
   Dedicated to providing quality residential outdoor education 
experiences for students, the California Outdoor School 
Administrators (COSA) was established in 1982.  COSA 
created the Guide for Self-Appraisal and Certification of 
Resident Outdoor Science School Programs, a programmatic 
tool used by outdoor school staff to ensure quality programs 
and facilities. Current research supports residential outdoor 
education programs.  A recent study on the effects of outdoor 
education programs conducted by American Institutes for 
Research (AIR)  found an increase in science test scores, gains 
in environmental behaviors, cooperation and conflict 
resolution, and in motivation to learn.  

   Outstanding outdoor education 
experiences also take place in the 
local school yard, neighborhood, 
and park.  While we often think 
of outdoor education occurring 
in grandiose natural wonders 
such as Yosemite National Park, 
it can occur right outside your 
window.  In fact, while writing 

this article, I observed two orb spiders wrapping their prey in 
web, securing them for the next meal.   
   Californians are fortunate to have such rich and diverse 
ecosystems to explore.  Whether you live near the  mountains, 
deserts, valleys, or oceans, outdoor experiences abound.  
Teachers are encouraged to take students out into nature’s 
classroom where a world of excitement and discovery can be 
found.  It is there that a student’s naturalist intelligence may 
blossom.   
   There are hundreds of environmental education providers 
who offer outdoor education opportunities for students.  These 
programs can take place at your school, in a nearby creek, at a 
nature center, county, state or national park, residential 
outdoor school, or along any ocean shore.   Many providers 
have aligned their curriculum with content standards making it 
easier for teachers to utilize their programs.   
   The CREEC Network is proud to connect educators with 
these incredible outdoor education programs through our 
website, searchable Resource Directory, and newsletters.  In 
this issue of CREEC Connections, we have highlighted some 
of the remarkable programs available in California.  We hope 
every teacher takes the time to give students outdoor education 
experiences.  Will you witness a child discovering the 
remarkable events that take place in the wonders of nature’s 
classroom?  I hope so! 
References used: Outdoor Education: Definition and Philosophy. Phyllis 
Ford, COSA – ROSS Guide, AEOE – History notes, AIR Study. 

   Certainly one of the joys of being an 
outdoor educator is the privilege of observing 
a child discover the wonders of nature.  I 
recall being on the trail with a group of 5th 
grade students as we watched in amazement 
an adult dragonfly emerge from its nymph 
stage.  The children patiently watched this 
miraculous metamorphosis take place.  On 
another day, a group of 6th grade students sat 
near the shoreline and sketched an elephant 
seal in its natural habitat as it splashed sand 
onto its back to protect itself from sunburn.  It 
is precious moments like these, when 
students really connect with the natural 

environment, that we witness the importance of outdoor 
education.   
   Outdoor education can simply be defined as education in, 
about, and for the out-of-doors with four basic premises: a 
commitment to human responsibility for stewardship of the land; 
belief in the importance of the interrelationship of all facets of 
the ecosystem; knowledge of the natural environment as a 
medium for leisure; and the acknowledgment that outdoor 
education is a continual education experience. (Ford)  
   One can trace outdoor education in the United States to the 
western expansion and settling of the frontier that took place in 
the 1800’s.  As the wilderness was pushed back, attitudes toward 
wild lands gradually changed.  In 1872, Yellowstone National 
Park was established to protect and preserve lands for future 
generations.  Key environmentalists such as Henry David 
Thoreau, John Muir, and Aldo Leopold were instrumental in 
creating a positive attitude toward the outdoors.  They wrote of 
the benefits of outdoor recreation and of the virtues of enjoying 
nature.  Muir helped found the Sierra Club so people could 
explore and enjoy protected wilderness.  The Boy Scout 
movement was formed giving youth an organized way to enjoy 
nature.  President Theodore Roosevelt established many new 
national parks and forests during his presidency to preserve 
wilderness for us to visit. 
   To give students a deeper and longer experience with nature, 
residential outdoor education programs began.  These were 
programs lasting three to five days for the purpose of extending 
the classroom curriculum through learning in the outdoors.  The 
first residential outdoor school in California opened at Camp 
Cuyamaca in 1946, followed shortly thereafter by programs at 
Camp Hi-Hill and Clear Creek.  Over the next 50 years, dozens 
of residential outdoor school programs were developed to serve 
California’s student population.   
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Outdoor Education  

Rancho El Chorro      
Outdoor School  
     L o c a t e d  n e a r  
Morro Bay,  Rancho 
El Chorro delivers a 
d i v e r s e  o u t d o o r      
education    experience 
for elementary school 
students 
     The outdoor school 
campus has class-
rooms and labs chock full of live specimens and plenty of 
hands-on  experiences that include three marine touch tanks.  
An avian education center allows students an up-close    
introduction to a Red-Tailed Hawk, a Great-horned Owl, a 
Turkey Vulture and a Brown Pelican. 
     Rancho El Chorro’s hiking trails offer students opportu-
nities to spend time in the oak woodland, riparian, grassland 
and chaparral communities as they criss-cross beautiful  
Pennington Creek or climb a hill for breathtaking views of 
volcanic peaks.  The pond at Rancho El Chorro is the     
perfect place for students to try out some water quality    
testing, catch and release aquatic invertebrates, feed rainbow 
trout or build wildlife observation skills. Groups travel by 
bus to various coastal locations for tidepool exploration, a 
visit to the elephant seals and an estuary adventure.  After 
dinner the fun continues with a variety of evening activities 
including a night hike and songs, stories and roasting  
marshmallows around the campfire. For more                 
information, visit www.ranchoelchorro.org. 
 
Eureka Series! 
     California State Parks and the State Parks Foundation 
have teamed up with the California 
Institute for Biodiversity to launch the 
Eureka! Series.  The Eureka! Series is 
a collection of regionally-based     
programs throughout California that 
strategically combine high-quality, 
multimedia classroom materials with 
local field experiences in California’s 
state parks and other natural areas. 
The goal of the program is to improve teaching, increase 
students’ interest in science, and encourage academic 
achievement in the areas of science, math, and reading for 
students in grades 5-10. 
   Field trips include activities such as testing water and soil 
quality, observing sand crab behavior, investigating       
sedimentation rates, and using rapid biological assessment 
to study plant and animal populations.  For more             
information, visit www.eurekaseries.org. 

 Whiskeytown Environmental School (WES) 
   WES, just outside Redding in Shasta County, is unique in 
its location for there are many examples of past people's 
diverse activities. During the week students may visit an 
historic graveyard, hydraulic mining sites, old stamp mills, 
former lumber camps,  
abandoned gold mines and 
mining ditches or even an 
abandoned settlement.   The 
general environment near 
the facility is a mixed forest 
of manzanita, pine and oak.  
Nearby are deep canyons 
with tall ferns, fresh water 
ponds, many streams, and a 
man-made lake. There is also an abundance of wildlife   
living at or near the campus.   Deer graze on the campus 
lawn, and bald eagles nest and feed within the area. Clear 
Creek provides a habitat that attracts great blue herons, 
ducks and many other animals.  Utilizing these great      
local features, students study adaptations, cycles, inter-
dependence, and many other concepts. For more             
information, visit www.shastalink.k12.ca.us/wes/. 
 
Headlands Institute 
     At the Headlands Institute (HI), students from diverse 
communities around the Bay Area participate in hands on 
scientific investigations in a national park.  Whether       
collecting and classifying invertebrates from a pond,    
studying tide pool organisms, or observing hawks on their 
annual migration, students are encouraged to pursue their 
natural curiosity as they develop concrete science process 
skills.  Instructors strive to meet teachers’ individual needs 
by creating customized, standards-based programs which    
challenge students to think critically. 
     HI is a campus of Yosemite National Institutes and is 
located on Rodeo Beach in the beautiful Golden Gate     
Recreation Area, just north of San Francisco. One to        
five day residential field science programs are offered for 
students in first grade through high school.  As a National 
Park Partner, HI is dedicated 
to providing educational    
adventures in nature’s class-
room to inspire a personal  
connection to the natural 
world and for students to 
take responsible actions     
to sustain it. For more         
i n f o r m a t i o n ,  v i s i t 
www.headlandsinstitute.org. 
 

If I had influence with the good fairy who is supposed to preside over the christening of all children, I should ask that her  
gift to each child in the world be a sense of wonder so indestructible that it would last throughout life.  Rachel Carson 
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The Boojum Institute 
     The Boojum Institute for 
Experiential Education offers 
outdoor programs that      
provide personal growth and 
environmental education in a 
variety of wilderness,       
residential and base camp 
settings.   
     Boojum offers three types of programs:  experiential  
outdoor education courses for public and independent school 
students, leadership development and organizational        
development programs, and  the Adventure Challenge     
Program for urban and rural youth at-risk populations.     
Students may go rock climbing, participate in a challenge 
course (ropes course), or go canoeing, sea kayaking, and 
backpacking in locations such as Joshua Tree National Park, 
Point Reyes National Seashore, Yosemite National Park, and 
on the Colorado River.  The Boojum  Institute is based in the    
foothills of the San Bernardino Mountains of southern    
California about 100 miles east of Los Angeles in the high 
desert community of Pioneertown.  For more information, 
visit  www.boojum.org. 
 
Marin County Outdoor School at Walker Creek Ranch 

   The Marin County Outdoor School 
at Walker Creek Ranch is dedicated 
to helping elementary school teachers 
satisfy their educational goals 
through quality instruction within a 
special learning environment that 
inspires and motivates students to 
achieve an appreciation of the natural 
world. Using principles of thematic       
instruction, the Outdoor School    
enhances a student’s critical thinking, 
processing, and socialization skills.  
   What does Community mean to 
you?   We pose this question to    
students and ourselves at the      

opening ceremony every week. For many students the     
outdoor school experience is their first significant time away 
from home.  It is an opportunity to make new friends, take 
responsibility, and learn a new sense of independence. We 
focus on the important qualities of community including 
respect, trust, and understanding, and the importance of 
teamwork for overcoming challenges.  Students have the 
opportunity to gain a deeper understanding and awareness of 
how their choices and actions, good or bad, have a true   
impact on the human community as well as the natural   
co mmun i t y . Fo r  mo re  i n fo rma t i o n,  v i s i t 
www.walkercreekranch.org/oe.htm.  

Los Angeles County Outdoor 
Science School, Wrightwood 
   The Los Angeles County   
Outdoor Science School has 
used the Wrightwood site since 
1985.  The site is nestled in the 
b e a u t i f u l  S a n  G a b r i e l         
Mountains, about a 90-minute 
drive from Los Angeles. There 
is an extensive trail system through various ecosystems, at 
elevations between 6,000 and 7,000 feet. Students in the 
program often find themselves atop a mountain with   
breathtaking views, or alongside a lovely creek with gurgling 
water and colorful rocks. In the evenings, they participate in 
programs such as the amazing Night Hike, hilarious Skit 
Night, and super fun Dance Night!  
   The teaching staff at Wrightwood consists of qualified and 
experienced Naturalists who love being with kids! The    
Outdoor Science School curriculum is coordinated with the  
Science Standards and includes biology, ecology, and     
geology. Children learn from games, experiments, and 
hands-on activities.  
   Students have a great time at the Outdoor Science School 
learning about science in our special classroom – the       
outdoors! Whether it’s hiking with our knowledgeable    
Naturalists, playing games, singing songs, or meeting new 
friends, everyone is sure to have an unforgettable experience 
at Wrightwood! For more information, visit 
www.outdoorscienceschool.org/wrightwood/index.html   
 
Camp Ocean Pines 
     Camp Ocean Pines in Cambria provides a great outdoor 
educational  experience for schools. Tucked away on thirteen 
forested acres overlooking the Pacific Ocean,  this   beautiful     
location makes it the perfect setting for outdoor                
environmental education.    
     Highlights of the camp include kayaking with the otters 
and sandy beach  studies at San Simeon Cove, estuary     
studies and a glass bottom boat ride at Morro Bay, and  a 

custom trip studying       
geology in Big Sur with 
hikes in the redwood forest.   
Standards-based lessons are 
provided or a custom     
program designed to meet a 
school’s specific needs is    
available upon request.  For 
more information, visit 
www.campoceanpines.org. 

s lawn  

Outdoor Education 



Foothill Horizons Outdoor School 
     Looking through a 
hand-lens at a rotten 
log, finding critters 
under a blanket of oak 
leaves, touching a 
worm for the first time 
are just a few of the opportunities a student might 
experience at Foothill Horizons Outdoor School 
located in the Central Sierra.  Students discover 
the natural world through hands-on activities, 
lessons, and hikes that address the science 
standards.  Students will discover first-hand 
many special bird adaptations as they quietly 
observe native birds during their visit to the bird 
blind.  Their sensory awareness is heightened 
during their visit to the Discovery Hut and a 
blindfolded walk through the forest. Time spent 
with an injured Red-tailed Hawk brings home the 
importance of an appreciation for our natural 
world. Each student will also participate in a one-
hour night hike that focuses on nocturnal 
animals, constellations, and an awe-struck visit 
to the Sky Tower.  For more information, visit 
www.foothillhorizons.com. 
 
TreePeople 
   Eco-tours of Coldwater Canyon Park 
encourage children to dig in and discover the 
earth, water, air, plants and animals  in a hands-
on outdoor experience. Educators lead groups of 

students and teachers 
through the trails in 
TreePeople's home as 
they learn about the 
cycles in nature, how 
these cycles are broken in 
a city environment, how 
that affects people and 
what each child can do to 
reconnect the natural 
forest with the urban 
forest.  
   F i ve  eco -s ta t i o ns 

located along park trails encourage students to 
listen, feel and understand the water, air, soil and 
tree cycles through games and demonstration 
activities. Participants learn about the cycles of 
nature, how these cycles are often broken in 
cities and what each person  can do to reconnect 
the natural forest with  the urban forest. For more 
information, visit www.treepeople.org.   

CREEC Connections is a publication of the  
California Regional Environmental Education Community 

(CREEC) Network.  The CREEC Network is supported by the   
California Department of Education, Environmental Education  

Program, in partnership with state and local  
agencies and organizations. 
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