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Many countries and cities have outdoor
places where schools can take children to
explore (Denver, for example, has a tremen-
dous trail system that includes a canal and
a river, with wild birds and animals). Chil-
dren can be taken to parks, 1850s outdoor
museums and demonstration farms, com-
munity gardens (a class could have a gar-
den plot), river embankments and outdoor
botanical gardens with trails, ponds, and

various environmental zones.

wo important aspects of
T life are shrinking in
children’s lives: nature, in

all its transcendent, powerful
glory—unpredictable, mysteri-
ous, untamed, infinite—and
nearly as absent, open spaces
and physically challenging
spaces, places to literally take
off, scale and explore” (Green-
man 1993, 36). The basic envi-
ronment for many young children
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has dramatically shifted
over the past years, from
exploration of space, na-
ture, neighborhoods,
and rivers, to an environ-
ment dominated by pas-
sive TV watching, fear of
kidnapping and gang vio-
lence, and parent fatigue
(Wardle 1987).

While this is the reality
for many American chil-
dren, it definitely is not
the case for children at the
Hutterian School in New Meadow
Run, Pennsylvania. | had the privi-
lege of teaching 15 kindergartners
at the school for one school year.

The Hutterian Brethren
School

The Hutterian School serves
children living in the New
Meadow Run Bruderhof, one of
eight Hutterite communities in
the United States of America and
Europe. Started in Germany in
1920 as an outgrowth of the Ger-
man Youth Movement, Hutterian
Brethren is a religious organiza-
tion with a philosophy based on
the New Testament, the Anabap-

Alternatives . . .

. Bruderhof Education:
- Qutdoor School

tist writings of the 1500s, and
writings of its founder, Eberhard
Arnold (Arnold 1984; Eggers 1988).
Beliefs include communal owner-
ship, pacifism, importance of the
family, total separation of church
and state (they don’t vote), per-
sonal sacrifice, and a commitment
to children (Wardle 1986).

From the community’s incep-
tion, communal child care was
created to enable mothers to en-
gage fully in the physical and
spiritual life of the community
and to teach the children com-
munity values. New Meadow Run
Bruderhof’s early childhood pro-
gram is heavily influenced by
Froebel because of its German
heritage and because one of the
early members is related to
Froebel and was raised at a Froe-
bel boarding school (Arnold
1986). Froebel's stress on play
and natural development during
the early years is also consistent
with the Bruderhof’s philosophy.

All adults in the community
work on site—in the toy factory
(producing Community Playthings
and Rifton Equipment), school,
children’s house, kitchen, gar-
den, housekeeping, laundry, and
medical departments, and as

Young Children ® March 1995


mariannewright
Rectangle


© Francis Wardle

housemothers (distributing
clothes, toothpaste, etc., to all
members of the community).
Children as young as 6 weeks old
spend time in children’s pro-
grams every day of the week, al-
most every day of the year. Chil-
dren of all ages also engage in a
variety of community-wide activi-
ties: festivals, hikes, work pro-
jects, and game days.

During the time I taught at the
New Meadow Run School, I had
many interesting experiences.
My family lived in the New
Meadow Run Bruderhof and par-
ticipated in many of the commu-
nal activities, and my children
attended the community school.
It was fascinating to be in a place
with such an emphasis on chil-
dren and where as many as four
generations of a family live
(Wardle 1974).

While all of the children in the
school were White (except chil-
dren from a Peruvian family and
my family), they were exposed to
a variety of cultures and issues
through visits to the community
and to their classrooms by people
from places such as India, Nigeria,
Native American reservations,
South America, and Hungary. Our
class sang and performed folk
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Gardening is a great activity for building team spirit,
developing physical fitness, and encouraging self-
esteem, as well as for learning a great deal of science—
with related math and literacy experiences.

New Meadow Run School is one of many
distinctive religious schools in this
country—including Amish, Mormon,
Hutterite, Quaker, and Jewish schools—
that contribute to our diversity.

dances at a nearby home for the
elderly, and older school chil-
dren visited Washington, D.C., to
repair inner-city homes.

Bruderhof life is a radical al-
ternative to the mainstream
American lifestyle. Traditionally
European in composition (now
also Nigerian), New Meadow
Run School is one of many dis-
tinctive religious schools in this
country—including Amish, Mor-
mon, Hutterite, Quaker, and Jew-
ish schools—that contribute to
our diversity.

New Meadow Run Bruderhof
was founded in 1957. It is situ-
ated among the wooded hills of
the southwest Pennsylvania
mountains. Three hundred
people live in houses scattered
around the central area of dining
room, school, children’s house,
and ball fields, and the commu-
nity is surrounded by 220 acres
of wild woods
of oak, maple,
hickory, pine,
wild flowers,
huge rock for-
mations, rush-
ing streams,
ponds, deer,
and a variety of
wild birds (Hut-
terian Breth-
ren 1991). The
settlement is
also rich with
man-made envi-
ronments: veg-
etable gardens,
a small farm
for educational
purposes, toy

factory, swimming pond, and
miles of paths and trails.

Educational use of
the outdoors by
New Meadow Run School

One of the most fascinating as-
pects of the school is its exten-
sive educational use of the out-
doors. I believe we can all learn
from this approach. Immediately
outside our classroom we had a
sandbox, swings, trike paths, and
a climbing structure. But, as with
most small playgrounds, the chil-
dren soon became bored with
this area and eventually explored
the outside environment. The
more time we had, the farther we
would go, including visits to a
sawmill, a post office, a fire sta-
tion (where several of the chil-
dren’s fathers volunteer), a farm
at milking time, and a maple
syrup enterprise.

In the fall we collected a bril-
liant variety of colorful leaves,
picked the last tomatoes from
the community garden, dug up
treasure, pretend-fished in a
wooded pond, went on long hikes
through the fali sunlight, and
jumped into piles of leaves.

In winter—and the winters are
long, cold, and wet in that part of
the country—we slid around on
the ice of the wetlands, tobog-
ganed down the huge community
toboggan run, fed the wild birds
in the deepest recesses of the
woods, tracked wild animals, and
observed deer rubs (places
where stags had rubbed their
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One of the most fascinating aspects of the school
is its extensive educational use of the outdoors. I
believe we can all learn from this approach.

antlers against small trees). We
also built snow people, collected
huge icicles, and started caring
for 100 laying chicks (chickens
that will become hens that lay
eggs). Trudging through 12 inches
of virgin snow and marveling at
the sun glistening through the ice-
encased branches was an unfor-
gettable experience.

In spring we caught crawdads
and tadpoles, dammed every
stream we could find, scrambled
over and under huge rock forma-
tions, picked wildflowers, planted
a garden, watched Canadian geese

Many new school and child care play-
grounds made of plastic and shiny metal
are more like new car dealerships than
challenging outdoor environments. They
lack the unpredictable, mysterious, un-
tamed, and infinite, and the open spaces
where children can take off and explore.
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build a nest and hatch their young,
and explored the rapidly changing
woods and wetlands.

Educational philosophy
of Bruderhof schools

The extensive use of the out-
door environment by New Mead-
ow Run School is a central part
of the community’s educational
philosophy. “Instead of having to
accumulate facts and learn them
by heart, the child discovers
the inner meaning and connec-
tion of facts” (Arnold,
Arnold, & Arnold 1990, 10).
The educational philoso-
phy stresses unstructured
risk taking in the wilds;
knowledge, love, and ob-
servation of nature; the im-
portance of play; joy in
creation; use of physical
activities such as garden-
ing, games, and hiking;
and being involved in ac-
tivities that support the
community (caring for a
garden, feeding the ani-
mals, etc.) (Arnold 1987;
Arnold & Arnold 1989a, b;
Hutterian Brethren 1991;
Arnold, Gneiting, & Zumpe
in press).

This educational phi-
losophy also stresses the
Froebelian concept of the
development of the whole
child, and the importance
of outdoor exploration and
observation to balance the
more ordered academic
pursuits and to reinvigo-
rate the child. “It (use of the
outdoors) is therefore a
very important part of the

whole life of the child” (Arnold,
Gneiting, & Zumpe in press).

Experiencing all of the
seasons

Many of these outdoor activi-
ties were pure, child-directed ex-
ploration, wonderment of nature,
fun, and play. But we also inte-
grated them into more traditional
learning. We displayed at our sci-
ence table objects we had col-
lected on our hikes, from old toi-
let seats and car parts to animal
skeletons, bird nests, red efts
(salamanders), and bird feathers.
We graphed daily temperatures
and egg counts. Boats made at

. the work bench were tested at

the dams we built. We identified
all the birds that came to the
feeder outside the classroom
window and recorded our explo-
rations in pictures, journals,
and murals. We also toted a
small tape recorder around to
record familiar sounds: trucks
speeding along the wet high-
way, water dripping from the
gutter pipe, chickens being fed,
sewing machines humming in the
sewing room, the tat-a-tat of a
father using a ratchet in the toy
factory, and pigs greeting us at
the pig sty.

During the year we experi-
enced all the seasons (Greenman
1993); rain, snow, ice, and sun-
light; growing and dead materi-
als; textures, from slick ice,
smooth eggs, and slimy sala-
manders to rough stones and
abrasive asphalt; sounds, includ-
ing spring birds singing, water
rushing, chickens feeding, and
saw mills roaring; and smells,
from sweet, bakery, and pungent,
to foul and rotten. Our play-
ground was a true replica of the
real world (Dattner 1974). The
children observed horses being
shod, cattle being milked, 100
men building a roof, bread being
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baked, a red-tailed hawk attack-
ing a chicken, and the logging
of woodlands.

As my 15 kindergartners pro-
gress through school and engage
in more rigorous academic ac-
tivities, they will use this wealth
of rich experiences as a solid
foundation. Unfortunately, many
children do not get this impor-
tant foundation.

The need for outdoor
education

The need for quality, multifac-
eted play and exploration is
greater than ever, yet opportu-
nities continue to decrease
(Wardle 1990; Greenman 1993).
Many of our children no longer
enjoy the opportunities to experi-
ment, risk, experience nature,
learn about the physical layout
of neighborhoods and towns, and
be an explorer (Wardle 1987;
Greenman 1993).

We need to deeply understand
that children cannot acquire the
foundation of knowledge they
need for successful schooling
from classroom experiences
alone (Mitchell 1951). Children
don’t know where milk comes
from, how clothes are made,
what materials are used to con-
struct buildings, and the concept
of the cycle of life. As we rely
more and more on computers,
TV, videos, and packaged class-
room presentations, we deprive
children of the kind of real expe-
riences my 15 children enjoyed.

Using the outdoors as part of
the early childhood curriculum
is obviously not a new idea.
Rousseau, Pestalozzi, and Froe-
bel stressed the use of nature as
a critical learning environment,
the importance of allowing chil-
dren to explore, and the value of
real activities that are meaning-
ful to the child (Froebel 1901;
Rousseau 1947; Pestalozzi, 1885,
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Wildlife refuges and bird sanctuaries are also excellent places to visit.
All of these sites can be visited at different times during the school year
so that children can experience the effect of the seasons and discover
the rich variety of outdoor excitement. We must also make sure that our
playgrounds meet all the play needs of children, including exploration,
constructive play, physical challenges, different textures, and places to
get away to.

1894). And Lucy Sprague Mitchell
clearly recognized the tremen-
dous educational value of the
field trip for expanding the class-
room, providing an integrated
learning environment, and learn-
ing from the community (Mitchell
1951; Greenberg 1987).

Because most of our children
today lack outdoor exploration
and play, and because so many
field trips to libraries, museums,
and art galleries are little differ-
ent from structured, academic
school activities, we need to con-
centrate on visiting outdoor en-
vironments that allow children
to explore, learn the marvels of
nature, and experience some
basic information about the
world—in places such as parks,
trails, wetlands, old quarries,
streams, working farms, moun-
tains, building sites, gardens,
beaver dams, road construction
sites, rock formations, etc.

Challenges of outdoor
education

Clearly there are real obstacles
to fully using the outdoors in
school and early childhood pro-
grams, but making outdoor ac-
tivities part of a program is a
matter of priority and of cre-
atively using the resources avail-
able in the community (Green-
man 1993). Programs have to
work closely with parents to ef-
fect this change. Children need a
change of clothes for wet and
cold weather, and teachers and
parents must understand that ex-
ploration causes some bumps
and bruises, so additional aides
(or parent helpers) are needed.
Urban and inner-city schools can
take advantage of a variety of
outdoor opportunities, depend-
ing on the local community. Some
of these activities might be
within walking distance of the
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Classroom activities and academic skills can only be
built on a vast foundation of experiential activities
that are unpredictable, cannot be scheduled in the
classroom, and require us to view the world as our
educational stage.

school. Others will require trans-
portation, like traditional field
trips. Locations may include ur-
ban walkways (Denver has a tre-
mendous trail system that in-
cludes a canal and a river, with
wild birds and animals), parks,
1850s outdoor museums and
demonstration farms, commu-
nity gardens (the class could
have a garden plot), river em-
bankments and outdoor botani-
cal gardens with trails, ponds,
and various environmental
zones. Wildlife refuges and bird
sanctuaries are also excellent
places to visit.

All of these sites can be visited
at different times during the
school year so that children can
experience the effect of the sea-
sons and discover the rich vari-
ety of outdoor excitement.

We must also make sure that
our playgrounds meet all the
play needs of children,
including explora-
tion, constructive play,
physical challenges,
different textures, and
places to get away to
(Wardle 1988, 1993).
Many new school and
child care playgrounds
made of plastic and
shiny metal are more

© Anthony Beaverson
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like new car
dealerships than
challenging out-
door environ-
ments (Wardle
1990, 1991).
They lack the
unpredictable,
mysterious, un-
tamed, and infi-
nite, and the
open spaces
where children
can take off and
explore (Green-
man 1993). The
trend to create
antiseptic plastic
playgrounds with
developmentally inappropriate
“activity panels”—additions that
teach spelling, numbers, shapes,
and animal names—must be
strongly opposed (Wardle 1994).

Conclusion

While we are used to early
childhood and early school pro-
grams providing field trips to
support and augment classroom
experiences, we must now under-
stand that many of the chil-
dren attending our pro-
grams need a whole new
set of experiences—
ones we assumed they
would receive outside
the program (Wardle
1989). Classroom activi-
ties and academic skills
can only be built on a
vast foundation of

experiential activities that are
unpredictable, cannot be sched-
uled in the classroom, and re-
quire us to view the world as our
educational stage.
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revsen Eood SCIENCE
WITH YOUNG
CHILDREN

Ress-Gene Holt

(revised edition)
by Bess-Gene Holt

Science with Young Children

The author shows us that “doing science” is not
a once-a-week lesson but a way of living in the
world. Suggestions for settings where science
experiences are likely to happen and ways to
guide learning. NAEYC order #309/$7 A 1993-94 Comprehensive Membership benefit.

Three NAEYC books to help your program move beyond the classroom walls . . .

Teaching in the Key of Life

by Mimi Brodsky Chenfeld

Teaching “in the key of life” is the author’s
shorthand for teaching with joy, openness,
love, and playfulness—manifest in this col-
lection of essays, which will inspire the best
in every early childhood educator. NAEYC
order #315/$5

Miwmi Brodshy Chenfeld © -

Emergent Curriculum

by Elizabeth Jones
and John Nimmo

This fascinating book listens in
on the ongoing discussion among
teachers in one center as they
move through a year planning—
and continually changing their
plans—in response to children’s
interests and activities. A stimu-
lating resource for staff develop-
ment. NAEYC order #207/$6.
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