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With the advent of COVID-19 and school shut-down and ongoing health and safety constraints of re-

opening schools: 

Our country and public education system are faced with an unprecedented challenge. In this challenge, 

we also have the rare opportunity to reimagine and re-center education on students furthest from 

educational justice.  

Seattle has an opportunity to respond to the most difficult educational dilemma of our time with fear 

and status-quo thinking, or with the courage and creativity to meet the demands of our students by 

engaging family, community, and nature in a co-designed model based in hope, connection, and the 

strengths of everyone in our educational system.  

Seattle can seize this once in a life-time opportunity and lead the way for the rest of the state, and the 

country, and demonstrate that real partnerships can evolve quickly to stand up a temporary education 

model that supports students’ social-emotional and academic learning needs in conjunction with care 

and safety, affording parents the ability to keep their employment and family life stable - and hopefully - 

thriving. 

Today’s school children inhabit a planet dangerously at risk due to climate change, with environmental 

impacts that disproportionately impact low income BIPOCi, and we have failed to create educational and 

societal environments which are safe for BIPOC as indicated by survey results wherein parents of color 

are worried their students will be subject to racism (63%) from other students, staff (49%) and unjust 

police actions (55%)ii. Moreover, environmental injustice, lack of food sovereignty, economic disparity, 

access to healthcare, a legacy of extraction of land and bodies without economic restitution or 

reparation has created the most disproportionate death and disease impact as a result of COVID-19. 

In weeks-long engagement with students, families, community based organizations, labor partners and 

school leaders, key commonalities emerged from the engagement teams of a successful back to 

“school” model in Seattle Public Schools: an anti-racist approach for both in-person and online learning 

that prioritizes flexibility, family and community engagement while optimizing for student safety and 

well-beingiii. 

The above, along with the fears of health and safety from families and educators across the country, 

points to the only safe and equitable way to return to school in the fall with in-person instruction being 

through a combination of remote/distance learning and outdoor education.  

 

Whereas, Community-based environmental and outdoor education programs exist locally and nationally 

and can help to address these dire needs and discrepancies through innovative partnerships and 

educational investments and policies. 

Whereas, the “capacity of schools to educate learners in-person while safely following local 

government-mandated social distancing guidelines, outdoor science and environmental educators can, 



 

 

in partnership with school districts, engage more learners in outdoor learning, thus expanding the space 

limits of school classrooms.”iv 

 

Whereas, Outdoor learning, or outdoor education, refers to a broad set of activities that include 

discovery, experimentation, learning about and connecting to the natural world, and engaging in 

environmental and recreational activities in an outdoor setting. And an outdoor classroom is an external 

shelter or space within the school (or park) grounds which creates a practical area for outdoor learning.v 

Whereas, Washington state law supports the expansion and inclusion of outdoor education and 

environmental education is a mandatory area of study in our state, required by 

https://www.k12.wa.us/student-success/resources-subject-area/environment-sustainability 

Whereas Seattle School District is a U.S. Department of Education 2020 Green Ribbon School District 

Awardeevi 

Whereas, “the AAP strongly advocates that all policy considerations for the coming school year should 

start with a goal of having students physically present” and “utilize outdoor spaces when possible” as 

highest priority for ALL age groups and necessary for activities such as singing, exercise, meals as 

“outdoor transmission of virus is known to be much lower than indoor transmission”vii. 

Whereas, outdoor activities provide 50% more attendance capacity than indoor and, due to ventilation 

are inherently safer relative to prospective viral load.viii 

Whereas outdoor education is demonstrated to have substantial benefits for student well-being and A 

systematic review of published research of regular compulsory school- and curriculum-based Outdoor 

Education Programs found that they promote students’ social, academic, physical and psychological 

developmentix 

Whereas, children with disabilities are guaranteed a “free and appropriate education” through the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and inclusive education models benefit children with 

and without disabilities, and accessibility and inclusion champion organizations (examples: EEU at the 

Haring Center, Children’s Playgarden, Outdoors for All) and Seattle and King County parks are local 

resources and partners for developing best practices for inclusive outdoor education 

Whereas, Seattle Public Schools is focused on centering students furthest from educational justice.  

Whereas, twice as many families of color as white students do NOT feel safe sending their students back 

to school both in Seattle (33% and 14% respectively and 40% for Black males) and nationwide (81% and 

66%) (national and local questions phrased very differently).x 

Whereas, physical activity and play are conduits for healing and learning, and upon return to school, all 
youth will be recovering emotionally from isolation and stress and will need support to re-engage 
socially and academically. Fortunately, the benefits of movement for youth are well-studied and can be 
deeply healing, promote resiliency and mitigate the effects of trauma. Physical activity can also enhance 
students’ readiness to learn, attention, and behavior, and importantly it serves as a protective 
mechanism against illness and infection.xi 
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Whereas, school provides the most equitable access point for youth physical activity and active play, and 
disparities that stand to be exacerbated in light of COVID-19 include: 

- 79% of Black youth, versus 94% of white youth, spend any time at their nearby 
parks. 

- 95% of youth from affluent households versus 75% of less-affluent youth have ever 
participated in an organized sport. 

- Only 11% of King County youth who do not speak any English at home meet the 

daily CDC’s physical activity recommendations.xii 

 

Whereas, schools for many Black families are physical representations of racism and oppression, and we 

must provide instruction outside of these oppressive structures and give all of our students the 

opportunity to connect with their world in new and innovative ways without the generational trauma 

that schools inflict upon our Black students and their families. 

Whereas, studies indicate without consistent in-person instruction, learning loss disproportionately 

impact BIPOC students.xiii 

Whereas, outdoor academic environments will provide the safest and most affirming opportunities to 

deliver a Black Studies curriculum to our students K-5. 

Whereas, “Place and land and nature: how we tie these things together is critical to our sense of self-

purpose and our fit in the world.”xiv And our students need this education from us more than ever. 

Whereas, with a grant from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), Washington State LASER and 

OSPI upgraded three sets of commonly used elementary science materials to integrate Environmental 

and Sustainability Learning Standards, and all educators have access to recordings that tie the lessons to 

Native American stories from across Washington State. 

Therefore, the 2020-21 Fall Semester ending January 27th, 2021, blended model shall consist of outdoor 

school programming for at least two hours per day, four days a week for K-12, with remote and online 

instruction for all students K-12. Beginning in September, all Kindergarten classes will employ the 

blended outdoor/remote model, with pilot locations at select other Primary, Middle and High School 

locations determined in collaboration with building leaders and educators, with full roll out across all 

schools at all grade levels by 2nd quarter, and considerations made to expand K-2 outdoor learning to full 

day in the spring. 

Therefore, for the reopening of Seattle Public Schools for the 2020-2021 school year, SPS shall 

immediately focus energy, resources, and professional development on the design and planning of a 

remote instructional model for all students K-12. 

Therefore, in-building learning is restricted to supporting access to remote instruction and education 

being provided by Seattle Public Schools educators via student one-to-one devices and materials as 

applicable, for special services and one to one instruction determined by student IEPs or other support 

qualifications, and scheduled access for educators to classrooms and building resources. There will be 

no in-person regular classroom instruction indoors, including by A/B schedule. 

https://www.wastatelaser.org/environmental-sustainability-enhanced-lessons/


 

 

Therefore, SPS will request that the City of Seattle, County and State support the district and Seattle 

Public Schools families by dedicating large swaths of public outdoor spaces for educational purposes 

during school hours to support achieving appropriate health guidelines while serving larger number of 

students with equitable access to natural areas and safe, in-person instruction, inclusive of students 

with disabilities. 

Therefore, SPS will immediately partner with foundations, outdoor education providers, OSPI, State 

Legislature and providers of outdoor gear to ensure an effectively resourced launch of outdoor 

education in the City of Seattle for Fall Semester 2020-21, including appropriate individual weather-

protection gear and clothing for students and teachers, and outdoor shelters. 

Therefore, SPS Buildings will be optimized for 1) in person hours for students receiving special education 

and other services and 2) staging, support for outdoor learning 3) providing space for community based 

organizations to provide full-day childcare and extended day programming. 

Therefore, Seattle Public Schools will elevate community based organization partnerships, pursue 

potential new partnerships with CBOs, and with these partners, and with members of the Seattle 

Education Association and the Seattle School Board, co-design and develop models for shared space 

logistics and parameters for each building that, consistent with strategic plan, center students furthest 

from educational justice, and are fully accessible to students with disabilities. 

Therefore, SPS will request waiver of instructional days from OSPI to accomplish the following: 

1) Postpone the first day of school for students and bring back staff only for a full week of 

professional development focused on social emotional support, trauma and digital 

education. 

2) Begin outdoor education component for all students by the 2nd quarter of Fall Semester at 

the latest. 

Therefore, in addition to STEAM and physical education via outdoor learning models, curricular foci will 

be on existing Since Time Immemorial Curriculum, Black Studies and other Ethnic Studies programming. 

Therefore, anti-racist policy 0040 and associated procedure, in alignment with the strategic plan, will be 

central to SPS work throughout the 2020-21 school year. 

Therefore, SPS will advocate for full apportionment of state funding per pupil based on in-person 

education. 

Therefore, SPS will collaborate with SEA to provide opportunities for SEA staff to support students in 

outdoor, community, and remote models connecting family, community to school and providing as 

much flexibility as possible while maximizing safe spaces for students during the school day. Share staff 

with CBOs and vice versa.  
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