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Subject Areas
By nature, these projects are multidisciplinary
and have the potential to include ALL subjects.

Duration
Some projects are simple (designing and
installing a bird feeding station), others are more
complicated (designing and creating a butterfly
garden), still others are quite involved and
require years to complete (building a pond or
wetland area.) At any rate, a significant amount
of time needs to be committed to creating
wildlife habitat on the school grounds. Of utmost
importance is the development of a maintenance
plan that takes into account changing seasons,
staff and students. One of the initial steps in any
school yard habitat project is to first assess what
already exists there. Simply examining your
school yard for potential sites and places where
activities can be done is an important first step.
Getting the students outside the boundaries of the
classroom to explore the outdoors has substantial
benefit to their understanding of the natural world.

Setting
Outdoors as much as possible, although some
indoor planning must be included.

Skills
The skills are dependent on the projects chosen.
The list that follows is merely a sampling:
describing, inferring, planning, critical analysis,
interpreting, hypothesizing, calculating,
applying, etc.

Charting the Course
When schools invest the time and resources into
creating wildlife habitat on their school grounds,
they provide a critical link for their students to
the natural world. Field trips are wonderful
learning experiences, but are often limited by
funding constraints. Through building outdoor
classrooms and natural study areas on school
property, students have the benefit of being able
to incorporate environmental education into their
daily routines. By improving the habitat on school
grounds, the entire ecological health of the Down
Jersey region. The process of awareness to action
that is inherent to environmental education is
realized to its fullest extent when such projects
are undertaken. The notion of “Celebrating Our
Sense of Place” is truly initiated when students
are involved with projects that celebrate their
own school grounds. The stewardship of the
environment is indeed instilled and nurtured.

Vocabulary
A wide variety of vocabulary words will arise but,
again, will be dependent on the chosen projects

Correlation to NJ Core Curriculum
Content Standards
It is indeed possible to satisfy every standard
through a project that encompasses all subject
areas in its planning, implementation,
maintenance and use.
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Objectives
The objectives of developing
a school yard habitat and
outdoor classroom are as varied
as the potential projects to be
incorporated. The main purpose
here is to provide enough ideas
and potential resource
information to inspire teachers
to embark on projects that will
improve the overall ecological
health of their school yard, the
environment, and their watershed.
Resource materials on this
subject abound, and teacher
training, including considerable
classroom curricula and
resources, is available from:

Pequest Trout Hatchery and
Resource Education Center
605 Pequest Road
Oxford, NJ 07863
(908) 637-4125
Mimi Dunne, WILD School
Sites Coordinator, NJ Division
of Fish, Game and Wildlife

A sample lesson plan follows,
entitled “Linking the School
and Community through
Gardening — Hands-on with
Flowers and Seeds.”

Materials
A significant number of materials
are needed to implement a
habitat improvement project on
school grounds. Most of these
materials and equipment are the
same ones needed for yard care
around our homes.

Making Connections
The main goal of creating
school yard habitats is indeed
complementary to the main goal
of this teacher’s guide. That is,
the main purpose is to instill in
students an appreciation and
sense of stewardship for their
place — their region and
watershed — Down Jersey and
the Delaware Bay — and their
piece of it — being their school
yard and their very own
backyards.

Background
Each school yard is unique
and requires specific
consideration when undertaking
an enhancement project.

An excerpt from the Homes for
Wildlife guidebook, Marilyn C.
Wyza, New Hampshire Fish
and Game Department:

The Habitat Enhancement
Advantage

“Whether your school yard is
one paved acre or a 100-acre
forested site, this outdoor
resource can provide you and
your students with a unique
learning experience. You can
benefit from both the process of
developing a habitat enhancement
project and the resulting outdoor
classroom. At the same time,
you can influence positive
change for wildlife.

Safety issues, logistical concerns,
or feelings of anxiety on the
part of teachers often lead to an
under utilized schoolyard. You
can use this space successfully
with the right ideas and
guidance. Though not a quick

and simple task, enhancing
wildlife habitats in your
schoolyard is an exciting and
manageable project, providing
challenges and rewards.
Students and teachers can
explore, discover and learn
with every season.”

Procedure
Warm Up
The first thing, regardless of
the resource utilized or the
project planned, which is
definitely required for
successful implementation of
a habitat enhancement project
is the establishment of a team.
It is imperative that the teacher
identify key people who
will assist in the planning,
implementation and
maintenance of a school yard
habitat project. The teacher
should think beyond the school
boundaries and include
individuals from within the
surrounding community.
Landscape architects and
yard maintenance personnel,
parent-teacher organization
members, community recycling
coordinators, cooperative
extension personnel, garden
club members, Audubon
(or other environmental
organization) members, etc.,
all make ideal candidates for
inclusion on your team.
The projects tend to be quite
involved and often require
assistance from outside sources.
It is the most common error to
expect and anticipate being able
to accomplish this task alone.
Build a team!
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The Activity
Reprinted from Green Teacher
— Education for Planet Earth,
April-May 1996, Issue 47,
Transforming School Grounds,
A Diverse Dozen: Habitats for
Healthy School Grounds by
Paul E. Knoop, Jr., page 9.
P.O. Box 1432, Lewiston,
New York, 14092

For the first time in human
history, many children are
growing up in biologically
impoverished environments. In
our cities and suburbs, few of
the original landforms, streams,
natural ecosystems or wild
plants still exist. Schools can
help fill this void by creating
diverse learning environments
around school buildings. Here
are a few suggestions:

A Wet Area such as a stream,
pond or marshy spot will attract
larger animals and provide
habitat for turtles, fish, frogs
and salamanders. Natural
wetlands are among the richest
areas biologically, but are often
ignored and too often destroyed.

A Hardwood Forest should
include native hardwood trees:
oaks, maples, hickories, walnuts,
ashes, cottonwood and others.

Dead and decaying logs, stumps
and leaves should be allowed to
remain in the woodland. Other
plants, including native shrubs
and wildflowers common to
wooded areas, will add beauty
and diversity.

Pines or Other Evergreens
provide a completely different
habitat. Owls, small songbirds,
northern red squirrels and other
interesting animals utilize
evergreens. The cedar swamp is
of particular significance to the
Down Jersey region and the
Pinelands National Reserve.
Here, many endangered species
make their home, like the Pine
Barrens Treefrog, the Timber
Rattlesnake, the Bald Eagle; and
the endangered plants, the Bog
Asphodel and Swamp Pink find
refuge. These also provide
attractive green in winter and are
aesthetically pleasing. Please
remember to plant evergreens
in clusters rather than rows to
provide maximum interior cover
for wildlife.

A Tall or Short Grass Prairie
consists of native grasses and
wildflowers and is a place of
great beauty. The prairie
landscape is a significant part
of our natural heritage. Ethics,
land use and conservation of
resources can be taught if this
resource is available to students.

A Brush Pile or Fence Row
can provide the food, cover and
space necessary to attract birds,
mammals and other animals.
Fence rows also act as wind
breaks and travelways for wild
creatures and add color and
texture to the landscape.

An Unmowed Meadow or
Islands of Vegetation
growing in a lawn will harbor
an abundance of meadow
wildflowers, tall grasses, small
mammals and birds.

A Boulder Field can include
large glacial erratics, pieces of
sandstone or flat limestone rocks
bearing fossils. This adds interest
to the site and aids in the study
of geology. Smaller rocks will
provide habitat for a variety of
small creatures: earthworms,
sowbugs, salamanders, centipedes,
millipedes and others.

A Hill is useful for giving a
different perspective to the
school ground, learning mapping
skills and illustrating erosion
and other physical laws.

Vegetable Garden Plots offer
an opportunity to watch food
grow and be harvested. Organic
methods and biological control
of insects and weeds can be
demonstrated.

A Compost Pile is an essential
in today’s world as it offers the
opportunity to observe natural
recycling. Kitchen, lawn and
garden scraps can be placed on
the compost pile instead of being
sent off to the landfill.
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An Outdoor Seating Area
can be incorporated anywhere
on school property. Benches,
large logs or log stools that
are comfortable and provide
off-the-ground seating should
accommodate at least 30 students.

Feeding Stations and Nest Boxes
for birds and mammals can be
placed in a variety of areas.
These along with plant cover
placed close to school windows
offer the best opportunities to
observe wildlife.

When making changes in your
school site, keep the following
points in mind:

• Establish a number of diverse
natural communities. Because
each habitat supports different
plants and animals, many new
species will come into newly
created areas. Unmowed

meadows, woodlots, wet areas
and undisturbed edges between
habitats encourage diversity of
wild plants and animals.

• Give your site time to develop
fully. Plantings, wet spots and
unmowed areas will not
immediately become mature
natural communities. Be patient!

• Use native species whenever
possible. Native plants are more
likely to survive because they
are acclimated to the area.
Including native plants may also
help to preserve rare species
whose populations are being
reduced by loss of habitat.

Wrap Up
The most critical point to
emphasize here is that this is a
long-term project, built of a
series of activities and lessons

that each provide opportunity
for conclusion. More often than
not, one project leads to another
and a continuous cycle of
perpetual motion is initiated
once a commitment is made to
create a “WILD” school site. It
is most imperative to build into
the plans, detailed arrangements
for maintenance of the site.

Action
The entire process of creating
wildlife habitat and enhancing
school grounds is action-oriented.
The most important thing to do
upfront is to establish a team of
adults who will help facilitate
the entire process and provide
direct assistance when needed.
Involve more than one teacher
from more than one grade level,
and more than one discipline or
subject. Environmental education
is, by nature, multidisciplinary,
and the success of a school site
enhancement project depends
directly on the ability to integrate
both its development and use
into the existing school curricula.
The project should be student-
driven as much as possible.
Allow the students to determine
what projects are done in the
outdoor classroom/wildlife
habitat area and provide them
with the ownership and pride that
will lead to stewardship of the
site. There is a tremendous
amount of support available
for projects such as these —
in fact, this guidebook contains
a significant number of local
resource professionals (see
Advisory Committee list in
front of the book) that could
be extremely helpful in the
endeavors outlined here.
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Assessment
Excerpt from Transforming
School Grounds by Ann Coffey,
Green Teacher, Issue 47, page 10.

School grounds projects
designed to bning nature back
into our daily lives are crucial
for the long term conservation,
protection and restoration of
wild places. Most young people
never have the opportunity to
experience wilderness: many
living in urban settings have very
limited opportunities to explore
natural environments. As visits
to outdoor education centers
become limited by financial
constraints, the danger exists that
learning about the natural world
will increasingly depend upon
printed and electronic materials.
Teaching in this way is largely
an academic abstraction; it
cannot foster the kind of lifelong
ecological consciousness
derived only from learning
through the senses in natural
settings throughout childhood.
Nature, it has often been
repeated, is our best teacher.

If your school grounds are
nothing but barren rectangles of
hard surfaces and pounded
grass, perhaps it is time to take
a closer look at the options for
changing your children’s living
and learning environments and
for de-paving the way to a
better and more hopeful future.
There can be no better place
than our schools for beginning
humanity’s greatest task — that
of reconnecting ourselves to the
natural world.
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Extensions
Each new project brings more
extensions and possibilities for
using and enhancing the outdoor
classroom and wildlife habitat
areas created. Often, one of the
projects initiated by schools —
especially elementary schools
— is creating a butterfly garden.
Following is an example of a
wonderful extension related to
this specific type of project.
Due to the fact that monarch
butterflies pass through New
Jersey in huge numbers during
their migration, this seemed
appropriate to include:

Monitoring
Monarch Mysteries
Each Fall, between 100 and 200
million monarchs leave their
summer grounds in the north and
fly as far as 3,000 kilometers
south to reach remote mountain
tops in Mexico where they
overwinter. In spring,
millions return
north. How do
they migrate
each year along
routes that none of
the individuals have ever
traveled before? Questions
like this have led scientists to
establish Monarch Watch, a
continent-wide research
network of schools involved in
monitoring and tagging
butterflies.

School classes who join
Monarch Watch receive tagging
kits and monitoring instructions
to use in the early fall. Some
seek young butterflies in ditches
and old fields where they can be
found on milkweed. Others
raise them in their classrooms
from caterpillars collected from

the underside of milkweed plants.
Many are involved in gluing tiny
tags to the monarch’s wings,
allowing other monitors who
find them to determine more
precisely the migrating habits
and the routes that the
butterflies are taking on their
southern journey. Observations
are recorded and entered into a
continental database used by
scientists to unravel the mystery
of the monarch’s migration.

The ideal time to join
Monarch Watch is May-June.
The following contact can direct
you to the nearest Monarch
Watch coordinator. Expect to
pay $12 per class to join.

Contact:
Monarch Watch
c/o O.R. Taylor
Dept. of Entomology
Haworth Hall
University of Kansas
Lawrence, KS 66045
Toll-free: 888 TAGGING

Monarch Watch has three
curriculum guides: K–2, 3–6,
and Middle School.

Fax: 785 684-4441
e-mail: monarch@ukans.edu
website: www.monarchwatch.org
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Resources

Green Teacher is an excellent resource for any type of environmental
education undertaking. Included in this packet is a flier on the back
issues available, as well as subscription information.
Phone: (416)960-1244, Fax: (416) 925-3474
e-mail: greentea@web.apc.org
Website: http://www.web.ca/~greentea/

Pequest Trout Hatchery and Resource Education Center*
605 Pequest Road, Oxford, NJ 07863
Phone: (908) 637-4125

Mimi Dunne, WILD School Sites Coordinator,
NJ Division of Fish, Game and Wildlife

* Teacher training, resource materials, network of others involved
statewide, a recognition program, etc.

Also, the contact for information about the New Jersey Coalition
for School Yard Habitats.

NJAS/Center for Research and Education
600 Route 47 North, Cape May Court House, NJ 08210
Phone: (609) 861-0700, Fax: (609) 861-1651
Website: www.nj.com/audubon

New Jersey Audubon Society also has an excellent backyard
habitats program. Contact them for more information and how to
get involved.

The Green Brook Road
c/o 8 Dumas Court
Don Mills
Ontario, Canada M3A2N2
Phone: 1-800-473-3638, Fax: (416) 537-7515

Ask for the complete listing of environmental education resources or
specifically, their flier on resources for School Ground Naturalization.
The Learning through Landscapes (LTL) collection is a series of
books that examines using the school grounds in each of the following
subject areas: Geography, Mathematics, English, and Science.
They have many other resources — too numerous to list here.
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