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5906 Cobalt Road 

Bethesda, MD 20816 

March 23, 2011 

Dear Mr. Leggett and Members of the County Council, 

No one envies you your task of cutting the budget for Montgomery County.  The Public Schools 

(MCPS) will be among the most difficult of all.  To prioritize programs and services will be no easy 

task.  It might be helpful to keep programs and services that most directly impact the most students.  In 

some cases a program might appear have only one dimension but in fact is a budget item with effects 

stretching over years for every county student.   

Outdoor education is a perfect example of an experience that at first glance seems to be of superficial 

value.   In reality the outdoor education experience could be the solution to much that ails our students; 

lessons lingering with them for the rest of their lives.  After decades and decades, far too many to want 

to admit, the joys and experiences of outdoor education are the part of sixth grade that all of my MCPS 

alumni peers recall most vividly.  Because we found it to be of great value does not mean that it should 

be preserved.  Rather because it offers so much to every single student outdoor education should be 

protected. 

In a 10 minute attempt to gather opinions from students recently experiencing MCPS’s Outdoor 

Education program revealed it to be of great value to them.  Comments included: “School should be 

like this all the time.”  “I loved the practical lessons like orientation, taking care of yourself at meal 

times, and being more independent - we learned so much AND had so much fun.” “I finally got 

enough exercise during school hours.” “Outdoor Education is the BEST ever!” 

Although their comments are compelling there are aspects of the program of which they are not yet 

aware.  There are the obvious advantages to a few days in the woods.   

 The children get to spend a few days running around in the fresh air.  The obesity epidemic will 

hardly be conquered by a few miles of walking around with school friends over a couple of 

days. But it will expose the students to forms of exercise that are not included in the P.E. 

program.   For children that do not love team sports they can try walking or running through 

the woods. 

 Students have an opportunity to match landscape features to earth science lessons.  People with 

limited experience out of doors have an understandably difficult time imagining what 

topographical features actually look like.  People living in an urban world cannot be expected to 

imagine the details of a floodplain from experience.  What does an oxbow look like, or the run 

and riffle pattern of a stream, or the undercutting of a stream bank?  The value of a visceral 
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connection to the physical characteristics of our world will help future city planners, emergency 

rescue workers, voters, and more.  

 The physical features of the earth can be matched to the biological elements through outdoor 

education experiences.  Scientists frequently mention the biological characteristics of healthy 

ecosystems.  Without the chance to lift a submerged stone the very existence of stonefly 

nymphs, the web of life, and the energy chains leading to human health become more difficult 

for students to imagine.  Students with outdoor education are better prepared to be good 

stewards as they are at least able to notice what is missing from their local environment. 

 Some argue that students will also benefit by being able to imagine a green future as the green 

industries are the expected area of job growth.  As an area of job training outdoor education 

can’t be matched by sitting in a classroom. 

Among the less obvious benefits is the break from traditional teaching techniques.   

 At the most elementary levels of education goals are focused on the routine and sedentary.  

Students possessing fine motor skills (good with scissors and pencils), a willingness to sit still 

for long intervals, and early mastery of reading tend to do very well in the elementary level 

classroom.  Other students might excel in physical endurance or the ability to remember every 

constellation in the night sky.  During the outdoor education experience the second category of 

student has an opportunity to be recognized for his or her previously unrecognized abilities.   

 A few days in the outdoors allows for an escape from the oppression of the county’s death and 

despair focused reading curriculum.  Beginning as early as a child is able to read a chapter book 

themes of war, death, depression, dissolution of friendship, and parental neglect reverberate 

through the classroom.  It can’t hurt to counter the literature enriching the lives of our children 

with the outdoors.    

 As the students are growing into teenagers outdoor education provides them with a glimpse of 

their teachers as people not just classroom bosses.  I vividly recall learning that a classroom 

teacher loved to go fly fishing.  She taught us to make flies providing us with an understanding 

of a hobby loved by many and the idea that the fly we created appealed to a specific fish it 

might catch.  The current crop of students are sharing every meal at outdoor education with 

their teachers; conversing on a wide variety of topics. 

Even more importantly yet much less obviously, outdoor education offers especially unhappy students 

the chance to escape their daily life for a few days. 

 Some students are not able to have sleepovers and play dates.  Outdoor education might be one 

of the rare times these students are able to see their friends in a casual setting. 

 For students in homes that are even more challenging it is a full two nights free of that stress.  

Who would not enjoy a night away from fighting parents or a drug addicted sibling? 
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Outdoor Education provides all the students in the county with an experience that brings them 

something completely different than is offered by their typical school day.  Is the savings offered by 

cutting this particular program worth a universal loss?  In my day we did not walk up hill both ways in 

the snow every day but we did have the joy of a full week of outdoor education.  Priority funding 

should be given to the programs that enhance the education of every student in the county in a unique 

way.   One of the best educated, wealthiest counties in one of the wealthiest countries of the world 

should be able to manage to provide students with a brief outdoor education experience.    

Yours, 

 

Ann M. Gallagher 

 


