
Children Move More and Sit Less During an Outdoor Garden 
Lesson, Compared to Indoor Classroom Lesson 

In New York State, a study of elementary schools with 
school gardens finds that outdoor garden-based 
lessons are associated with more movement and 
physical activity than indoor, classroom lessons. With 
epidemic levels of inactivity and overweight among 
youth, gardens may be one strategy to promote chil-
dren’s movement.

The School Garden Study
As part of a larger study examining the effects of 
school gardens on physical activity, 4th - 6th grade 
students at four NY elementary schools were ob-
served during a 60-minute outdoor garden-based 
lesson and during a 60-minute indoor classroom les-
son.  Trained researchers recorded elementary school 
students’ movements and postures using a valid and 
reliable direct observation tool (Myers & Wells, in 
press).  The same children were observed indoors and 
outdoors, so that each child was compared to him or 
herself.

Do Children Move More During an Outdoor 
Garden Lesson?
Children were significantly more active during the 
outdoor garden-based lesson, compared to the in-
door classroom lesson and engaged in more varied 
postures and movements.  On average, during the 
indoor lesson, children were sitting 84% of the time 
and standing 9% of the time.  During the outdoor 
garden-based lesson, children were sitting only 14% 
of the time, and spent 53% of the time standing, 14% 
walking, 10% kneeling.

This finding is consistent with prior research indicat-
ing that spending time outdoors is one of the most 
effective and consistent ways to promote movement 
and physical activity among children .  The study is 
among the first, however, to specifically examine in-
door classroom lessons versus outdoor garden les-
sons. 

Conclusions
Children move more, and sit less during an outdoor, 
garden lesson than during an indoor, classroom-
based lesson. This finding suggests that efforts to de-
liver more curricula outdoors in the garden can fur-
ther increase physical activity and range of postures.



This study builds on the larger USDA-funded “Healthy Gardens, 
Healthy Youth” study examining the effects of school gardens on 
children’s diet and related outcomes.  
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