It takes time to discover what 
is best for your habitat, your 
teaching style, your students’ 
interests and ability, and the 
school budget. However, your 

students will benefit now—and throughout their lives. 0
_______________________________________________________________
* Pseudonyms._______________________________________________________________

Kathryn L. Hickerson, M.A.T. (Elementary Edu-
cation) teaches grade 3 at Ruth Murdoch Elementary 
School on the campus of Andrews University in Berrien 
Springs, Michigan. She constantly looks for ways to inte-
grate schoolyard habitat concepts and practice into her 
curriculum, despite the challenges of Michigan weather. 
Mrs. Hickerson recently collaborated in a presentation to 

the Michigan Teachers Conference on the relationship between school-
yard habitat and learning styles.
_______________________________________________________________
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C
reating a class or 
school butterfly 
garden is a won-
derful hands-on 
way to expose 
your students 
to nature. But-

terflies are not just beautiful to 
watch; they also play a key role in 
plant reproduction by transport-
ing pollen from flower to flower. 
Loss of habitat, increased pesticide 
use, and pollution are the primary 
reasons their numbers are declining. Working with a butterfly 
garden teaches students that even small steps can help improve 
the environment. Butterfly gardens aren’t just for younger stu-
dents—colleges and universities can incorporate them for cam-
pus beautification and as a resource for biology classes.

You don’t need a lot of space for a butterfly garden. Search 
the Internet or consult local parks or nature centers with but-
terfly-friendly habitats for advice on creating and maintaining 
a butterfly garden. Your students will also enjoy visiting these 
locations on a field trip.

Butterflies are attracted to 
a variety of plants, but certain 

flowers and bushes have proved to 
be particular favorites. Many but-
terflies will lay their eggs on only 
one type of plant: For example, 
Monarchs will lay their eggs only 
on milkweed; Zebra Longwings 
on passion flowers. Providing the 
preferred types of plants will help 
ensure that butterflies thrive in 
your area.

Planting many different types 
of flowers and bushes will entice a 
variety of butterflies to visit your 

garden. They especially like purple and yellow flowers, as well 
as white, blue, and red. But brightly colored clothes will startle 
them. Advise students to wear blues, greens, and camouflage 
clothing, but not black, loud plaids, or patterns, while working 
with butterflies. 

How to Get Started 
How can you attract butterflies? The easiest way is to plant 

enticing flowers and bushes and wait for them to discover your 
garden. Or you can obtain 
chrysalises or live butterflies 
(see section on “Ordering 

Creating a
Butterfly 
Garden

at 
Your 

School 

BY BEVERLY J. ROBINSON-RUMBLE
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Butterflies”). Your butterflies will need blooming plants, 
shrubs, bushes, and/or trees (see list on page 28); water, and 
food (sugar water and overripe fruit). 

Butterflies flourish in warm, but not too hot temperatures. 
They cannot fly if the temperature is below 60° F. (15.6° C.). So 
the best time to create a butterfly garden is during an extended 
period of warm weather. However, if you have an enclosed but-
terfly shelter, you will need a fan or other method of air circu-
lation and temperature control, especially if you live in a tropi-
cal climate.

Most butterflies live for only a few weeks, but some survive 
long enough to migrate long distances. Your students will enjoy 
using a map to locate the places the butterflies go when the 
weather gets cold.

Select a sunny plot of land on school grounds to cultivate, 
or even strips of dirt next to the buildings. Provide protection 
from the wind by placing the garden near natural barriers like 
buildings or trees, or include flowering shrubs in your garden
plan. A raised-bed butterfly garden, created from a frame of 
bricks, concrete blocks, treated lumber, or railroad ties and 
filled with soil requires less fertilizer and water than regular 

garden plots, drains well, and makes efficient use of space. 
Work some potting soil, compost, or fertilizer into the loos-
ened dirt. 

If your school is in the city, or in a location with extreme 
temperatures, you can create a container garden or window 
boxes with flowers and herbs that attract butterflies. Bring the 
containers inside in bad weather, and you and your students can 
enjoy them all winter. 

Be sure to choose a large variety of plants that are attrac-
tive to butterflies (see list on page 28). You can buy plants from 
a local nursery or raise them from seeds in your classroom. 
When purchasing from a retailer, ask what kinds of pesticide 
have been used on the plants, as some chemicals can kill but-
terflies and their caterpillars. Keep in mind your school sched-
ule, the local climate, and the amount of sun available in the 
garden area. Avoid introducing invasive non-indigenous plants. 

Contact local firms to see if they will donate plants, and/or 
send a horticulturalist to talk to your class about gardening.

The section on resources lists a few Websites that provide 
butterfly garden designs. Some basic guidelines: Using a nar-
row strip of land or a raised flowerbed makes it easier to culti-
vate, water, and add new plants. Arrange the garden with tall 
plants as the back row, medium plants in the middle area, and 
shorter plants in the front row. Replace the plants as the flow-
ers fade.

Your butterflies will need blooming 
plants, shrubs, bushes, and/or 
trees; water, and food (sugar water 
and overripe fruit).
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See the Resources for a list of 
butterfly identification books, 
activity books, Websites, and 
organizations where you can ob-
tain more information or order 
butterfly pavilion kits and other 
supplies. The Family Butterfly Book 
by Rick Mikula offers step-by-
step instructions for raising but-
terflies and creating a habitat for 
them, including advice on finding 
butterfly eggs and identifying caterpillars. It also offers tips for 
making containers for the eggs or caterpillars, butterfly nets, 
and cages for adult butterflies.

Obtaining Butterflies
Caterpillars can often be found on the leaves and stems of 

wildflowers, garden flowers, tall grasses, and shrubs, and on 
trees. Look for torn or jagged leaves of a favorite host plant, 
and clumps of caterpillar droppings. Warn children not to 

touch unfamiliar caterpillars, as some can cause a sting or rash.
If you buy butterflies, be sure to obtain only varieties that 

are native to your area. Do not import butterflies or chrysalises 
from other countries. Make sure that the breeder/shipper has 
the proper permits. 

Do not collect butterflies in U.S. state or federal parks. Un-
der the Plant Protection Act, there is a $50,000 fine for illegally 
transporting live butterflies across a state line. 

Care and Feeding of Butterflies
Keep chrysalises out of the sun. They can be stored in an 

airtight container in the refrigerator for a time. After being 
warmed up to room temperature, the butterflies will emerge. 

Butterflies look very fragile, but are amazingly sturdy. They 
can be handled if you do so with care. A small paintbrush is the 
best way to transport a caterpillar.

In addition to flowering plants, bushes, and trees, butter-
flies also like overripe fruit, particularly melon. You can create 
your own butterfly food with a five to 10 percent sugar water 
solution (one teaspoon of sugar to a cup of distilled water), or 
use hummingbird food if it is diluted with distilled or bottled 
water.

Adult butterflies need small, shallow puddles of water for 
drinking. A fountain or birdbath will supply what rain and dew 
cannot.

Butterflies 
are not just 
beautiful to 
watch; they 
also play a key 
role in plant 
reproduction 
by transporting 
pollen from 
flower to flower.

Butterfly Favorites 

Trees, bushes, and shrubs: Ash, butterfly bush, button 
bush, dogwood, eucalyptus, lilac, oak, plum, poplar, sas-
safras, spice bush, sweet pepperbush, tulip tree, Virginia 
sweetspire, wild and choke cherry, willow.

Flowering plants: aster, bee balm, black-eyed Susan, blaz-
ing star, Brazilian butterfly weed, caladium, clover, cos-
mos, daisy, dutchman’s pipe, Egyptian starcluster, false 
indigo, flowering vinca, globe amaranth, goldenrod, hol-
lyhock, hop, impatiens, joe-pye weed, lantana, lavender, 
lobelia, lupine, Mexican sunflower, marigold, milkweed, 
nasturtium, New York ironweed, pansy, passion flower, 
phlox, polka dot, purple coneflower, salvia, snapdragon, 
sunflower, tuberous begonia, verbena, vetch, violet, Vir-
ginia snakeroot, yarrow.

Herbs: anise, basil, dill, fennel, mallows, marjoram, mint, 
mustard, oregano, parsley, rue, sweet bay, sassafras.

Other: blueberry, cabbage, carrot, citrus, eucalyptus, 
hyssop, pea. 
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Get your students involved in a butterfly garden, and 
watch their eyes light up as a butterfly emerges from 
“their chrysalis” or an adult butterfly lands on their shoulder!

_____________________________________________

Beverly J. Robinson-Rumble is the Editor of The 
Journal of Adventist education and an avid observer 
and photographer of butterflies.
_____________________________________________
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Creating a class or school butterfly 
garden is a wonderful hands-on 
way to expose your students to 
nature. 
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I
n teaching English and 
Bible at the high school 
level, I always look for 
ways to make the content 
clearer and more relevant 
to my students. I fre-
quently use the Bible as a 

textbook—not only in religion class, 
but also for teaching biblical litera-
ture in my English classes. 

Although the Bible is full of natu-
ral themes and symbolism, these 
allusions are mostly foreign to us, 
since modern society has moved 
away from an agrarian lifestyle. 
Everything from the challenges of 
sheepherding1 to the planting of seeds2 are unfamiliar to most 
children (and many adults!). If students fail to understand the 
symbols in natural references, they will certainly not compre-
hend the theological message embedded in that symbolism. For 
example, a student who has never seen a vineyard may have dif-
ficulty in understanding what Jesus was trying to convey when 
He used the grapevine for a metaphor of our connection with 
Him.3 Whether natural references are literal or symbolic, a 
clearer understanding of the natural world as described in the 
Bible will help us and our students to better understand the 
passages that include these elements. 

This article will use a Bible pas-
sage with unfamiliar natural ref-
erences as a case study of how to 
aid student understanding of this 

and similar texts. I will also pro-
vide ideas for incorporating nature 
education in religion and English 
classes to increase student under-
standing of the Bible.

A Difficult Passage
The story of Jotham illustrates 

how a teacher can include nature 
education to provide insight about 
the meaning of a passage.4 Jotham, 
the youngest member of his fam-
ily, is distraught when Abimelech 
kills all of his brothers in order to 
secure the throne. In Judges 9:8-
15,  Jotham marches to the top of 

Mount Gerezim and tells a story that symbolizes what has hap-
pened to his family and the nation:

8 “Once the trees went forth to anoint a king over them, and 
they said to the olive tree, ‘Reign over us!’

9 “But the olive tree said to them, ‘Shall I leave my fatness 
with which God and men are honored, and go to wave over the 
trees?’ 

10 “Then the trees said to the fig tree, ‘You come, reign over 
us!’

11 “But the fig tree said to them, ‘Shall I leave my sweetness 
and my good fruit, and go to wave over the trees?’

12 “Then the trees said to the 
vine, ‘You come, reign over us!’

13 “But the vine said to them, 
‘Shall I leave my new wine, which 

Exploring 
Natural Themes and 

Symbolism in 
Biblical Literature

BY CHRistY Yingling
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cheers God and men, and go to wave over the trees?’
14 “Finally all the trees said to the bramble, ‘You come, reign 

over us!’
15 “The bramble said to the trees, ‘If in truth you are anoint-

ing me as king over you, come and take refuge in my shade; but 
if not, may fire come out from the bramble and consume the 
cedars of Lebanon’” (NASB).

Jotham uses indigenous plants as symbols of the injustice 
done to his family and his nation. However, it is very unlikely 
that my students have ever seen a fig tree or a cedar of Leba-
non, making it difficult for them to understand the story. 

How to Promote Understanding
The first challenge to understanding such references is a lack 

of knowledge about the flora and fauna. Even if a student has 
seen a picture of the item mentioned, he or she probably doesn’t 
know enough about it to make a connection to the name or to 
remember it when reading the passage. The second challenge: 

If students fail to understand the 
symbols in natural references, they 
will certainly not comprehend the 
theological message embedded in 
that symbolism.
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Students probably know little about specific 
characteristics of the natural element that 
caused the author to use it as a symbol.

1. Teacher-Supervised Student 
Research

Several resources can help fill these 
gaps. Online resources can address both of 
these challenges. Google images provide 
a large collection of pictures for most top-
ics.5 These images will show your students 
not only what the natural item looks like, 
but also provide an idea of scale. In look-
ing up the plants in Jotham’s parable, for example, I searched 
for “olive tree,” “fig tree,” “grapevine,” “bramble,” and “cedar 
of Lebanon.” Each search produced pictures of the plant in dif-

ferent stages of growth, photos with people 
to show scale, close-up shots of leaves and 
fruit, artists’ renditions of the plant, and 
related images. 

In researching the plant references in 
Judges 9, I found a descending hierarchy in 
both size and importance. Olive trees are 
valued because they produce olives and olive 
oil. The olive branch is a symbol of peace. 
The fig tree is smaller and less valuable than 
the olive tree, but also important for its 
fruit. The grapevine is smaller than the fig 
tree, but the fruit provides a financial bene-

fit to its owner, though to a lesser degree than the other plants. 
This hierarchy ends with the lowly bramble, which is not very 
useful and has thorns that can harm those who try to destroy 

it, including even the giant cedar of Lebanon.
Along with the pictures of these plants, the 

teacher can provide some background informa-
tion, or have students do further research about 
the characteristics of natural objects in books, 
magazines, encyclopedias, or a print library.6 
They can also search for full-length books or 
magazine articles on the Internet.7

In Jotham’s parable, the valuable plants that 
were offered the kingship represented those men 
who were more interested in the community than 
their own power. It could be that some of Gide-
on’s other sons had been offered the kingship, 
and—judging from the natural symbols used for 
those sons—they were probably far more quali-
fied than Abimelech. However, like Gideon their 
father, they felt it unnecessary to leave positions 
of value to the community to fulfill a role they 
believed should belong to God.8 Jotham points 
out the irony of a mere thorn bush offering shade 
and protection for the people—certainly impossi-
ble based on its size and properties.9 The irony in 
this passage could be lost if we fail to explore the 
symbolism.

2. Outdoor Learning Projects
Beyond Internet and library research, the best 

way to remedy students’ lack of knowledge about 
nature is to give them firsthand experience by 
embedding information about the natural ele-
ments in the curriculum. While many allusions 
will not be indigenous to your area, others will be 
familiar. Even if the plant does not grow locally, 
you may be able to find one that has a similar 
appearance or characteristics.

Students generally learn most effectively when 
using all of their senses. That is why outdoor 
education is so important. While immersed in 
nature, students can see, touch, smell, hear, and 
sometimes even taste the natural objects they are 
studying. Although nature projects may require 

The story of Jotham 
illustrates how a 

teacher can include 
nature education to 
provide insight about 

the meaning of a 
passage.
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some preparation in the classroom, the 
majority of time will be spent outdoors. 
The suggestions listed below can be coop-
erative projects that involve elementary and 
secondary students, or may be adapted to fit 
either group.

Bible Garden
Try creating a garden that is either par-

tially or fully composed of plants that 
appear in the Bible. This is an excellent way 
for students to see the fruits of their labor 
while getting practical, hands-on experience 
with plants mentioned in the Scriptures. 
Begin by asking students to read Bible pas-
sages (from a list provided by the teacher) 
and to identify each plant referred to in 
these texts.10 Next, have students investi-
gate whether these plants will grow in their 
region, and find substitute plants if necessary. Have them pre-
pare the soil and plant the seeds. Allow some time each week 
for maintenance. Here is a list of helpful online resources: 

• http://www.biblicalgardens.org/. Includes all the informa-
tion you need to get started, including a growing zone map and 
many helpful links with further information. Also included are 
some activities for younger elementary children.

• http://www.wikibin.org/articles/list-of-plants-for-biblical

gardens.html. Contains a list of plants for a 
biblical garden. 

• http://www.raingardens.com/seedpage/
bible.htm; http://www.borghesegardens.
com/bible.htm. Order seeds at these sites to 
create a biblical garden. 

Practical Parables
Another project to help students under-

stand natural symbols and themes is to 
have them read one of Jesus’ parables and 
then go outdoors to either (1) act it out, or 
(2) find items in nature that appear in the 
story. Start with the parable of the sower 
in Matthew 13:3-8. Ask your students to 
locate local places similar to the locations in 
the parable where the seeds fell. Then get 
some seeds and have students scatter them 
in those places, placing markers so they can 

find them later. Discuss with your students the significance of 
the symbolism in the parable. Wait a few weeks (check germi-
nation time on the seed package), then go back to the marked 
places to see whether the seeds came up. Finish your discus-
sion of symbolism by asking the students to describe what they 
observed. 

Many Bible texts lend themselves well to hands-on activi-
ties. One example is Matthew 7:16, which says, “‘You will 

Beyond Internet and 
library research, the 
best way to remedy 

students’ lack of 
knowledge about 

nature is to give them 
firsthand experience   

by embedding 
information about the 

natural elements in
the curriculum.
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know them by their fruits. Grapes are 
not gathered from thorn bushes nor 
figs from thistles, are they?’” After hav-
ing students research the plants using 
Google images or another source, take 
them outside to look for a thorn bush and 
a thistle. After everyone has examined 
the plants, discuss the significance of the symbols.

Student-Created Object Lessons
After students have studied the parables of Jesus, ask them to 

create their own object lessons using items they find in nature. 
Start by taking them outside to look for three or four items. 
Ask them to research each item, and then to use the informa-
tion to create a spiritual lesson they can present to the rest of 
the class. 

Suppose a student comes back with a pine cone taken from 
an Eastern white pine, a conifer indigenous to regions between 
the Appalachian Mountains, in the U.S., to parts of south-
ern Canada. Internet research reveals the following informa-
tion about Eastern white pine cones: “Widely spaced dominant 
trees with full crowns produce the most seeds per cone.”11 This 
could illustrate how God can help us produce more seeds for 
evangelism when we (1) are willing to go out of our Adventist 
communities and our comfort zones, and (2) allow Him to con-
tinually develop our “crowns,” helping us move into a deeper 

relationship with Him. Depending on 
available time and grade level, students 
could do more extensive research on 
their chosen topic and create a more 
elaborate object lesson.

Some topics may work well for acad-
emy students to present as children’s sto-

ries at elementary school worship or church.

Try creating a garden 
that is either partially or 
fully composed of plants 
that appear in the Bible.

FIGS
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Conclusion
Natural themes and symbols occur throughout the Scrip-

tures. To understand the Bible writers’ message, we must 
understand the object lessons they used. Children learn about 
the unknown through the known. If they don’t understand the 
symbol, they can’t understand the spiritual lesson. 

Ellen White reminds us of the importance of nature edu-
cation in every content area when she says, “‘God is love’ is 
written upon every opening bud, upon every spire of spring-
ing grass . . . . the delicately tinted flowers in their perfection 
perfuming the air, the lofty trees of the forest with their rich 
foliage of living green—all testify to the tender, fatherly care 
of our God and to His desire to make His children happy.”12 By 
integrating nature education with the English and Bible cur-
riculum, we can not only help students understand symbolism 
in biblical literature, but also, and more important, we can help 
them understand God’s character—His love for us and His 
desire for our happiness. 0

_________________________________________

Christy Yingling has taught English, Bible, and 
French at the high school level, most recently serving 
as the English Teacher and Librarian at Battle Creek 
Academy in Battle Creek, Michigan. Ms. Yingling 
is currently a full-time student pursuing a Master’s 
degree in English at Andrews University in Berrien 
Springs, Michigan. She is co-author of the book Prime 

Time Living (Pacific Press, 2005).
________________________________________________________

NOTES AND REFERENCES

1. A lack of knowledge that would challenge our understanding of John 
10:1-16.

2. Such as in the Parable of the Sower in Luke 8:4-15.
3. John 15:1-8.
4. All Bible texts are cited from the New American Standard Bible. Scrip-

ture texts credited to NASB are from the New American Standard Bible, copy-
right © The Lockman Foundation 1960, 1962, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 
1977.

5. See http://images.google.com. Please note that this site may contain 
images that are inappropriate for your students. Do a preview before asking 
your students to conduct any search.

6. Some search engines that will provide pictures as well as basic informa-
tion include Google, Yahoo, and Dogpile (a combination of Google, Yahoo, 
Search MSN, Live Search, and Ask search engines).

7. An excellent source for this: http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/
webbin/book/browse?type=lcsubc&key=Nature%20in%20the%20Bible. 
This Website provides a list of full-length books about various natural refer-
ences in the Bible. This is better used as a teacher resource than a page for 
students. You could isolate the links you want to use (eliminating the home 
page) for more appropriate student use.

8. Judges 8:23.
9. See the Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary (Washington, D.C.: 

Review and Herald Publ. Assn., 1977), vol. 2, pp. 360, 361.
10. To find an extensive list of possible passages to use, use a topical index 

for Bible study and search for terms such as “plants,” “botany,” or “animals.” 
Bible Gateway has an excellent topical search tool and shows a large list of 
resources under both “botany” and “animals”:  http://www.biblegateway.
com/topical/.

11. See http://www.na.fs.fed.us/pubs/silvics_manual/volume_1/pinus/
strobus.htm.

12. Ellen White, Steps to Christ (Mountain View, Calif.: Pacific Press Publ. 
Assn., 1956), p. 10.
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T
he choice to commit myself to Chris-
tian education has led me on a search 
for ways to integrate my faith with 
what I teach. I left the profession of 
engineering with a clear intent to in-
fluence my students for eternity. The 
engineering and physics I teach have 
consistent rules that describe how the 
universe functions (gravity, inertia, 

properties of materials) and the probabilities of unusual loads 
(earthquakes and hurricanes). This discipline lacks the won-
derment of biology, which points to an intelligent design be-
hind the complex functions and processes supporting life and 
provides an opportunity to talk about faith in the classroom. 
I’ve developed an entering wedge for integrating faith into my 
subject matter—the amazing properties of materials used for 
structures in nature. 

Nature has a treasure trove of complex materials that con-
tinue to fascinate scientists, despite the advances of technology. 
Even the basic building materials of nature have properties that 
are superior to the most advanced manmade materials, prov-
ing that incredible engineering design went into the creation 
of these materials. There is such a large contrast between them 
and manmade materials that the differences can be understood, 
at least at fundamental levels, even by grade school and high 
school students.

Many examples could be cited to demonstrate the vast supe-
riority of the materials in nature to the advanced materials used 
in modern engineering. This article will discuss three exam-
ples: spider silk, abalone shells, and lotus leaves. 

Spider Silk
Spiders exude silk, which they use to 

create webs as well as chords from which 
to suspend their bodies. The concen-
trated liquid protein solution stored in 

the spider’s body hardens into 
a strand when exposed to air 
after being pulled through the 
spider’s spinneret, located on 
its rump. The resulting mate-
rial is finer than human hair, 
lighter than cotton, and more 
waterproof than silkworm 
strands. Spider silk is ounce for 
ounce four times stronger than 
steel, can absorb three times 
more energy than Kevlar (from 
which bulletproof vests are 
made), and is twice as stretchy 
as nylon. Not a single man-

made material combines outstanding strength with exceptional 
stretchiness and energy absorption. 

A spider can spin up to seven types of silk. The ones that 
have drawn the most attention are the capture silk, framework 
silk, and dragline silk.

Capture silk is the material that spirals between spokes in 
an orb-shaped spider web. It can stretch up to three times its 
length and return to the original length with no permanent de-
formation,1 a feat that no other strong material can accomplish. 
Steel, one of the most ductile engineered materials, can stretch 
only about 0.002 times its original length before permanent 
deformation takes place. A material’s ability to stretch without 
becoming permanently deformed indicates how much energy it 
can absorb without being destroyed. By this measure, capture 
silk has incredible energy absorption, bouncing back from the 
impact of insects striking the web. This is equivalent to a fish-
ing net stopping a jumbo jet in flight.2 The adhesive coating 

on the capture silk, combined with the 
stretchiness of the strands, prevents the 
captured insect from breaking loose. As 
the insect pushes and pulls on the web, 
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the creation of 
the universe 
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the strands expand to the limits of 
the insect’s reach, keeping it from 
leveraging its body away from the 
web. Engineers can only wish for 
strong materials that would repeat-
edly absorb as much impact energy as 
spider silk!

The spider’s framework silk forms 
the guy-wires and framework of 
orb-shaped webs. The dragline silk 
is the strand from which the spider 
suspends its body. The literature is 
inconsistent in its use of these two 
terms, but they have similar prop-
erties. Dragline and framework silk 
have similar chemical properties to 
capture silk, but their mechanical 
properties differ from capture silk. 
Dragline silk is as strong and tough 

Even the basic building materials of nature have 
properties that are superior to the most advanced 
manmade materials, proving that incredible 
engineering design went into the creation of these 
materials.

the author and two of her students admire the engineering 
of an abalone shell.
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as Kevlar, a manmade super-material, but far 
more elastic and lightweight—and less brittle. 
Scientists conjecture that if dragline silk were 
combined to form a thread half the diameter 
of a human hair, it could hold two people. If it 
were used to make a chord the diameter of a 
pencil, it could stop a jet landing on an aircraft 
carrier! Because spider silk is superior to any 
manmade material, researchers are studying 
the possibility of using it to create suspen-
sion bridge cables that are much lighter than 
steel, body armor that is much more flexible 
and lighter than that made of Kevlar, 
durable parachute chords, artificial 
ligaments, airbags, and many other 
applications.

Harvesting silk from spiders is 
impractical, so scientists are try-
ing to figure out how to replicate it 
for commercial applications. The 
genetic sequence for spider silk has 
22,000 base pairs3—far too many to 
attempt to replicate. Scientists do 
not yet know how much of the se-
quence needs to be cloned to make 
proteins that can be spun into top-
quality synthetic threads. They are 
growing short proteins in bacteria 
and goats’ milk, and manually spin-
ning them into fibers. Viable com-
mercial production is still a long 
way off.

There is also quite a contrast in 
manufacturing methods between 
spider silk and Kevlar, its closest 
manmade material. Kevlar is pro-
duced from high temperature and 
pressure from caustic, toxic chemi-
cals and petroleum-based materials. This process is energy 
intensive and generates toxic waste, both of which are environ-
mentally harmful. Spiders create their superior silk from water-
based materials at room temperature using a benign environ-
mental process.

Abalone Shell
The abalone, a marine gastropod mollusk (family Heliotidae) 

creates a type of material that is very different from spider silk. 
Its hard, convex oval shell protects it from predators. The lin-
ing of this shell is one of the hardest, most durable materials in 
nature. Its strength equals that of the most advanced synthetic 
ceramics, yet is not brittle. If you drop a ceramic mug, it will 
shatter, but dropping a seashell typically causes no damage! 
And like Kevlar, manmade ceramics are produced under energy 
intensive and environmentally damaging processes. The aba-
lone shell is produced in an environmentally benign manner.

The abalone shell is made from calcium carbonate, the same 
material as blackboard chalk. However, the shell has 40 times 

the fracture resistance,4 20 times the strength, 
and 10 times the toughness of chalk. The aba-
lone uses a protein matrix to arrange calcium 
carbonate into ordered layers of small plate-
lets to create the lining of its shell. Under 
normal magnification, the calcium carbonate 
layers appear to be about 0.2 mm thick. Un-
der an electron microscope, these layers are 
further divided into ultra-thin chalk platelets 
about one-half micron thick.5 The platelets 
are stacked in parallel layers, with offset joints 
that prevent cracks from progressing straight 

through the layers. The platelets are glued together by the pro-
tein matrix, which provides a soft, cushioning layer between 
the brittle chalk platelets. If a crack starts in the brittle chalk 
material, it is absorbed by the soft protein border, and does not 
go through the rest of the layers. 

Because of the abalone shell’s strength, light weight, and 
shatter resistance, scientists and engineers are trying to repli-
cate the system that gives it these outstanding qualities for use 
in tank and body armor, auto bodies, power turbines, and lighter, 
more efficient jet engines. They’re attempting to replicate the 
hierarchical order seen in the abalone shell, but are unable to 
control the structure of the material at the microscopic scale 
found in nature.

Lotus Leaf
The beautiful lotus plant (Nelumbo Nucifera), which puts 

down roots in the mud of shallow ponds, is usually most ad-
mired for its water lily-like flowers. But its most remarkable 
property is its self-cleaning leaves. How do the lotus leaves stay 

Engineers can 
only wish for 

strong materials 
that would 

repeatedly absorb 
as much impact 
energy as spider 

silk!
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sparkling in a muddy environment? The key to this phenom-
enon was not revealed until the invention of the scanning elec-
tron microscope (SEM), which maps three-dimensional surface 
textures. 

Contrary to the original theory that the lotus leaf must have 
a very smooth, shiny surface to repel dirt, the SEM showed a 
very rough surface at a microscopic level on the lotus leaf.6 The 
lotus leaves’ tiny bumps, combined with waxy crystals, cause 
water to bead on top of the bumps in near spherical shapes, 
rather than spreading out to cover the leaf. The dirt has more 
affinity for the water than for the leaf, so it is washed off by the 
moisture—in contrast to smooth surfaces, where the dirt is 
more likely to adhere. The self-cleaning effect produced by the 
surface texture and its effect on the contact angle with water 
has been dubbed the Lotus Effect.7

Scientists have replicated the properties of this microscopic 
rough surface texture to create self-cleaning products. Already 
on the market are paints and coatings that incorporate this 
technology, and self-cleaning fabrics that use tiny microscopic 
hairs bonded to the fibers to create a rough surface. Still in the 
development phase is a honey spoon with a rough siliconized 
surface that, when tilted, sheds the honey. Many other products 
will probably be developed using the principle of the Lotus Ef-
fect, but they will all be based on what scientists have learned 
from nature.

At present, a tiny amount of grease, such as that transferred 
by a fingerprint, can cause manmade self-cleaning surfaces to 
temporarily lose their super-hydrophobic properties, regaining 
them only after the smudge is removed. However, the lotus leaf 
actually repairs itself when its surface is damaged. Manmade 
surfaces have little hope of mimicking this healing effect. 

Summary
Biologically produced materials possess very desirable en-

gineering properties. They have highly ordered, uniform, 
hierarchical structures that are controlled from the molecu-
lar to nano, micro, and macroscopic scales. They also are very 
durable, with excellent fatigue resistance and resiliency. These 
materials can repair themselves and change their properties in 
response to environmental demands. They are also environ-
mentally benign, since they are produced at room temperature 
and normal atmospheric pressure, use water as a solvent, and 
are biodegradable. Laboratory materials are produced at very 
high or low pressures and heat, and thus are energy intensive. 
They use hazardous material as solvents and produce toxic by-
products. And the end product is inferior to the materials that 
nature produces.

Examples from nature illustrate well the care and planning 
that went into the creation of the universe and the stark con-
trast between manmade and natural materials. Humans have 
no hope of controlling material structural hierarchy down to 
the molecular level the way that nature does.

The superiority of these and other natural materials can be 
understood even by younger students. Although the original 
research on materials in nature and scientists’ attempt to rep-
licate them are published in technical verbiage, there are re-
sources that convert these technical papers to lay terminology. 

These include the following:

Periodicals 
• Science News, a monthly periodical
• Occasional articles in general readership magazines (see 

Campbell, Underwood, and Robbines in the bibliography)

Books
• The Gecko’s Foot (Forbes) – an excellent resource
• Biomimicry: Innovation Inspired by Nature (Benyus) – in-

cludes a chapter on this topic
• The author’s more extensive paper in Christ in the Classroom 

(Dovich)
• Internet searches
These types of illustrations can be used to demonstrate the 

superiority of God’s engineering at many different levels. Stu-
dents can appreciate the concept without understanding all its 
technical aspects. While tertiary students will comprehend 
more of the technical aspects, the contrasts between natural 
and manmade materials are so great even elementary students 
can understand the differences between the wondrous proper-
ties of God-designed materials and what humans are capable of 
creating. 0

_____________________________________________

At the time this article was written, Laurel Dovich, 
Ph.D., P.E., was a Professor of Engineering at Walla 
Walla University in College Place, Washington.
____________________________________________
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When I was about 5 years old, my father 
brought me a five-foot-long boa constric-
tor he had found on the way home from 
work in Belem, Brazil. Throughout my 
childhood, Sabbath afternoons were filled 
with fascinating trips into the interior 

jungle, from which images of huge trees and strange creatures 
still linger in my memory. Each encounter offered a potential 
lesson. “As we observe the things of the natural world, we shall 
be enabled, under the guiding of the Holy Spirit, more fully to 
understand the lessons of God’s Word.”1 

Nature is the first word of Steps to Christ, a book designed to 
draw humankind closer to the living God of heaven.2 It paints 
the image of divinity, whispering wisdom to everyone who 
studies the work of the Master Designer. 

Curriculum planners and administrators who want to im-
prove educational practice should consider including an out-
door school program. As they strive to make the Bible real to 
their students, Adventist teachers can find many advantages to 
studying in the outdoors. In fact, Adventist educators should be 
the leading proponents of nature-based learning. 

Benefits of Outdoor Education
The Web-based organization “Hooked on Nature” summa-

rized the research on the benefits of nature and found, among 
other things, a reduction in violence, attention-deficit symp-
toms, stress levels, heart rates, and anger. They also found im-
provements in student test scores, optimism, mood, and cogni-
tive functions.3 

Twenty-seven teachers attending Southern Adventist Uni-
versity were surveyed regarding the value of outdoor learning. 
They identified 25 benefits gained 
from outdoor school, including re-
connecting with God, calming the 

nerves, refresh-
ing the mind, and 
increasing student 
creativity. All of the 
teachers said that 
student retention 
of outdoor experi-
ences extended well 
beyond those of the 
more classical forms 
of education. 

Five of the teachers wanted assistance in integrating outdoor 
school into their curriculum. Several identified cost and plan-
ning time as concerns.4 Later in this article, we will address 
these concerns. 

What is outdoor school? It is more than a simple, one-shot 
approach to nature-based learning. Outdoor school must be 
connected to a total school curriculum and mission. Students 
can experience the setting for a historical battle or look for en-
dangered species a textbook could only describe. The spiritual 
mission of a school can be emphasized by inviting a speaker 
to conduct worships in the setting of God’s creation. Outdoor 
school can form one component of a nature-based learning 
program that weaves God as Creator into the curriculum.

Input From Teachers and Students
Ask students and adults what memories stand out from their 

school experience, and they usually will recount, with excite-
ment and detail, an experiential learning program, often in-
volving a field trip. Visits to indoor settings will come to mind, 
but so will experiences in the great outdoors. There is no bet-

ter setting than the world of nature to 
bring Christ to the forefront of stu-
dent thought. The attitude of worship BY KEitH n. nElsOn

Unlocking the Treasure house 

of God’s Word: 

Outdoor School 
      in the Adventist 

Curriculum planners 
and administrators 
who want to improve 
educational practice 
should consider in-
cluding an outdoor 
school program.
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fostered in a natural setting can easily continue beyond the 
singing and devotionals into the nature studies of outdoor 
school.

Teachers at Greeneville Adventist Academy in East Tennes-
see immerse their students in grades 5-10 in an annual outdoor 
school experience, and have worked to include other schools in 
the process. One teacher described the program as the high-
light of the school year. Outdoor school activities have helped 
identify students’ spiritual, emotional, and physical needs. As 
they engage in a variety of activities away from their regular 
classroom setting, teachers are better able to identify with-
drawn or troubled students. 

The long-term impact of outdoor 
school cannot readily be measured or 
quantified, but it can be heard in the 
stories told by the students who have 
attended such programs. As a nature 
instructor at Camp Kulaqua, Florida, 
and a science teacher, I have found 
it rewarding to see my students later 
become wildlife biologists or science 
teachers in our school system. It has 
even been more rewarding to work 
and interact with some of them in 
planning outdoor education.

Some of the recent comments I 
have overheard from excited stu-
dents include: “Where are we going 
for outdoor school next year?” “You 
know that’s the reason I keep coming 
back,” “Let’s combine week of prayer 
with outdoor education,” and “I think 
outdoor school is the perfect way to 

begin a new year; we seem to get to know everyone so much 
quicker.” Of course, students are eager to escape the confines of 
the classroom, but maybe those walls do need to be breached in 
order for them to see the “big picture.” 

Our Mission
The Adventist Edge initiative of the Southern Union Con-

ference supports a classroom “that is God centered, results 
oriented, in an environment that nurtures, aligned with Jour-
ney to Excellence, and” [represents] “a team effort.”5 Outdoor 
school makes God and His creation its central focus. Few en-
vironments can nurture a group of students like the restoring 
calm of natural settings. The memory of my father showing me 
the snake he had caught in an overgrown field in Brazil has re-
lational, educational, and emotional value. Growing up in Bra-
zil and Florida certainly gave my father a year-round, outdoor 
educational advantage, but the core benefit came from the Sev-
enth-day Adventist emphasis on nature. Our very name draws 
attention to Creation week and to the Creator. 

Every object in nature carries a lesson that can be studied 
and absorbed. Nearly every academic subject can be found in 
God’s design of the natural world. Outdoor school is the per-
fect platform for cross-curricular studies. But the greatest ad-
vantage can be found when teaching biblical concepts through 
the lens of nature. Jim Tucker, an Adventist professor at the 
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, writes: “It has been 
said that the Book of Nature contains the pictures of God’s 
word, while the Bible contains the captions. What a beauti-
ful illustration of the way in which these two books go hand 
in hand. Children, and youth especially, need the motivating 
force of God’s word as revealed in nature.”6 Ellen White sums 
it up: “In the natural world God has placed in the hands of the 
children of men the key to unlock the treasure house of His 

Curriculum
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Word. The unseen is illustrated by the seen; divine wisdom, 
eternal truth, infinite grace, are understood by the things that 
God has made.”7

The Implementation Process
Finding time in the school calendar should be the first step 

in planning an outdoor school program. Ideally, it should be a 
full five-day program that runs from Monday through Friday. 
Some schools choose to include a weekend, while others sched-
ule it for three or fewer weekdays. Depending on the facilities 
available, students may stay overnight or commute to the loca-
tion each day.

Choosing which grades to include is another consideration. 
Outdoor schools that include overnight stays are best suited for 
grades 5-8 and secondary students (grades 9-12). Teachers can 
plan single- or multi-day nature outings for younger students, 
with parents and volunteers as chaperones.

Administrators should identify available programs, gather 
input from teachers, students, and constituents, ensure that 
the program supports the school’s mission, and implement an 
annual program that includes varied activities. Many outdoor 
education facilities must be reserved nearly a year in advance. 
Once a date has been set, pricing can be negotiated. The four 

basic expenses are food, transportation, housing, and program-
ming. 

When researching where to go and what to do, remember to 
vary the program from year to year. Students need new experi-
ences and new settings to inspire their curiosity. Simply creat-
ing a tradition or pattern for an outdoor school program can 
lead to apathy. 

Work with zoos, nature centers, and environmental educa-
tion facilities to develop new ideas. Classes in an outdoor set-
ting should take advantage of the local surroundings. If there 
are nearby caves, try spelunking; if on the coast or near a river, 
include aquatic activities. Native American history programs 
and natural or state parks may be available nearby, as well. In 
the U.S., you can visit the 4-H Website (http://www.4husa.org) 
to find a nearby center.8 International programs can be located 
by going to http://www.evirolink.org,9 and clicking on the En-
vironmental Education link. 

Call the forestry division or the parks and recreation depart-
ment for your city or county to identify available programs. 
Contact local summer camps to see if they offer any programs 
during the school year that are different from their summer 
repertoire. Most programs offer complete itineraries, prices, 
and program descriptions online. Investigate whether your 
teachers can organize and run their own program on site.

Once a suitable location has been identified, create a schedule 
that includes mealtimes, worships, and recreation time in ad-
dition to the academic program. Volunteer assignments should 
also be worked out ahead of time. The class possibilities are 

Planning Ahead for outdoor school
 

• Decide which grade(s) will participate in outdoor 
school, and how many days you want to devote to this proj-
ect.

• Check to see if the children (or teachers or chaper-
ones!) have any special needs that will affect the choice of 
a site or the duration of the program (physical handicaps, 
food allergies, medication schedule or storage, financial 
challenges). Discuss these challenges with the organization 
offering the program to see whether they can be accom-
modated. If the school is planning the schedule and rent-
ing a site, you will need to make provision for these special 
requirements. 

• Contact presenters many months in advance. Investi-
gate their philosophical orientation and whether their pro-
gram is suitable for the maturity level and knowledge base 
of your students. Create a contract that spells out the de-
tails of the agreement.

• Recruit enough adults to provide adequate supervision, 
and sufficient vehicles to carry the participants and sup-
plies. Create a daily schedule for each chaperone.

• Ensure that volunteers have undergone a background 
check and verification of their auto insurance, and that sev-
eral of them have up-to-date first-aid and CPR certifica-
tion. 

• Create or adapt parental consent forms, and make sure 
that they are signed well in advance of the date when out-
door school begins. 

• Bring to the outdoor school site the consent for medi-
cal treatment form for every student that has been signed 
by the parent or legal guardian.

The Web-based organization 
“Hooked on Nature” summarized 
the research on the benefits of 
nature and found, among other 
things, a reduction in violence,  
attention deficit symptoms, stress 
levels, heart rates, and anger.
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limitless. Social studies, science, math language, Bible—almost 
any class can be showcased in God’s creation. 

Integrating the outdoor school experience into the curricu-
lum can be as simple as giving all of the teachers an outline of 
objectives and goals for each activity. The individual teacher 
may then choose the best method of linking the experience to 
a new concept. A more detailed approach might be to identify 
the standards and benchmarks a given activity might address 
for each subject in the curriculum. Often, the curriculum is 
easy to adapt and unfolds as teachers or students recall relevant 
experiences, look online for ideas, or communicate with other 

teachers. 
Outdoor school may be the most 

expensive component of a nature-
based curriculum. However, it will 
be money well spent, as the pro-
grams can serve as important ref-
erence points for the rest of the 
school year, as teachers continue to 
take their classes outdoors to in-
troduce or expand a concept.

Fundraising for an outdoor pro-
gram can enhance parental aware-
ness and support. Perhaps your 
home and school director could 
lead the students in a school-wide 
fundraiser. Donated items could be 
placed in a schoolyard sale or sim-
ply auctioned. 

Outdoor school should be an 
integral part of the Adventist cur-
riculum. The Council of Outdoor 
Educators of Ontario (COEO) 
found correlations between out-
door school activities and improve-
ments in both character develop-
ment and personal interaction 
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Monday
  9:00  Depart for state park
11:30  Eat lunch 
12:30  Continue driving to park
  2:30 Arrive at park and move in
  3:30  Meet in cafeteria for orientation
  4:30 Recreation
  5:00 Supper
  6:00 Recreation on field
  7:00 Night hike with ranger
  8:00  Worship by campfire
  9:00 Bedtime
  9:30  Lights out

Tuesday
  7:00 Breakfast
  8:00 Devotional in lodge room
  8:30 Group 1 = Forest Ecology
 Group 2 = Native Americans
 Group 3 = Caving
 Group 4 = Stream Survey
12:00  Lunch
  1:00 Group 1 = Native Americans
 Group 2 = Caving
 Group 3 = Stream Survey
 Group 4 = Forest Ecology
  5:00  Supper
  6:00 Recreation on the field
  7:00 Worship by campfire
  8:00 Astronomy
  9:00 Bedtime
  9:30  Lights out

Wednesday
  7:00  Breakfast
  8:00 Devotional in lodge room

  8:30 Group 1 = Caving
 Group 2 = Stream Survey
 Group 3 = Forest Ecology
 Group 4 = Native Americans
12:00 Lunch
  1:00 Group 1 = Stream Survey
 Group 2 = Forest Ecology
 Group 3 = Native Americans
 Group 4 = Caving
  5:00 Supper
  6:00 Recreation on Field
  7:00 Campfire program with ranger
  8:00 Spider hunting 
  8:30 Worship by campfire
  9:00 Bedtime
  9:30 Lights out

Thursday
  7:00  Breakfast
  8:00 Devotional in lodge room
  8:30  All groups = Team Building
 (low ropes course)
12:00  Lunch
  1:00 All groups = Orienteering
  5:00 Supper
  6:00  Recreation on field
  7:00 Worship by the campfire
  8:00 Waterfalls at night…
  9:00 Bedtime
  9:30  Lights out

Friday
  7:00  Breakfast
  8:00 Devotional
  8:30 Load up and return to school

sample outdoor school schedule

skills,10 two key components of Christian growth. The work 
and planning may take some time, but the rewards can be 
eternal. 0

____________________________________________
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T
he tree-canopied trail 
that begins in our 
backyard and winds 
through the aspen and 
spruce forest beck-
oned us to come ex-
ploring early one af-

ternoon. Our three children (ages 5, 6, 
and 8) had endured a long church service 
and were eager to get outdoors. After a 
hurried lunch, we started out, with 5-year-old Joshua leading 
the way. 

The chatter quickly ebbed away as each child became en-
grossed in exploring nature up close. When Joshua kicked a 
puff-ball, the tiny brown spores rose in a cloud around his feet. 
He had already found a stick (good for poking into holes and 
puddles) and had stuffed a chunk of moss into his pocket. Em-
ily was also on a treasure hunt, looking for interesting things 
that Jesus had made. “Do you think we’ll find buttercups?” she 
asked.

Leaving the woods, we began crossing the hay meadow. 
Joshua stuck his stick into the grassy winter tunnels of meadow 
voles. “What are these scratch marks?” Emily asked, pointing 
to freshly scraped earth around a number of the holes. 

I asked her, “What animal do you think might be scratching 
around the mouse holes?” 

“A cougar,” Samuel said, nodding with assurance.
We all laughed, knowing how unlikely that might be. The 

laughing stopped suddenly, though, as we crested a small rise 
and saw the scratcher just ahead of us. A skunk, long black 
and white hair cascading over its sides and back, continued 
its scratching without noticing us. We watched silently for a 
moment. Then Emily whispered, “Let’s thank Jesus for the 
skunk.”

Exploring creation draws spontaneous praise and wonder 
from children and adults alike. But spending time with chil-
dren in nature is not just for family weekends and holidays. 

Reaching Kids in the Digital Age
Too often, we neglect nature’s 

amazing educational resources. Not 
only is the study of creation a worthy 

spiritual exercise, but it is also a powerful 
sensory and intellectual stimulus. Teach-
ers frequently complain that children 
are apathetic and unmotivated. Speakers 
are paid thousands of dollars to come to 
teachers’ conventions and share tips on 

how to engage children in learning. Trying to present facts in 
a palatable way to our technologically saturated young children 
has turned into a huge industry, known as “edutainment.”

But is this what young people need—learning tools that seek 
to compete with entertainment technology? How do you com-
pete with the media and technology for children’s attention, 
anyway?

I’m not convinced that all these technologically advanced 
methods of presenting material to children are the answer. 
There’s a better way.

Nature’s Low-Tech Answer to Attention Deficit
Frances Kuo, director of University of Illinois’ Landscape 

and Human Health Laboratory, conducted research in Chica-
go’s public housing projects where 60 percent of residents were 
children 14 and under, to study the effects of nature on the 
children’s psychological functioning.1

Kuo hypothesized that attentional fatigue has implications 
for all kinds of psychological processes that require effort. 
Concentrating takes effort, but so does self-control and de-
layed gratification. In following up on this assumption, she and 
her associates found that children aged 7 to 12 who merely had 
greener apartment views did better on objective measures of 
impulse control and delayed gratification. 

Kuo and her team next studied the effects of nature on chil-
dren who’d been diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperac-
tivity Disorder (ADHD).2 “We took them on a forced march 
through the park,” Kuo says, “then measured their concentra-

tion after each walk.” She found that 
“children with ADHD can concen-
trate better after doing an activity, a 
relatively green activity, versus not.” 

BY taMMIe BURaK
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of creation a worthy 
spiritual exercise, but 
it is also a powerful 
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In fact, results of the controlled studies 
were impressive. The measured differ-
ences in children’s ability to concentrate 
after walking in a green space or walk-

ing outdoors in a not-green space were not 
only significant, but large. “Actually, kind of shockingly large 
differences” were found, Kuo says. “The nature effect is a big 
one.” 

Bringing Nature to School
Recognizing that many children don’t have access to natural 

spaces, some schools and organizations have taken the initia-
tive to bring the benefits of “green” to the classroom. In Can-
ada, Evergreen, a charitable organization that supports efforts 
to create and sustain natural outdoor spaces, encourages school 
boards to naturalize areas around schools, in order to exploit 
the potential for improving students’ learning ability and be-
havior. “From a real estate perspective,” says Cam Collyer, di-
rector of Evergreen’s Learning Grounds Program, “our school 
grounds are a huge part of our educational infrastructure, and 
yet they’re not treated as such or even looked upon or designed 
consciously as a part of the educational asset that we have.”3 
Developing the space around schools as learning areas makes 
good sense, according to Collyer. ”You can expand the reach 
of what you can do inside the classroom, and of course, the 
beauty of it is, they’re close. This isn’t a field trip. It doesn’t 
need a waiver.”

 When gardens and naturalized play areas are integrated into 
a school’s curriculum, teachers report improvements in a num-
ber of different areas, including student attitudes about learn-
ing. “We find that in our research, 90 percent of respondents 
said that student enthusiasm for learning was increased when 

they were using the school ground for learning,” says Collyer, 
adding, “It turns kids on—the multisensory environment, the 
hands-on learning environment. These are powerful things.”

Outdoor Classrooms for Multisensory Input
When schools embrace the concept of greening the school 

grounds, teachers can use “outdoor classrooms” for hands-on 
learning where children work with experienced community 
volunteers of all ages to conduct experiments, gather informa-
tion, and nurture living things. Students who may never have 
had the opportunity to grow a garden learn firsthand the joys 
of producing food they can enjoy. 

Book learning and technology can only accomplish so much 
in nature education because the learning is generally two-di-
mensional. Nature videos and DVDs are helpful, but they’re 
not the real thing. In nature, children employ all their senses to 
learn about the environment around them. Their natural curi-
osity is stimulated. They ask questions. They begin to want to 
know more. 

A walk in the park isn’t just for weekends and family holi-
days. Today more than ever, children need many opportunities 
to experience the wonders of creation. And while liability issues 
may limit teachers from regularly exposing students to natural 
settings that require field trips, a growing number of teachers 
has discovered the benefits of bringing the “green” to school by 
planting gardens and naturalizing school yards. They and their 
students are reaping the many benefits that nature can bring. 0
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1. Grow an outdoor classroom. In Canada, resources for a 
greener school yard can be found at http://www.evergreen.ca.

2. Take students for a walk to learn about the bugs, birds, 
trees, and wildflowers near your school. Have them write, read 
and talk about, measure, and illustrate their experiences. 

3. Sow some seeds: Plant trees, create a butterfly garden, and 
grow tomato plants or pumpkins. Tip: The best seeds for small 
hands are large ones (sunflowers, beans, and pumpkins). Beans 
are especially nice because they grow quickly, come in a variety 
of patterns and colors (my favorite: the Orca bean, which looks 
a lot like an orca whale), and can be used in a variety of recipes 
when harvested.

4. Plant a house. Cordon off a small area of the playground or 
lawn around your school and try the sunflower house described 
in Richard Louv’s Last Child In the Woods: Saving Our Children 
From Nature-Deficit Disorder (Kindle Paperback Edition, $9.95 
on Amazon.com), page 173.

5. Invite a naturalist to your classroom.
6. Create mini-habitats on school grounds. Snail Trails and 

Tadpole Tails: Nature Education for Young Children by Richard 
Cohen and Betty Phillips Tunick (Redleaf Press, 1993) is a good 
resource for teachers of early elementary students.

Get Connected With Nature!
Some sites to help you connect to organizations that are in-

volved in nature-based projects:
1. Evergreen (http://www.evergreen.ca) is an innovative char-

ity that builds the relationship between nature, culture, and 
community in urban spaces. This site has information about 
Evergreen’s programs, volunteer opportunities, educational re-
sources, native plant database, and discussion forum, plus many 
other resources.

2. Global, Environmental, and Outdoor Education Coun-
cil (http://www.geoec.org). Lots of information for teachers in-
cluding ready-to-use lesson plans.

3. The Children and Nature Network (http://www.children
andnature.org/). The latest news and research in this field of 
study.

Field Guides for Children
Lone Pine (http://www.lonepinepublishing.com) puts out re-

gional guides with large, colorful pictures and good descrip-
tions.

National Audubon Society’s First Field Guides—for ages 8 and 
up. Published by Scholastic (http://www.scholastic.com).

Golden Guides, cover most common species. Published by St. 
Martin’s Press (http://www.stmartins.com).

Fandex Family Field Guides (http://www.workman.com)—
quick, fun-to-use resources with pages that open fan-style and 
are die cut in species shapes.

here are some ways to make nature a regular part of your school program. 




