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Executive Summary  
The benefits of nature for children’s healthy development–physically, mentally, and emotionally–are now well 
documented, and as a result, schools across the United States are taking young children outside to capitalize  
on nature as a low-cost, high-impact educational intervention. They are doing this in a variety of ways, from 
installing gardens and outdoor classrooms, to spending designated days learning outside, often called  
“forest days.”

Some preschools have made nature the heart of their curriculum, providing educational experiences that not  
only promote healthy development, but also promote connection to and care for nature and the environment. 
These schools may be called nature-based preschools, place-based schools, outdoor preschools, nature 
kindergartens, forest kindergartens, or zoo and aquarium schools, among other terms. They can have both indoor 
and outdoor facilities, or can conduct the entire program outdoors (in which case, many are called outdoor 
preschools, forest preschools, or forest kindergartens). For the purposes of this report, all of these schools are 
collectively called “nature preschools.” 

The Natural Start Alliance has been tracking the growth of nature preschools since 2017, when programs were 
counted and surveyed for the first time. In 2022, Natural Start surveyed programs in the United States again. This 
report provides updated and expanded information about the number, distribution, and operations of programs, 
along with basic characteristics of staff and children in nature preschools, after five more years of growth. 

Expansion of Nature Preschools
Today, there are an estimated 800 nature preschools in the United States, up more than 200% from 2017, and more 
than 300% since the programs began rapidly expanding just after 2010. Collectively, an estimated 25,000 children 
enroll in nature preschools annually. Programs are located in almost every state, with the most total programs in 
California, Washington, and Minnesota, and the most per capita in Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. 

Estimated Number of Nature Preschools
in the United States, 1965-2022
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Key Findings: Programs
Nature preschools serve a core audience of 3-5 year-old 
children, but many also serve infants, toddlers, and 
school-age children. Key findings related to program 
operations include:

	 �• �Increasing Time Outside: Children in nature preschools 
spend most of their school day outdoors (70% of 
programs spend 70% or more of their school day outside). 
Nearly a third (30%) of programs spend the entire school 
day outside, up from about 22% of programs in 2017. This 
percentage represents an estimated 240 preschools 
operating entirely outdoors in the United States. In terms 
of absolute hours spent outside, on average, full-day 
programs spend 5 hours per day outside and half-day 
programs spend 3 hours outside. 

	� • ��Covid Boosts Demand and Moves Programs Outside, 
but Presents Challenges: The Covid pandemic could 
be a factor in moving more programs outside for the 
entire school day. About half of programs report that the 
pandemic caused them to increase the amount of time 
they spend outdoors. A large majority (80%) indicate that 
the pandemic increased demand for outdoor programs 
(but this sample does not include programs that may 
have closed due to the pandemic). Programs also note 
that the pandemic strained children’s mental health and 
brought financial and staffing challenges, particularly 
contributing to staff turnover.

	� • �Expanding Options for Program Length: A small 
majority of nature preschools offer full-day options, up 
more than 10 percentage points from 2017, suggesting 
that program day length options for families have 
expanded. Many nature preschools, however, remain 
half-day-only programs. 

	� • ��Licensing is Critical for Equitable Access, but 
Challenging for All-Outdoor Programs: America’s 
child care licensing system was built for the indoors, 
so outdoor-only programs don’t always fit, and as a 
result, can’t always be licensed if they don’t maintain 
indoor spaces that meet licensing standards. While 
the majority of nature preschools are licensed (58%), a 
sizable minority are not (42%). Instead, these programs 
often operate for fewer hours or with fewer children than 
required for licensing, or are otherwise exempt from 
licensing. Among programs that operate with 100% of 
their school time outside, just 15% are licensed, compared 
to an average of 58% of nature preschools overall. The 
overall rates for licensing in nature preschools have not 
changed substantially since 2017. Since licensing is a 
basic requirement for public funding of pre-K programs, 
the absence of public funding for nature preschools 
represents a significant barrier to equitable access to this 
approach to education.

Photo: Takoma Park Cooperative Nursery School
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Key Findings: Children in Nature Preschools
The number of children attending nature preschools annually has increased from an estimated 10,000 children 
in 2017 to 25,000 in 2022. The following are key findings related to the characteristics of children in nature 
preschools:

	� • �More Multiple Language Learners in Programs: The 
average percentage of multiple language learners in 
nature preschools in 2022 (13.7%) is up significantly 
from 2017 (6.6%), but is below the national average of 
preschool-aged children who are multilingual (23%). 

	� • �More Children with Disabilities in Programs: Nature 
preschools serve children with disabilities at similar 
rates as children are served by the Individuals with 
Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA) in public schools 
(7% of nature preschool students, and 6.7% of children 
ages 3-5 served by IDEA). The average percentage of 
children with disabilities in programs is up from 2017 
(when it was 4.7%). 

	� • �Racial Diversity Largely Unchanged: Children who 
are White are more likely to attend nature preschools, 
while children who are Black or Latino* are less likely. 
Children who are American Indian and Asian are 
represented in programs at similar rates as they are 
in the overall population. The proportion of White 
children in nature preschools has decreased since 
2017 (82% in 2017 and 78% in 2022), but much of this 
decrease may be related to a change in the wording 
of the question (now including a multi-racial option) 
because the rates at which other racial groups attend 
have not changed substantially.

Key Findings: Staff in Nature Preschools
In total, nature preschools employ an estimated 6,000 professionals in the United States. The following are key 
findings related to the characteristics of staff in nature preschools:

	� • �Racial Diversity of Staff Matches Children’s Diversity: The racial diversity of staff in nature preschools 
broadly matches the diversity of children in these programs, with White educators being over-represented 
relative to the early childhood workforce overall, and Latino and Black educators being under-represented 
relative to the overall workforce. 

	� • �Men in the Workforce: Although women make up an estimated 90.1% of the nature preschool workforce, 
this figure is below the rate at which women are represented in the overall early childhood workforce 
(97.4)%, meaning that men and gender nonconforming professionals are better represented in nature 
preschools than in preschools overall.

	� • �An Educated Workforce: An estimated 71% of the total nature preschool workforce holds a bachelor’s 
or more advanced degree, and an estimated 67% of teachers hold this degree. This rate is substantially 
above the estimated 35% of preschool teachers who hold a bachelor’s degree in the early childhood 
workforce overall. 

	� • �Wages Above Average Preschool Wages, But Well Below Overall Average Wages: The median  
hourly wage for nature preschool teachers ($18.00/hr) is about 24% above the median wage for all 
preschool teachers ($14.52/hr), but well below the median wage of U.S. workers ($33.02/hr).

Photo: Durham Community Preschool

*For this publication, we use the term Latino as in the U.S Census, but respect preferences among members of the 
community to use other terms, including Latina, Latine, and Latinx.
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Propelling Future Growth
Nature preschools are likely to continue to rapidly expand 
in the United States, as program growth remains in an 
upward trend without a plateau at this time. As the field 
continues to grow, training, professional support, and policy 
change are needed to support an expanding workforce and 
to ensure nature-based education is widely available and 
welcoming to all educators and families. The following are 
some of the elements that are needed to support growth 
and ensure that nature preschools are accessible and 
inclusive for families and the workforce as the movement 
expands: 

	� • �Professional Training: The outdoor, nature-based 
approach to early childhood education brings a 
unique set of practices and considerations that require 
training to implement. Pre-service and in-service 
training opportunities for nature-based education have 
developed with the field (including degree programs 
and certificates, certification programs, and short-term 
training such as workshops), but much more is needed 
to support the development of new nature preschools, 
to address disparities in participation in the workforce 
across racial and ethnic groups, and to encourage 
nature-based practices in all early childhood programs. 

	� • �Professional Networks: The growth in training in 
nature-based education has been accompanied by 
growth in opportunities for professional connection 
and support among nature-based early childhood 
educators. National professional networks have 
developed along with state and regional nature-
based education groups. These organizations offer 
critical support at the state level, but limited capacity 
constrains most of these volunteer-run organizations. 
Investments to strengthen these interconnected 
networks will be essential in promoting the continued 
growth of state-level professional support of nature-
based education. 

	� • �Policy Change for Outdoor Learning: As nature 
preschools have become more common, a handful 
of states have begun to examine their licensing 
regulations to make adjustments to allow for outdoor 
programs. Public pre-K funding can only flow to 
licensed programs, and the ability of families to use 
public funding to attend outdoor nature preschools 
is essential in addressing access and equity in nature-
based education (though it is not the only strategy). In 
addition, licensing outdoor programs can add capacity 
to the early childhood education system, not only 
by adding new programs that couldn’t be licensed 
previously, but also by increasing capacity at existing 
programs if they also can license their outdoor spaces.

 

Executive Summary
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Nature for Every Child
As nature preschools continue to expand in the United States, they not 
only offer tens of thousands of children each year the opportunity to 
build essential skills for school and life while they play and learn outside, 
but they also bring greater awareness of the possibilities of nature-based 
education to parents and the education community as a whole. This 
awareness can help expand possibilities for safe, effective, and inclusive 
outdoor learning in all programs, nature-based or not. 

Ultimately, this diffusion of nature across the early childhood landscape 
is the promise of nature preschools. Nature preschools are very effective 
at promoting children’s healthy development and preparing them for 
future learning, but they are not the only path to a high-quality, nature-
rich education. Nature preschools are essential to America’s early learning 
landscape because they are leading the way in showing how effective 
nature-based education is, and they are pushing the industry to reflect on 
how we can change our systems to bring the benefits of nature and  
nature-based education approaches into every program, for every child. 

Executive Summary
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Introduction  
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, development, and 
overall well-being, 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

Recent broad analyses of research have confirmed these findings 
with large data sets. In 2021, a research team reviewed hundreds 
of studies and concluded that nature promotes children’s health, 
particularly supporting physical activity and mental health11. 
Likewise, a 2020 study analyzed over 50 studies of the impacts of 
early childhood environmental education programs and concluded 
that the programs support cognitive, social-emotional, physical, 
language and literacy, and environmental literacy development12. 
And a 2019 paper reviewed the research literature to explore if, and 
how, nature promotes learning. The researchers conclude that nature 
both provides a rich setting for learning (for example, by plentiful 
opportunities for beneficial forms of play) and positively affects 
learners (for example, by lowering stress and promoting attention). 
As a result, they argue that “It is time to take nature seriously as a 
resource for learning—particularly for students not effectively reached 
by traditional instruction.”13

Photo: Imua Inclusion Preschool
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“�It is time to take 
nature seriously as a 
resource for learning—
particularly for 
students not effectively 
reached by traditional 
instruction.”

—�Ming Kuo, Michael Barnes,  
and Catherine Jordan 13

Photo: University of Delaware Lab School 
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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 often called forest 
preschools, forest kindergartens, or outdoor preschools).

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

Photo: Takoma Park Cooperative Nursery School

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.
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Counting Nature Preschools
To monitor growth in this sector of early childhood education, the Natural Start Alliance maintains a database of 
nature preschools in the United States. While all of the different ways that programs bring nature into education 
are important, it is impossible to track all of the ways that schools across the United States incorporate nature 
into their programs. It is possible, however, to identify and track nature preschools in the United States, and these 
programs are important to track because they represent a distinct and effective approach to early childhood 
education.

The Natural Start database of programs almost certainly does not contain every single program in the country, but 
should represent nearly all programs. Programs are identified when they join the Alliance (there is an opportunity 
to indicate if the program is a nature preschool in the sign-up form), through searches of media announcing new 
program openings, through state-level partners informing the Alliance about programs in their states, among 
other strategies. Periodically, Natural Start staff review programs in the database to ensure that they likely are 
nature preschools (based on a quick review of publicly available information) and that they are operational. 

Photo: Secret Forest Playschool - Meghan Morrow
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Identifying Nature Preschools
Natural Start’s database of nature preschools is distinct from Alliance membership. When considering 
programs for inclusion in the database, Natural Start staff can not conduct an in-depth assessment, but 
do review publicly available information (most often a program’s website) to determine if the program 
is likely a nature preschool. Staff do not make determinations about program quality, and inclusion in 
the database is not a form of accreditation or endorsement. Likewise, the fact that staff may decide 
not to add a program to the database in no way reflects program quality. The database simply exists to 
track nature preschools for informational purposes. 

When determining whether to consider a program a nature preschool, staff consider both parts of the 
term: is it a “preschool” and is it “nature-based?”

Is It a Preschool? There are many high-quality early childhood education programs that are part of 
the Alliance that provide nature-based experiences for children, but are not counted as “preschools.” 
To be considered a “school,” staff look most closely at time and supervision (in addition to confirming 
that the program serves young children). Schools typically operate over a school year (or are long-term 
programs), instead of operating over several weeks or on a drop-in basis. Preschools also are led by 
teachers who are responsible for supervising the children, instead of programs in which parents or 
caregivers provide supervision. Some refer to this distinction as formal programs (school-based) and 
non-formal programs (out of school). As an example, a program in which families meet in parks and 
other nature-rich areas for nature play experiences is not considered a nature preschool because it 
does not meet the time or supervision criteria. 

Is It Nature-Based? If a program is determined to be a preschool, the next step is to determine 
if it is nature-based. Natural Start staff consider the stated curricular focus of the program and 
opportunities for outdoor learning. The most important determinant for inclusion is whether the 
program describes itself as nature-based, place-based, outdoor, or other related terms because of the 
program’s nature-based curriculum. Staff also confirm that the program backs this curricular focus 
up with rich opportunities for nature-based learning, which usually means a significant portion of 
school time is spent outside in environments that provide opportunities for nature connection. As an 
example, consider two programs that might be pre-K classrooms within an elementary school. One 
class implements the district’s standard curriculum and uses an outdoor classroom for learning as time 
permits. The second class implements a nature-based curriculum and learns primarily outdoors, using 
modified assessment tools to track student learning in the outdoor, play-based curriculum. The first 
program can be very effective, but would not be classified as a nature preschool program, while the 
second program would be added to the national count of nature preschools. 
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Number of Programs
Nature preschools have continued to rapidly expand across the United States. In total, there are an estimated 
800 nature preschools in the United States today, up 35% from an estimated 585 in 2020. 

Nearly 70% of programs report that they are maintaining a wait list, suggesting that demand for nature-based 
programs remains high and continues to exceed supply in most areas where these programs are located. 
By comparison, 80% of programs reported that they were maintaining wait lists in 2017, suggesting that the 
growth in programs is helping to meet the strong demand, but future growth is expected with continued 
widespread demand.

Estimated Number of Nature Preschools
in the United States, 1965-2022
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Nearly 70% of programs 
report that they are 
maintaining a wait list.

Photo: Appalachian Forest School
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Distribution of Programs in the United States
Nature preschools are located in almost every state. Washington, California, and Minnesota have the most 
schools per state, with each state having more than 50 schools. When ranked by the number of schools 
per capita, however, the Northeast prevails, with Vermont, Maine, and New Hampshire topping the list. 
Washington and Minnesota are also represented in the top 10 states ranked per capita. 

It is notable that many of the states with the most nature preschools, both in total number and per capita, 
are some of the northernmost states in the continental United States. Despite their cold—or in the case of 
Washington, wet—winters, programs in these states prioritize and safely offer year-round outdoor learning 
opportunities for young children.

Distribution of Nature Preschools Across the United States
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