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Over the past three years, nature-based preschools, forest kindergartens,
and outdoor preschools (collectively, nature preschools) in the US have more
than doubled to 585, and nature preschools can now be found in nearly every
state in the United States. Over the past decade, this represents a nearly
25-fold increase.
As nature-based education is becoming an increasingly popular choice in
preschool education, nature preschools are emerging as a specialized preschool
option not unlike other approaches to early childhood education, such as
Montessori or Reggio-Emilia schools. In addition, the 585 programs reported
here represent only schools that have fully adopted nature-based education
as the core of their program; countless other schools are incorporating nature
with gardens, outdoor classrooms, field trips, partnerships with environmental
education centers, and in many other ways.
Unfortunately, the coronavirus pandemic that hit the United States in early
2020 has prevented a full survey of nature-based programs at this time, so
data related to the characteristics of programs, their staff, and the numbers and
demographics of children they serve are not currently available.
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How the pandemic will affect the number
of nature-based preschools over the short
and long terms is uncertain. Financial strains
from extended closures and new health and
safety regulations threaten many programs.
On the other hand, many programs are
reporting increased interest as experts
agree that outdoor environments are safer
than indoor environments, and parents are
yearning for opportunities for their children
to play and learn outside.
Although financial strains threaten the
future of nature preschools (and, for that
matter, all preschools) in the United States,
this census makes clear that in 2020,
nature-based, outdoor education for young
children has become more widespread and
popular than ever.

Suggested citation: North American Association for Environmental Education (NAAEE). (2020). Nature-Based Preschools in the US: 2020 Snapshot. Washington, DC: NAAEE.

2000

2010

2020

585

nature preschools
in the US
(nature-based preschools,
forest kindergartens,
and outdoor preschools)

2

NATURE-BASED PRESCHOOLS IN THE US: 2020 SNAPSHOT

A Childhood Outside: Nature Preschools, Forest Kindergartens,
and Outdoor Preschools
Nature is widely recognized as an important, and often low-cost, tool for
fostering children’s health and development. Whether it’s natural environments,
gardens, green schoolyards, outdoor classrooms, or even simply views of
nature, research suggests that there are a variety of ways that nature enhances
children’s health and development, including:
• Enhancing brain development1
• Improving academic performance2
• Enhancing communication3
• Promoting socio-emotional development4
• Promoting emotional resilience and self-regulation5
• Promoting executive function6
• Providing mental health benefits7
• Reducing symptoms of ADHD8
• Providing therapeutic benefits to children with autism9
• Promoting physical activity and motor development10
Nature preschools capitalize on these developmental benefits to offer rich
education programs that foster all domains of child development. At the same
time, nature preschools also build children’s connections to the places where
they live and boost children’s confidence in working together to improve their
world, creating the foundations for lifelong environmental literacy.
Nature preschools may be called nature-based preschools, place-based schools,
outdoor preschools, nature kindergartens, forest kindergartens, or zoo and aquarium
schools, among other terms. The programs may be located at nature centers, in
homes, in community centers, in parks or on public or private lands, on farms,
in public schools, and in a variety of other settings. Nature preschools can have
both indoor and outdoor facilities, or can conduct the entire program outdoors
(in which case, many are called forest preschools, forest kindergartens, or
outdoor preschools).
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Research suggests that nature preschools’ unique approach to early education
is a safe and effective option. Studies show that injury rates in nature preschools
are no higher than the average preschool in the United States11, and children
who complete nature preschool programs enter kindergarten just as prepared as
their classmates who entered from other types of preschools.12
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Regardless of their setting or name, nature preschools share several key
characteristics, including:
• Working toward dual goals of promoting child development and developing
children’s environmental literacy
• Using nature as the central organizing theme for the program
• Spending a significant portion of the instructional time outdoors (in most
cases, children are outside at least half the school day, in some cases, all of the
instructional time is spent outdoors)
• Employing a child-led, play-based approach to teaching that adapts to
children’s interests, abilities, cultures, and environments
• Recognizing the benefits of children’s healthy, appropriate risk-taking as the
program manages risks in children’s play and learning, particularly in
the outdoors

Research in 2017 by the Natural Start
Alliance and allied organizations13
revealed, however, that despite their
safety and effectiveness, nature
preschools are not equally available to
all children. White children are overrepresented in nature preschools, and
dual language learners and children
with disabilities are underrepresented.
Disparities in access to high-quality
education are widespread across the
education system in the United States,
and nature-based programs have not
been the exception. In addition, children
of color have less access to nature than
white children, pointing to yet further
injustice in bringing the benefits of
nature to all children. As soon as is
Photo: Fiddleheads Forest School
practical, the Natural Start Alliance
will survey the field to gain up-to-date
information about who is attending and employed in nature preschools in the
United States, how many programs are eligible to participate in public funding
to defray or replace tuition payments by parents, and how programs are
accommodating children with disabilities.
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Number of Nature-Based Preschools in the United States
Over the past decade, the number of nature preschools in the United States has been on a steep upward trajectory. In our 2017 survey of programs, over 80% of
programs indicated that they were maintaining waitlists, suggesting unmet demand and a strong likelihood of continued growth. In fact, nature preschools grew even
more rapidly from 2017 to 2020 than they did before 2017.

In total, there are an estimated 585 programs in the United States today. This represents a nearly
25-fold increase from the beginning of the decade, and more than a doubling in just the past three years.
Distribution of Nature Preschools Across the United States
Not only have nature preschools grown in their total number, but they also have
become more widespread across the United States, with nearly every state now
having at least one nature-based program. Some states have an estimated
50 programs.

California

Washington

Minnesota
Nature Preschool Top Three

More than 20

10-20 schools

Less than 10

No data

With approximately 50 nature-based programs each, California and
Washington top the list of states with the most nature preschools.
Interestingly, Minnesota follows closely with approximately 40 programs,
despite a statewide population that’s one-seventh that of California.
Among the states with the most nature preschools, Minnesota has the
most per capita, despite its famously harsh winters.
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The Future of Nature Preschools in the United States
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The global pandemic has highlighted how tenuous the early education system is
in the United States. Without a national commitment to education for children
under age five that mirrors our commitment to K-12 education, the nation
largely relies on parents to fund a patchwork private education system, with
predictable disparities based on parents’ ability to pay. Despite how clearly the
economy relies upon supervision for young children while parents work, and the
well documented lifelong economic benefits of high-quality early education, the
nation has failed to make a national commitment to funding early education.
Add to that the fact that early educators are paid far less than their
counterparts in the K-12 system, and that most preschools operate with
razor-thin margins in order to make programs affordable, and it’s easy to see
why the extended closures have strained the system to its breaking point.
New regulations requiring limited class sizes and significant new investments
in infection-control measures only add weight to the burden.
Nature preschools are affected by these burdens in the same ways as all other
preschools. As a result, the pandemic certainly will lead to economic hardship
for educators in this sector and extensive program closures, slowing the growth
in nature preschools for the first time since the Natural Start Alliance began
tracking the sector in 2013.
But there is also a possibility that the pandemic might boost the growth of
nature preschools over the coming years. Experts now widely agree that
outdoor environments are safer than indoor environments. In addition, nature
is well known to provide physical and mental health benefits that children
will likely need now more than ever. Nature preschools have long regarded
outdoor environments as their preferred setting for learning, and are experts
in supporting children’s healthy and safe development as they play and learn
outdoors. As schools are reopening, some nature preschools are reporting
dramatically increased interest in their outdoor-focused approach.
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Nature preschools entered 2020 at their highest levels and widest distribution
across the United States recorded to date. With no sign of a levelling off in their
growth, and many reasons why parents may favor outdoor learning over the
next several years, it seems likely this sector will continue to grow, even if the
pandemic and the significant financial strains it has brought cause it to grow
more slowly than it has over the past decade.
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