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ABSTRACT 
 

Children have the intrinsic drive to play and be outdoors, as well as the curiosity 

to explore the world around them (Louv, 2008). Connections and interactions with nature 

tend to be beneficial for children’s cognitive development, with outcomes ranging from 

improved cognitive functioning (Wells, 2000) to the development of important academic 

skills (Miller, 2007). Perhaps more significant though are the positive outcomes among 

nature, health, and wellbeing (e.g., Taylor & Kuo, 2009), along with the cultivation of 

environmental appreciation, empathy, and stewardship (e.g., Ewert et al., 2005). Many 

nature-based early years programs have been developed and adopted around the world, 

placing emphasis on fostering children’s experiences, interactions, and connections with 

the natural world. As this global early years phenomenon continues to build momentum, 

the need to investigate how children are experiencing these nature-based early years 

programs becomes more pertinent. 

The purpose of this study was to gain an in-depth understanding of four children’s 

experiences at a nature-based early years program located in a small town on the outskirts 

of an Eastern Ontario urban centre. Data were collected using qualitative methodology 

(observations, photographs, semi-structured interviews, and photo elicitation) and took 

place over a five-week period in the winter term. Data were analyzed using conventional 

qualitative means, through open coding and identifying categories and overarching 

themes (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Using Place-Based Education as the theoretical 

guide, data were explored using three main themes: lived experience; connections to 

place and to community; and learning, growth, and development. The findings from this 

research not only illuminate the children’s experiences at a nature-based early years 
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program, but also provide the fertile ground upon which further examination and 

discussion can grow—an examination and discussion of the significance of nature-based 

learning as it relates to contemporary education. 
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PROLOGUE: ARRIVING AT THE FOREST 

 

 

* * * 

 

 

Roots and shoots, 

roots and shoots. 

We are the roots and shoots 

of a living world. 

Roots and shoots, everywhere. 

The hopes and dreams of a living world1.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Excerpts from this children’s song, Roots and Shoots, appear on each chapter heading (Raffi, 2010, 8). 
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It is a cold, crisp winter morning; the temperature gauge  
on the dashboard reads -19°C. I turn off the highway and  
onto the long drive that leads to Nature’s Edge Forest  
Kindergarten. As the sun slowly reaches for the open  
sky above the treetops, I park my car and step  
out into the fresh forest air. To my right is a  
wooden building, nestled in the trees and  
bushes. This eco-friendly building is host to a  
naturopathic health clinic and home to the  
school’s administration and kitchen. To my left  
is a path leading to the forest.  
Although fresh snow has fallen over  
night, footprints indicate that Jane,  
the Kindergarten teacher, has already  
arrived and is preparing for the  
upcoming school day. Equipped with  
my camera, notebook, and pencil, I  
throw my satchel over my shoulder  
and head up the path towards the  
Kindergarten tent. As soft smoke rises from  
the tent’s chimney, I look around the forest.  
Although this is only the second time I have  
visited this 190-acre woodland, it is strangely familiar. I am reminded of 
the times I spent in similar landscapes exploring natural spaces as a 
child and find myself reminiscing about the many forest adventures 
spent with my siblings and cousins. I pause and think about the 
journey that has led me here today. 
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Introduction 

Having grown up in a small Canadian city on the shore of Lake Ontario, my love 

and affinity for the natural world were nurtured from an early age. My childhood was 

enriched by first-hand experiences with nature through school trips and family outings, as 

well as playing in a neighbourhood rich in green spaces. These early experiences not only 

taught me about the flora and fauna that fashioned the local environment, but also helped 

to foster my love and respect for nature and the natural world at both a local and global 

level—an admiration that still stands strong today.  

Sadly, the landscapes of my youth have changed. Many green spaces that were 

once living ecosystems and areas of adventure have been transformed into unmoving 

buildings and parking lots. With this loss of space for outdoor play and an increased 

concern for safety, children have begun to move inside, turning to video screens and 

mobile phones for entertainment. As an educator of young children and a lover of the 

earth, I can’t help but fear that children today are missing out on the opportunities 

provided to me in my youth: opportunities to make deep and meaningful connections 

with nature.  

It is said, “profound moments with nature foster a true and vital understanding of 

our place in the world” (Cornell, 2011, p. 30). However, opportunities for children to 

have these profound moments and deep connections with nature are at risk of becoming 

an experience of the past. In fact, children growing up today may be suffering from 

“nature-deficit disorder” and living a “de-natured childhood”—a childhood with limited 

outdoor play; a childhood that is becoming increasingly sedentary; a childhood with more 

interaction with electronic devices than the natural environment outdoors (Louv, 2008). 
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Nature is not as easily accessible for the current generation of children as it was in the 

past (Louv). This lack of accessibility may be due to increased safety regulations at parks 

or outdoor environments, parents’ fears of the unknown, or simply that the outdoor play 

spaces and natural landscapes of the past no longer exist. Similarly, there is a growing 

global trend towards “zero tolerance” for children and youth in natural public space 

(Malone, 2001). As children continue to spend less of their time outdoors, they risk 

losing their enchantment with the natural world (Curtis, 2010). Children may come to 

dislike or even fear the outdoors if not given the opportunity to engage with nature 

(Rosenow, 2008). Children who are disconnected from nature fail to access its restorative 

effects and, as a result, could have weaker minds, bodies, and senses (Mainella, Agate, & 

Clark, 2011).  

The innate desire for children to make connections with nature should not be 

overlooked. Despite a “de-natured childhood,” children still have the intrinsic drive to 

play and be outdoors, as well as the curiosity to explore the world around them (Louv, 

2008; Sanantonio, 2008; Wijffels, Partners, & Veekamp, 2010). Children and toddlers 

“will seek out mud under a bush or explore the most unkempt area of a backyard. 

Children come equipped with a natural curiosity toward the wild” (Sanantonio, 2008, p. 

45). With such a strong attraction and motivational power, nature can be seen as both a 

vehicle for child development and an authentic source of learning (Bailie, 2010). With 

this knowledge, and bearing in mind that early childhood is a critical period for 

development (cognitive, physical, social, and emotional; Larimore, 2011), many early 

childhood education programs have increased their efforts to bridge the child-nature gap 

by moving students back outdoors. As a result, many nature-based early years programs 
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have been developed and adopted around the world with the intention to place a greater 

emphasis on fostering children’s experiences, interactions, and connections with the 

natural world. As this global early years phenomenon continues to build momentum, the 

need to understand these experiences becomes more imperative. With this movement too 

comes the need to investigate and appreciate how children are experiencing these nature-

based early years programs.  

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to gain an in-depth understanding of four children’s 

experiences at an exemplary nature-based early years program. This study was driven by 

three enabling research questions: 

1) How do the children perceive and describe their experiences at this nature-

based early years program? 

2) How does an outside observer perceive the children’s experiences? 

3) How does the teacher perceive the children’s experiences? 

 

Theoretical Framework 

By connecting to and appreciating places, children and youth begin to understand 
and question the forces that shape places; they develop a readiness for social 
action, and, with the proper adult guidance, the skills needed for effective 
democratic participation. (Gruenewald & Smith, p. xx) 
 

Place-Based Education 

Guided by the notion that education should prepare students with the skills and 

desire to sustain the cultural and ecological integrity of the places they inhabit 

(Woodhouse & Knapp, 2000), as well as enable students to connect learning to their own 
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lives (Smith, 2002), place-based education strives to dissolve the boundaries between 

school and the local environment. Through hands-on experience and community 

involvement, place-based education (also known as place-conscious education; 

Gruenewald, 2003) strives to “ground learning in local phenomena and students’ lived 

experience” (Smith, 2002, p. 587). Consequently, these experiences serve to strengthen 

children’s connections to the places in which they live and to those with whom they share 

the world (Smith). Although place-based education can be considered a growing 

movement (Smith; Upitis, 2010) and a relatively new educational term (Woodhouse & 

Knapp, 2000), it is not a new phenomenon (Smith, 2002). All education prior to the 

invention of the common school was “place-based” (Gruenewald & Smith, 2008), 

suggesting that education practised in modern societies has led to a divide between 

learning and the local. Traditional school learning has been transformed into something 

that is simply distributed through reading texts, listening to lectures, or viewing videos 

rather than shaped through experiencing hands-on encounters with the world (Smith, 

2002). Nevertheless, progressive educators (such as John Dewey) have advocated for 

place-based education since the early 20th century (Gruenewald & Smith; Woodhouse & 

Knapp, 2000), with supporters today striving to direct part (if not all) of students’ school 

experiences to the community and local phenomena (Smith, 2002).  

Taking a holistic perspective of place, place-based education seeks to engage 

students in the history, culture, and ecology of the local community (Winthler, Sadler, & 

Saunders, 2010), with the underlying ethos that students will be better able to understand 

distant and more abstract phenomena after first developing knowledge and skills in the 

local context (Winthler et al., 2010). Although place-based education, by its very nature, 
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is specific to particular locales (Smith, 2002) and depends on the interaction between 

learners and place (Gruenewald & Smith, 2008), several common characteristics of 

place-based education can be identified. Place-based education emerges from the 

particular attributes of a place (that is, geography, ecology, sociology, politics, and other 

dynamics of place). This type of education is inherently multidisciplinary, in which 

teachers and students turn to the local phenomena as the foundation for curriculum 

development. Furthermore, place-based education is inherently experiential and allows 

students to become the creators of knowledge rather than, merely, the consumers of 

knowledge created by others. In addition, place-based education is reflective of an 

educational philosophy that is broader than “learn to earn,” where students’ questions and 

interests play a central role in determining what is studied. Moreover, place-based 

education connects place with self and community (Smith, 2002; Woodhouse & Knapp, 

2000). With these mutual characteristics in mind, place-based education seeks to resituate 

learning within the context of communities and the local environment (Smith, 2002), 

inspiring in learners an appreciation of beauty and wonder through connections to, and 

appreciation of, place (Gruenewald & Smith, 2008). In fact, Smith (2002) emphasizes 

“knowing the local well enables people to become more skillful and confident about their 

capacity to shape their own lives in ways that will benefit themselves and their children 

and grandchildren” (p. 594).  
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Thesis Overview   

             

The layout of this thesis reflects the unique and emergent nature of the 

children’s experiences at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten. Following a non-

traditional layout, the prologue, epilogue, and chapters in-between share a 

similar structure. Each chapter begins with a first-person narrative that takes the 

reader through the learning environment, school day, and researcher’s time on 

site. Similarly, most chapters end with a story or exposé based on the children’s 

experiences within the natural learning environment and Kindergarten program. 

The literature review is divided into five sections, with each section presented 

within the body of the four chapters and epilogue.  

Throughout the thesis, we journey from the edge of the forest into its 

depths and back again as we examine four children’s experiences at Nature’s 

Edge Forest Kindergarten. Within the prologue, we arrive at the forest. Readers 

are presented with an introduction to the research, purpose for the study, the 

theoretical framework, and the research methodology. In Chapter 1, we step into 

the forest and are introduced to the physical environment, philosophy, guiding 

principles, curriculum, and daily schedule of the Kindergarten program. In 
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Chapter 2, we zero in on the metaphor of a tree in the forest as it relates to place-

based education and the children’s experiences at Nature’s Edge Forest 

Kindergarten. Metaphors help to clarify and broaden the understanding of 

unfamiliar phenomena by applying characteristics of familiar concepts to the 

unknown (Dexter & LaMagdeleine, 2002) and, while doing so, help to 

“illuminate experiences under investigation” (Carpenter, 2008, p. 274). In 

Chapters 3 and 4, we remain in the forest while focusing on each of the four 

children participants and their individual experiences within the Kindergarten 

program. Finally, in the epilogue, we step out of the forest. We reflect on the four 

children’s experiences at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten and discuss the 

implications of the research presented in this thesis.  
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Methodology 

Research Site and Participants 

 Participants for this study were recruited via purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002) 

from a unique nature-based early years program. The Kindergarten program at Nature’s 

Edge Forest Kindergarten fit the pre-determined criteria for site selection (early years 

focus with students aged 4 to 6 years; English medium; majority, if not all, of the 

teaching and learning time occurring outdoors in the natural environment; and located 

close to a large urban centre for easy access). In addition, this forest school is the first of 

its kind in Canada (Forest Schools Canada, 2013).  

First, one teacher was recruited. This teacher was the primary educator of the 

Kindergarten program and involved with the students’ daily activities. She was 

knowledgeable and able to speak confidently about the Kindergarten program and school 

philosophy. Second, once on location, four children (ages 4 and 5 years) attending the 

Kindergarten program were recruited. Using emergent sampling (Patton, 2002) and with 

the assistance of the teacher, two boys and two girls were selected. These children were 

chosen to best represent the variety of experiences encompassing the children at Nature’s 

Edge Forest Kindergarten.  

Access to Site 

As Queen’s University protocol requires, ethical clearance from the university 

(General Research Ethics Board) and the school were obtained before entering the 

research site (see Appendix A). Informed consent from the teacher and the parents of the 

children participants (see Appendix B), as well as assent from the children (Basit, 2010; 

Roberts-Holmes, 2011) were also obtained. Because the four children participants were 
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not recruited until data collection began, informed consent from the parents of the 

children attending the Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday Kindergarten programs was 

requested before entering the site. The teacher selected the days for data collection. 

Parents were informed that their child might or might not be chosen to participate in the 

study. Permission for participation was granted for seven of nine children. This pre-

consent allowed for data collection to occur without delay once entering the research site. 

Since both parents and children must be aware of the implications of the research, the 

four children participants were asked to give their verbal assent once being selected. This 

procedure ensured that all participants knew: that they had a choice as to whether or not 

to participate in the research; what their role in the research was; what would happen to 

the data collected from the research; and that they had the right to withdraw from the 

research at any time without consequence (Basit, 2010; Greig, Taylor, & MacKay, 2007). 

Because this research included the use of photographs of the teacher and children 

participants, confidentiality could not be ensured. However, names, locations, and other 

identifying information have been concealed to respect the privacy of the participants 

(Basit, 2010; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2002). In this respect, pseudonyms 

have been assigned to all participants, and the name of the school has been changed. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected using qualitative methodology and took place over a five-

week period in the winter term. This timing was agreed upon among the researcher, the 

teacher, and the director of the school, and ensured that the children would have a two-

week settling-in period after the Christmas holiday prior to the researcher entering the 

site. Although the winter months presented some logistical challenges for the researcher 



	  

	   12 

due to school closures and poor driving conditions, data were successfully collected and 

reflect the unique winter experiences of four children attending the Kindergarten program 

at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten.  

Data were collected in two stages using observations, photographs, semi-

structured interviews, and photo elicitation (see Appendix C for interview questions and 

photos for elicitation). There was an original plan to involve walking tours with the 

children as a method of data collection. This strategy, however, was not feasible based on 

the size of the outdoor learning environment combined with the amount of snow on the 

ground. The multi-method approach for data collection allowed for methodological 

triangulation. Additionally, gaining the perspectives from multiple participants and 

researcher observations permitted data triangulation. Because triangulation allows for 

cross-data validity checks and helps to illuminate different insights into a phenomenon, 

these two forms of triangulation helped to increase the overall strength of the research 

and the trustworthiness of the study (Hays & Singh, 2012; Patton, 2002).  

Stage 1: Understanding the context and recruiting children participants. 

During the first week of data collection, two days of initial observations were conducted. 

The purpose of the initial observations was to gather data to help inform a description of 

the context, with insight into the physical environment, social environment, daily 

activities, routines and schedules, available resources, daily interactions, and the students 

themselves (Patton, 2002). In addition, these observations were used to identify possible 

child participants. Detailed descriptive notes and photographs were taken during these 

observations (Hays & Singh, 2012).  
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 After completing the initial observations, a preliminary one-hour semi-structured 

audio-recorded interview with the teacher was facilitated. This type of interview helped 

to elicit in-depth views while simultaneously embracing the emergent and dynamic 

nature of qualitative research (Lichtman, 2010; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). While 

most questions were developed prior to the interview, supplementary questions were 

created in response to the views and understandings expressed by the participant (Basit, 

2010). In this respect, questions for the preliminary interview were developed based on 

the initial observations and in conjunction with information obtained from the literature 

on nature-based early years programs (e.g., Knight, 2011a; O’Brien, 2009; Torquati, 

Gabriel, Jones-Branch, & Leeper-Miller, 2010). This interview not only helped to gain a 

more holistic description of the context, but furthermore provided an opportunity for the 

identification of the four children participants.  

Stage 2: Gaining insight into the children’s experiences. Throughout the 

second stage of data collection, information relating directly to the three research 

questions was obtained. In this respect, Stage 2 was divided into three components, each 

relating to a research question: Children’s Perceptions; Outside Observer’s Perceptions; 

and Teacher’s Perceptions. 

Component 1 & Component 2: Children’s perceptions & outside observer’s 

perceptions. To address the first and second research questions, each child participant 

was observed for one and a half school days and participated in one semi-structured 

interview. During the naturalistic observations, detailed descriptive notes were taken 

(Hays & Singh, 2012; Patton, 2002). These observations focused on the daily activities in 

which the children were involved and how the children were interacting and engaging 
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with the learning environment, teacher, and peers. Photographs of the children were taken 

as they engaged in their daily activities (Butler-Kisber, 2010), using a digital camera to 

allow for rapid viewing and reflection (Burke, 2008).  

Each of the children participated in one semi-structured audio-recorded interview, 

including photo elicitation. These interviews took place after lunch during school hours 

and lasted anywhere from 20 to 45 minutes depending on the child. Because young 

children often need support when remembering (Greig et al., 2007) and photographs can 

serve as a tangible prompt (Clark-Ibanez, 2008), photo elicitation was used to obtain each 

child’s perspectives on his or her interactions with nature. Using an iPad to display the 

photographs taken earlier in the day, each child was encouraged to talk about his or her 

own experiences, using the photographs as a tool for reflection (Butler-Kisber, 2010).  

Component 3: Teacher’s perceptions. To address the third research question, the 

teacher participated in an additional one-hour follow-up interview. This audio-recorded 

interview was semi-structured, with interview questions having been developed based on 

the data collected from the initial observations and observations of the children 

participants. This interview helped to elicit the teacher’s views and perceptions of the 

four children participants’ experiences at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten.  

Data Analysis 

The process of analyzing data involves making sense of image and text data 

(Creswell, 2003). To do so, the audio-recordings from the interviews were transcribed 

verbatim and field notes were typed (Hays & Singh, 2012) using Microsoft Word. The 

data were then analyzed using conventional qualitative means, through open coding and 

identifying categories and overarching themes (Creswell, 2007; Hays & Singh, 2012; 
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McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Interviews were transcribed and analyzed as soon as 

possible after the data were collected to ensure trustworthiness (Creswell, 2007). A 

preliminary analysis of the initial observation data was conducted prior to the initial 

interview with the teacher. In addition, ongoing reflection and analysis took place 

throughout the data collection process. This process added to the overall trustworthiness 

of the data (Creswell; Hays & Singh, 2012) and allowed for follow-up interview 

questions to be developed based on observations. Although a more traditional method of 

data analysis was used (highlighting and note-taking by hand; Tracy, 2013), 

TAMSAnalyzer was used as a tool to help analyze the teacher’s interview data 

(Weitzman, 2000).  

Described as a “data analysis spiral” (Creswell, 2007), the process of discovering 

patterns in qualitative data is a “circular one”—an ongoing process in which researchers 

must continuously move from the codes, categories, and themes to the data to validate, 

modify, and expand on ideas accordingly (Creswell; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; 

Tracy, 2013). In this respect, data analysis for this research project was not a linear 

process. Instead, transcripts, observation notes, and photographs were continuously 

revisited to make the best sense of the collected data. In addition, elements of both 

inductive and thematic analysis were used (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Emergent themes 

were identified through initial coding. These themes were then recognized as aligning 

with the theoretical framework, which was subsequently used as a guide for further 

analysis. To aid in this process, memos and notes were kept to help document ideas and 

decisions made throughout the analysis phase (Hays & Singh, 2012).  
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Emergent codes, categories, and themes. Primary-cycle coding began by 

identifying data segments or codes within the interview transcripts and observation notes. 

Possible categories and themes were identified at this time through an initial immersion 

in the data (Creswell, 2007; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Tracy, 2013). Initial codes 

illuminated six possible themes: play and hands-on experiences; interactions with peers; 

interactions with natural environment; planning/learning; knowledge development; and 

developing notions of self. Using the Place-Based Education theoretical framework as a 

guide, these groupings were reduced into three main themes: (a) Lived experience; (b) 

Connections to place and to community; and (c) Learning, growth, and development 

(Figure 1). Once these three themes had been identified, the data were revisited and 

second-cycle coding began (Tracy, 2013). Descriptive codes were developed based on 

the initial codes, taking into account the three over-arching themes. Some codes were 

chunked into larger categories at this point (Creswell, 2007; Hays & Singh, 2012; 

McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Within the theme “lived experience,” five categories 

emerged: full body engagement; interactions with nature; active learning; curricular 

connections; and acts of caring, respect, and appreciation. 

Citing data. When quoting participants in this study, reference is made to the 

original interview or observation source: II = Jane initial interview; FI = Jane follow-up 

interview; O1-O8 = observation notes (1 through 8); JI = Jasper interview; BI = Bella 

interview; OI = Oscar interview; and MI = Marianne interview. 
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Lived Experience 

Full body engagement 
• Climbing 
• Sliding/rolling 
• Snow angels 
• Digging 
• Misc. (gross motor 
movement) 

• Safe risk-taking 
• Pushing physical limits 

Interactions with 
nature 
• Investigating nature 
• Sensory explorations 
• Passive observing of 
nature 

• Critical thinking and 
discussion 

• Experimenting 

Active learning 
• Fantasy and role play 
• Building and creating 
(large- and small-scale) 

• Games 

Curricular connections 
• Language 
• Mathematics 
• Personal	  and	  social	  
development 
• Science	  and	  technology 
• Healthy	  and	  physical	  
activity 
• The	  arts 

Acts of caring, respect, 
and appreciation 
• Caring for others 
• Caring for nature 
• Caring for place 

Connections to place 
 and to community 

 

• Connections to place 
• Connections to community 
• Independence/ 
Interdependence 

Learning, growth,  
and development 

 

• Developing notions of self 
• Knowledge and skill 
development 

• Safety and self-care 

Figure 1. Emergent codes, categories, and themes. 
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The Children 

 

   
 

Name: Jasper 
Age: 4 years 

 
Day(s): Tuesday (Thursday with 
Preschool) 
Experience: 2 weeks 
(Kindergarten) + 3 months 
(Preschool) 
 
* Newest child in the Forest 
Kindergarten program. 
 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

Name: Bella 
Age: 4 years 

 
Day(s): Wednesday 
Experience: 5 months (Kindergarten) 
 
*Also attends Kindergarten at an 
alternative school in the public 
school system. 
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Name: Oscar 
Age: 4 years 

 
Days: Every day (Monday to Friday) 
Experience: 5 months 
(Kindergarten) + 1 year (Preschool) 
 
*Lives on site. Family owns the 
land on which the school is 
located.  
 
*Also attends Farm School one 
morning a week. 

 
 
   

 
 
 

Name: Marianne 
Age: 5 years 

 
Days: Monday and Wednesday 
Experience: 1 year and 5 months 
(Kindergarten) + 1 year (Preschool) 
 
*Also attends Kindergarten in the 
public school system.  
 
*Has attended Nature’s Edge Forest 
Kindergarten the longest of all the 
children. 



 

CHAPTER 1:  STEPPING INTO THE FOREST 

 

 

* * * 

 

 

We dig the earth  

and we reach for the sky. 

Roots and shoots,  

roots and shoots. 

We root so low  

and we shoot so high. 

Roots and shoots, 

roots and shoots. 
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I continue up the path towards the Kindergarten tent. Although I 
cannot see them, I can hear chickadees singing and calling in the trees 
around me. The snow beneath my feet squeaks and creaks with each 
step I take. I walk by the path leading to the pre-school tent; 
structures of coloured ice and snow line the sides of the pathway like 
frozen beacons of light leading the way home. I resist their attraction 
and continue on my way. As I near the base of the stairs leading up to 
the Kindergarten tent, I notice that the circle of meeting logs on the 
ground beside me have almost been buried by the snow that has fallen 
overnight. I envision that these six logs will not stay like this for long 
and will soon be wiped clean once the children have arrived. It is here, 
on most mornings, where Jane and the children meet to plan and discuss 
the day ahead. The children are instrumental in deciding  
where in the forest they go and what they do. I wonder  
what adventures and experiences the children will have  
today. Turning back to the building, I walk up the stairs  
and unfasten the long zipper that lines the door of the  
tent; a blast of warm air welcomes me into the indoor  

space. As I step inside  
and turn around to close  
the door, I see a child dressed in a 
one-piece snowsuit meandering up the 
path towards the tent. The school day 
will soon begin. 
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Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten 

 

The Physical Learning Environment and Materials 

Established in 2008, Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten is located in a small town 

on the outskirts of an Eastern Ontario urban centre. Recognized as the first of its kind in 

Canada, this nature-based forest school caters to children ages 3 to 6 years and offers 

daily preschool and Kindergarten programming (Forest Schools Canada, 2013). In 

addition, the school runs summer outdoor education programs for children and youth 

ages 4 to 17 years, as well as a Homeschooler Wilderness Program (website). Nature’s 

Edge Forest Kindergarten is a registered charity within the province of Ontario and a not-

for-profit organization. The school relies on student fees and donations for funding, and 

recently received a grant from the TD Friends of the Environment for additional materials 

and resources (Jane, FI).  

The learning environment at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten consists of 190 

acres of woodland, with two canvas tents providing an indoor retreat and learning 

environment for the preschool and Kindergarten children (Figure 2). The natural outdoor 

space provides a unique learning environment, consisting of trees, hills, cliffs, boulders, 

and open grassy areas. In addition, numerous wetland areas are scattered throughout the 

Figure 2. Surrounded by trees, the Kindergarten tent is nestled comfortably in the forest. 
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forest, providing children with access to several lakes, creeks, and marshlands (see 

Appendix D for map of the outdoor learning environment). 

Erected on a raised wooden platform, the Kindergarten tent is heated by a 

woodstove in the winter months and provides children with the convenience of a modern 

compostable toilet. Outside, the tent roof is covered by a plastic tarp, which helps to 

provide additional protection against the elements and aids in water drainage (Figure 3). 

Inside, the children have access to running water by means of a camping sink, with fresh 

warm water brought into the tent by the teacher each morning. This indoor space is 

predominantly lit by the sun’s natural light, which radiates through the tent’s ceiling, 

walls, and two plastic windows; a battery powered camping lantern offers additional light 

when needed. Similar to a traditonal classroom, there is a child-sized table and chairs, as 

well as two shelves for resources and materials (Figure 4). In the tent’s separate 

entranceway, all the children are provided with their own space and container to store 

their personal belongings and additional items of clothing.  

 

 

Figure 3. Erected on a raised wooden platform, the Kindergarten tent provides an indoor retreat and learning 
environment for children in the Kindergarten program. 
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Within the Kindergarten tent, branches and sticks hang from the ceiling and walls, 

providing a home for several hand-made art projects such as paper snowflakes and felted 

acorns. On one wall, posters displaying pictures of native Ontario birds and animal tracks 

hang. In another area of the tent, the hand-written words “hibernation,” “insulation,” and 

“migration” hang from two strings dangling from the ceiling, taking their place among 

other words. Propped against the wall that divides the main area of the tent from the 

entranceway is a bookshelf with two bottom shelves that have been turned into a “Living 

Museum.” The shelves house a collection of natural materials such as sticks, rocks, and 

pinecones. Within the learning environment at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten, 

children not only have access to traditional school materials, such as paper and art 

supplies, but to natural items unique to the surrounding forest. Objects such as bones and 

fur are as common materials, if not more common, within this learning environment as 

Figure 4. Inside the Kindergarten tent, children are provided with many of the same conveniences 
that would be found in a more traditional classroom setting. 
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wooden blocks and toy animals. Jane explains that the Living Museum is constantly 

changing with the children’s interests and the seasonal changes of the forest. In fact, 

many of the natural materials found inside the Kindergarten tent were purposefully 

collected during the warmer months to be used by the children on the colder winter days. 

Within this tent, the children have access to a large bucket of fiction and non-fiction 

books. These books share a common focus on the natural environment and nature, 

helping to further bring the outside world into the indoor learning space. 

Jane clarifies that all of the materials are easily accessible to the children and can 

be moved freely between the indoor and outdoor learning environment. The storage shed 

located next to the Kindergarten tent presents children with access to a variety of 

additional objects more commonly used outside. In the warmer months, materials such as 

sidewalk chalk, rakes, and butterfly nets are popular with the children. In the winter 

months, however, these objects have been traded for tools such as shovels, recycled 

yoghurt containers, metal buckets, and digging instruments. When going on excursions 

deeper in the forest, children are able to bring these materials along with them, although 

they will most often choose to leave them behind at the tent. Jane is always equipped 

with her backpack, which she uses to carry first aid materials, snacks, and the children’s 

water bottles. This backpack also serves as a portable classroom shelf as it is home to 

many additional learning materials such as magnifying glasses, ropes, and mirrors.  

School Philosophy and Guiding Principles 

By simply stepping into the learning environment at Nature’s Edge Forest 

Kindergarten, it is clear that the school is not a traditional one. Emphasizing health-, 

environmental-, and community-conscious core principles (see Figure 5), the school 
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encourages the development of the whole child through its outdoor-based programming. 

The school’s mission statement presents a philosophy that reflects not only the 

development of the whole child but also encourages connections to place: 

[Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten] provides holistic educational programs that 
elicit in each child a strong sense of imagination, empowerment, increased 
mobility and motor skills, respect for self and others, and environmental 
responsibility. 
 
To achieve this, we deliver an almost exclusively outdoor-based program where 
children are ‘in the bush’ whenever possible, actively exploring the natural world 
and everything in it ~ plants, animals, water, minerals. They all have things to 
teach us. 
 
Our unique child-centred curriculum empowers children to be active agents in 
their own learning by providing opportunities to connect with each other and the 
world around them in non-violent and caring ways.  

(Parent Handbook, n.d., p. 2) 

Complementing this mission statement, the school further encourages collaborative 

partnerships between children and adults to create community and to help “embody and 

advocate a sustainable vision for a healthy future” (Parent Handbook, p. 3) with the hopes 

of developing young citizens who feel strong connections to the natural world. With a 1:5 

adult-to-child ratio, the Kindergarten program strives to put its values into practice by 

offering “children space to connect to the earth, grow compassionately as they connect to 

one another, and gain confidence to face any task at hand” (Parent Handbook, p. 4).  

  

Nature's Edge Forest Kindergarten Core Principles: 
vEnvironmental Sustainability vExperiential Learning vHolistic Education 

vCreativity vOrganic, Locally-Sourced Food 
vCompassionate, Non-Violent Communication vCommunity Building & Engagement vHealthy 

Living; Empowerment vLong-Term Vision 
vDevelopmental Focus vInterdisciplinary vIntegrity & Accountability 

(Parent Handbook, n.d., p. 3) 

Figure 5. The core principles. 
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The Power of Nature 

 

Nature is a powerful force. It can be awe-inspiring and breathtaking, 

tranquil and relaxed. It provides a place to play or, simply, a place to be. It can 

encourage action, evoke emotions, or bring calm to a hectic day. Nature is a 

source of healing and is innately entwined with health. It promotes growth and 

development, as well as inquiry, conversation, and appreciation. Nature 

awakens our senses and illuminates our inner spirit. In these many ways, nature 

is essential to learning and to life: 

Unlike television, nature does not steal time; it amplifies it. Nature offers 
healing for a child living in a destructive family or neighborhood. It serves 
as a blank slate upon which a child draws and reinterprets the culture’s 
fantasies. Nature inspires creativity in a child by demanding visualization 
and the full use of the senses. Given a chance, a child will bring the 
confusion of the world to the woods, wash it in the creek, turn it over to 
see what lives on the unseen side of that confusion. Nature can frighten a 
child, too, and this fright serves a purpose. In nature, a child finds 
freedom, fantasy, and privacy: a place distant from the adult world, a 
separate peace. (Louv, 2008, p. 7) 
 
For many people, “nature” can be defined as a landscape untouched by 

human influence. It can be viewed as the regions beyond urban and agricultural 

development, where natural processes are unimpeded by human contact 
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(“Handle with Care,” 2008). However, by suggesting that nature simply exists 

where people do not presents a negative view of our role within the life cycles 

and ecosystems of the planet. Instead, humans are embedded in nature and 

should not be viewed as separate (Wickson, 2008), suggesting that these 

connections exist in all environments, both urban and rural. In essence, nature 

can be viewed as the biodiversity and abundance of “natural wildness” (Louv, 

2008) and can be perceived as anything from “loose parts in a backyard” to “a 

rugged mountain ridge” (Louv, 2008, p. 8); a small flower or insect in the 

schoolyard to a forest filled with trees. Connections and interactions with nature 

tend to benefit children’s cognitive development, with outcomes ranging from 

improved cognitive functioning (Wells, 2000) to the development of important 

academic skills that enable children to have greater success in school and in 

navigating the world (Miller, 2007). Perhaps more important though are the 

positive outcomes among nature, health, and wellbeing, along with the 

cultivation of environmental appreciation, empathy, and stewardship. Because 

humans are inherently rooted in nature, children should begin their educational 

journey surrounded by the natural world, having their holistic growth and 

development nourished by the wild and natural environment.  
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A Child-Centred Curriculum and Responsive Educator 

With the school day running from 9:00 am until 4:00 pm each weekday, learning 

at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten is child-directed and is achieved through hands-on 

experiences and emergent interactions with the natural world:  

Children lead our activities and what they might want to do – because it’s not 
about my agenda, it’s about their agenda and their learning. When I see an 
opportunity for going more in-depth in their learning, expanding their knowledge, 
then I can kind of jump in there and use that as a springboard to move onto 
something else. (Jane, II, p. 1) 
 

This statement illuminates how, although child-directed, learning within this environment 

does not simply involve the child alone. While the children have the opportunity to 

engage in a plethora of hands-on experiences with nature, the teacher plays an active role 

in extending children’s learning by promoting discussion, exploration, and critical 

thought. This relationship is almost symbiotic, where a reciprocal interaction among the 

children, the environment, and the teacher can be observed. While the curricular focus 

remains on the children’s curiosities and questions, the teacher acts to respond to the 

emergent interests of the children by extending and expanding on their experiences. In 

this case, extending learning may include the introduction of facts related to a certain area 

of interest or the presentation of cues and questions that may aid in children’s natural 

observations:  

In January, we are looking at life in winter. What are animals doing? What are we 
doing? What’s happening in the forest? Trees, how are they staying warm and are 
they living even if they don’t have leaves? Or the ones that do have leaves, what 
do those leaves look like and what does that provide for them? Animals, what 
have they done? We talked about migration a bit in the fall when we were seeing 
birds migrate and now we get to talk about hibernation and what’s happening. 
And we get to talk about life. Animals that we see signs of or that we actually see 
in the winter. We do a lot of tracking of animal prints. Sound tracking of birds 
that we hear we can follow.  
… 
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And we’re learning a lot about snow this month also. Or beginning to learn about 
snow and what is it like. You know, today is it crunchy? Is it really heavy and 
dense? Can we make snowballs? Is it really fluffy and powdery? How does it 
work? How does it feel? (Jane, II, pp. 3-4) 
 
Although the school is not required to have a formal curriculum, Jane uses The 

Full-Day Early Learning—Kindergarten Program (the Ontario Kindergarten curriculum; 

OME, 2010) as a loose guideline for her nature-based Kindergarten program. Because 

many of the children attend public Kindergarten in addition to the early years program 

provided by Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten, Jane feels that it is important for her to 

understand what the children are working on in their school lives outside of the forest to 

best support their growth and development. Jane is quick to point out, however, that she 

“does not necessarily do things in the same way that they would be done in a public 

school setting or an indoor setting” (Jane, II, p. 2). For example, while children in a 

traditional classroom may learn to write using a pencil and paper, the children in Jane’s 

Forest Kindergarten class may learn to write using a piece of bark on a tree or mud on a 

piece of muslin fabric. In this respect, while striving to reach similar learning goals, the 

children attending the nature-based Kindergarten program engage in experiences that are 

reflective of the unique learning environment of the forest.  

Daily Routines and Activities 

Because the program at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten is child-centred and 

emerges with the children’s experiences in the forest, a strict daily schedule does not 

exist. Instead, Jane and the children function on a more flexible time frame, in which 

certain daily routines and activities occur. The beginning of the school day usually starts 

with a Morning Meeting. Once the children have all arrived at school and the parents 
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have departed, Jane and the children will 

typically gather at the meeting logs to 

discuss the day ahead (Figure 6). Jane 

describes this process:  

They can choose. It’s kind of like 
a challenge by choice embarkment 
… The children get to decide what 
they want to do—whether they 
want to slide down a particular hill 
or rock or climb up a tree or build 
a snow sculpture. They get to 
decide. (Jane, II, p. 4) 
 

The Morning Meeting functions as a time when the children play an instrumental role in 

planning the day ahead, while also allowing the small community to touch base with one 

another: 

In the mornings, with our morning meeting, that’s the only time that I really say 
that we need to learn about and listen to each other. And learn about what each 
other wants to do and really be respectful in a democratic kind of scenario. That’s 
our chance to kind of set out the day and make our plans. And then we go about it. 
(Jane, II, p. 4)  
 

After the meeting, the class typically engages in some kind of active endeavour, “Either 

we are moving to do something like hiking to a particular place the children want to go or 

building something or digging in something or otherwise actively engaged with all of our 

bodies” (Jane, II, p. 5). Jane often uses these endeavours as an opportunity for teaching:  

Frequently, that’s a chance for me to bring in a lesson of some kind. So, say we 
want to go first thing to the creek. Before we get there, I can say ‘when we get to 
the creek, let’s take a look at whether it’s frozen or it’s not.’ … So, once we get 
there, the children know that we’re going to explore. (Jane, II, p. 5) 
 
By mid-morning the children are ready for a break. In the winter at this time, the 

class usually retreats to the Kindergarten tent for a snack and to warm their bodies up. 

Figure 6. Most mornings, the class gathers at the 
meeting logs to discuss the day ahead. 
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Throughout the warmer months, however, and on winter days where the temperature is 

above 0°C, the children eat their snacks outside. Before snack each morning, Jane and the 

children take a moment to reflect on their connections with the natural world, their 

families, and one another. One child chooses a special Thank You Object (such as a rock 

or leaf), which is then passed around the class. With the Thank You Object in hand, each 

person says what he or she is thankful for. Once Jane has provided the children with a 

healthy snack, she often uses this time for some kind of literacy activity, “we either will 

have a guided discussion or sometimes I’ll read a story or we’ll have some kind of 

conversation about something happening in the children’s lives” (Jane, II, p. 6). 

After snack, the class heads back outside for the rest of the morning. “We’re out 

and doing something still active but maybe less exploratory. So, we tend to do something 

more all together. Whether it’s visiting the climbing tree or following some animal 

tracks” (Jane, II, p. 6). At some point throughout the morning, the class typically engages 

in some form of group game: “We’ll all together or most of us will end up playing a 

game. Often it’s related to camouflage, like a hide-and-seek kind of a game, or a stalking 

and hunting kind of a game” (Jane, II, p. 5). Although it is obvious that these games must 

have been taught to the children at some point earlier in the school year, either by the 

teacher or peers, they now emerge naturally within the children’s play and active 

learning.  

After a full and active morning, the class returns to the Kindergarten tent for 

lunch. An organic, vegetarian meal is provided to the children by the school each day. 

Jane explains, “[The children are] amazing eaters. They’re generally quite ravenous by 

the time lunch comes around. And they love all the food that’s brought here. Just love it” 
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(Jane, II, p. 6). Before lunch each day, Jane and the children light a beeswax candle, 

which is then placed in a lantern on the table (Figure 7). The class then reads a poem 

together: 

Earth who gives to us this food, 

Sun who makes it ripe and good. 

Dearest Earth and Dearest Sun, 

Thanks for all that you have done. 

 

Similar to the thank you routine before morning snack, this is a time where the 

Kindergarten children can reflect on their relationship with nature. In particular, this is a 

time where they can recognize and give thanks to where their food comes from. The act 

of lighting a candle is also an important routine for the children, “They love it! It’s a 

special thing for them!” (Jane, O2, p. 8).  

 After lunch, the children typically engage in a 

quieter activity while Jane takes her lunch break. 

Under the supervision of another educator, the 

Kindergarten children participate in either an indoor 

(e.g., reading) or outdoor (e.g., playing in the snow) 

activity depending on their interest. When Jane 

returns from lunch, the children are typically ready 

for an afternoon snack. After snack, the class usually 

takes part in “one final exploration or game or couple 

of games. Sometimes an art activity for the end of the 

Figure 7. Before lunch each day, Jane 
and the children light a beeswax candle, 
which is then placed in a lantern on the 
table. 



	  

	   34 

day” (Jane, II, p. 6). Jane proclaims that, although the children are at school for a total of 

seven hours, the day seems to fly by: 

When we talk about it being a 9:00 to 4:00 day, it seems daunting and lengthy but 
really it flies by because we’re just on the move and constantly exploring and 
talking and discussing and thinking about what we’re doing and feeling … it’s 
certainly a fun way to be out and learning with the kids. (Jane, II, p. 6) 
 

At the end of the school day, the class returns to the Kindergarten tent. At this point, the 

children work together to help clean up any remaining materials. When finished, the 

children play either outside or inside the Kindergarten tent until their parents arrive. 

Sometimes the day’s accomplishments are recounted to the parents as the children leave. 

Children may show projects created throughout the day, but more often tell stories of 

their adventures. This sharing of children’s experiences reinforces that the narrative of 

exploration is as important, if not more important, than tangible artifacts in this learning 

environment. 

  



	  

	   35 

  
The Animal Skull 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A cold gust of air sweeps by the Kindergarten children as they play in 
the snow next to the frozen pond. Jasper takes cover in a gathering of 
evergreen trees close by. Although this is a favourite area of the 
forest, he has not been here since the snow has whitewashed the 
forest landscape. Three months ago, Jasper could be found in this same 
spot catching and examining frogs on the muddy banks of the pond. The 
winter, however, has changed the landscape into an unfamiliar space. 
From within the trees, Jasper looks around the forest. Something 
catches his eye; he moves closer to examine it. “Hey guys! Look!” 
Jasper has found a large cage hidden among the trees. In its prime, this 
cage was most likely used as a chicken coop or a home for small 
animals; it now, however, sits empty and untouched. Gathering his 
friends, Jasper steps into the cage, examining the wire walls and ceiling. 
One child notices something hanging from above and calls Jane over to 
retrieve it. The children all watch in awe as their teacher retrieves an 
animal skull from the wire ceiling.  
 
The mere sight of the skull sparks instant conversation among the 
children. “Maybe it’s a dinosaur! A little dinosaur. Or a big animal,”  
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Jasper proposes. As the children each take turns touching and feeling 
the skull, they talk about the different parts of the bone. “Those teeth 
look like nails!” one child remarks. Comparing the skull to his teacher’s 
head, Jasper announces, “That one’s small and your head’s big. It’s not 
going to be a person.”  
 
After about 10 minutes of exploration and conversation, only two 
children—Jasper and his friend Ethan—remain interested in the skull. As 
it is now time for morning snack, the children begin their journey back 
to the Kindergarten tent. On the way, Jasper and Ethan continue to talk 
about the skull; they are determined to discover what kind of animal it 
came from. 
 

Jasper – “I think it’s a mouse.” 
 Ethan – “No, they don’t have teeth like that.” 

Jasper – “Okay, a bear?” 
Ethan – “No, a bear’s head is bigger.” 
Jasper – “Maybe that skeleton is from a bird.” 
Ethan – “No. That animal has teeth.” 
Jasper – “Birds have beaks.” 

 
Arriving at the tent, the two boys make the decision that the skull 
must have come from a coyote, fox, or wolf. They head up the stairs 
and into the tent, excited to discuss this new discovery with their 
friends.  
 
	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

CHAPTER 2: THE TREE IN THE FOREST 
 

 

* * * 

 

 

We love the birds 

and we love the trees. 

Roots and shoots,  

roots and shoots. 

We love the whales 

and the chimpanzees. 

Roots and shoots, 

roots and shoots. 
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The sun is now high above us in the sky; the light it casts covers the 
forest like a blanket, warming the trees and life below. Following the 
lead of the children, we are now in an area of the forest neighbouring 
the north side of the Kindergarten tent. I watch as two girls 
confidently climb a tree in front of me. As one child hangs from a low-
lying branch at the bottom of the tree, the other scrambles up the 
trunk with ease. I think about the tree that they are climbing and, if it 
could speak, the stories it would tell. I’m sure it would tell tales of 
the many children who have visited this same place and interacted with 
this tree in their  
own way. As the  
seasons change, I  
imagine that this  
tree remains a  
favourite place for  
the children to play,  
but the way in  
which the children  
interact with it  
most likely changes  
as the tree evolves  
throughout the  
year—growing new  
leaves in the spring  
and then shedding  
them in the fall.  
Like this tree, the  
way in which the  
children at Nature’s  
Edge Forest Kindergarten interact with the natural environment and the 
experiences they have at school change throughout the year. But also, 
like this tree, these experiences remain grounded in this place…  

   in this forest…  
      in this community. 
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The Children’s Experiences 

 

The Tree: Place-Based Education at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten 

The children at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten have the opportunity to engage 

in many authentic learning experiences throughout the year. While remaining grounded 

within the unique learning environment of the forest and within the surrounding 

community, these experiences align with the thinking of place-based education (Figure 

8). In particular, when examining the children’s experiences at Nature’s Edge Forest 

Kindergarten, we can use three concepts from place-based education as guiding lenses. 

First, place-based education grounds learning in students’ lived experience (Smith, 2002). 

If we were to elicit a metaphor to help explain this concept, the image of a tree can be 

used (Figure 9). In this case, the tree represents the children’s experiences within the 

nature-based Kindergarten program. When stepping foot into the early years program at 

Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten, the children’s lived experiences are easily observed. 

For example, children play in the snow, climb trees, and observe birds at the birdfeeder. 

Figure 8. While at school, the children at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten engage in many nature-based 
experiences. These activities remain based in nature, the forest, and the community; the activities change 
throughout the year depending on the season. 
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The children’s lived experiences are the outside of the tree, the parts of the tree that are 

easily visible—the bark and the leaves. Like a tree, these lived experiences change 

throughout the year. Also, like a tree, these experiences grow and evolve over time. In the 

winter, the children’s lived experiences at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten take on 

several different forms. Although difficult to separate, these lived experiences can be 

viewed in five general categories. Full body engagement: children engage in full body 

experiences through gross motor exploration and movement. Interactions with nature: 

children interact with nature and the natural world through investigations, sensory 

explorations, observations, and experimentation. In addition, children engage in critical 

thought and discussion related to their experiences with nature. Active learning: children 

engage in active learning experiences through building, creating, playing, and taking part 

in games. Curricular connections: although the Kindergarten program at Nature’s Edge 

Forest Kindergarten does not follow a structured curriculum, children engage in 

experiences that can be connected to curricular expectations presented in many 

contemporary public curricula (e.g., The Full-Day Early Learning—Kindergarten 

Program; OME, 2010). Acts of caring, respect, and appreciation: children engage in acts 

of caring, respect, and appreciation towards others, nature, and place. 

Second, place-based education grounds learning in the local phenomena, serving 

to strengthen students’ connections to the natural world and the surrounding community 

(Smith, 2002). Similar to place-based education, the roots of a tree strongly secure it to 

the earth in which it grows. In our metaphor, these roots represent how the children’s 

experiences within the nature-based Kindergarten program are grounded to place and the 
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local phenomena. Although not as easily observed, evidence of connections to place and 

to community can be seen within the actions of the children at school. 

Third, place-based education seeks to help children develop knowledge and skills 

in the local context (Winthler et al., 2010). In this respect, the children at Nature’s Edge 

Forest Kindergarten are developing knowledge and skills through their lived experiences 

in the forest. Some of this development can be viewed as traditional Kindergarten 

learning (such as pre-reading skills), whereas other development is reflective of the 

unique learning environment (such as forest safety). Because this learning is hidden 

within the children’s lived experiences, it can viewed as the underlying heart of the tree. 

Within the tree trunk and branches, layered rings of growth are evident. These rings can 

be imagined as student learning, growth, and development. 

Lived experience 

Connections to place and to community 

Learning, growth, and development 

Figure 9. The metaphor of a tree can be used to describe the 
children’s experiences at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten. 



	  

	   42 

The Bark and Leaves – Children’s lived experiences 

 Full body engagement. From making angels in the 

snow to climbing branches in the tree; sliding down hills in 

the forest to crawling through tunnels made of snow; 

jumping off logs and boulders to digging in the snow with 

shovels and garden spades, the children at Nature’s Edge 

Forest Kindergarten are constantly interacting with the 

natural world in a physical way. This type of physical 

engagement aligns with a statement made in the Parent 

Handbook, emphasizing an educational model that “engages the learning child and 

addresses their needs and wants through true experience: the act of ‘doing’” (Parent 

Handbook, n.d., p. 7). Jane describes this type of learning and physical acts of doing as 

engaging children on both a physical and cognitive level, “It’s wonderful for the children 

just to be immersed right in everything they’re doing. Full body. And it keeps their minds 

really active. Their minds and bodies really active” (II, p. 1).  

Having the opportunity to be actively engaged and 

fully immersed in the natural environment is crucial for 

children within this school setting. In fact, the physical 

environment in which these children learn acts as a catalyst 

for such activities. For example, a fresh layer of powdered 

snow encourages children to make hand, foot, or body prints; 

the hills that form the banks on either side of the frozen 

creek beckon children to slide and roll (Figure 10). In this 

Figure 10. Jasper slides down a 
hill towards the creek. 

Figure 11. Bella and Marianne 
discuss the animal prints they 
have seen in the forest. 
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respect, the natural environment may both inspire spontaneous interactions with the 

world and emergent learning through full-body engagement. 

 Interactions with nature. Through first-hand experiences and authentic 

interactions with place, the children at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten are constantly 

presented with emergent opportunities to explore the elements of the forest and to learn 

about the natural world (Figure 11). In the same sense that the physical learning 

environment inspires children to engage with nature through full-body experiences, it too 

provokes wonder and awe about the natural elements of the forest and the life found 

within. The forest presents a welcoming landscape for sensory experiences, 

investigations, and explorations with the natural world. Jane notes: 

The children will go on many kilometre-long hikes in the spring and summer and 
fall … We usually take nice stops along the way and explore seasonal ponds that 
are in the forest or listen for Spring Peepers in the springtime. Look for spiders in 
crooks of trees in the fall.  (II, p. 7) 
 

Through touching, listening, seeing, smelling, and tasting, the children at Nature’s Edge 

Forest Kindergarten are able to “live through their senses” (Schweizer, 2009, p. 11) and 

formulate their own notions of what nature means to them. In the winter, sensory 

experiences range from tasting snow and ice to touching and feeling snakeskin, smelling 

the branches of an evergreen tree to listening to the birds in the forest. Quite often these 

experiences spark discussion, questioning, and critical thought among the children within 

the Kindergarten program. In response, Jane and the children engage in different forms of 

experimentation with the natural world. These investigations range from formal, group 

experiments (such as using snow as an insulator) to child-initiated explorations (such as 

adding water to a bucket of snow at the creek).  
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Active learning. Through seemingly endless opportunities for building, creating, 

and playing, the children at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten are constantly engrossed 

in the natural learning environment and engaged in active learning (Figure 12). The forest 

itself, as well as the open-ended materials found within, act as springboards for active 

learning experiences. For example, Jane highlights that the creek is a favourite place in 

the forest for the children and often promotes emergent experiences: 

Sometimes [the children] want to build bridges across it. Sometimes they want to 
scoop leaves out of it. Sometimes they want to scoop buckets of water out. 
Sometimes they want to bring buckets of water from the bottom of the hill up to 
the top just to splash them down and jump down a mudslide. And they adore that. 
(Jane, II, p. 9) 
 

Outside in the winter, children can be found engaged in 

emergent activities such as building snow structures, having 

tea parties, and role playing animals. On colder days, the 

children spend time inside the Kindergarten tent engaged in 

different activities such as making paper snowflakes or 

creating animals out of playdough. At some point throughout 

the day, the children participate in a group game. These 

games usually encourage children to apply their knowledge 

about the natural world in different ways. For example, the 

game “Hide the Leaf” requires children to apply their 

knowledge about camouflage to hide a leaf-shaped paint chip 

in the forest for their peers to find.  

Curricular connections. Although Nature’s Edge 

Forest Kindergarten is not a “traditional” school, much of 

Figure 12. Bella plays by herself in 
the half-buried canoe. 

Figure 13. After finishing his lunch, 
Jasper quietly looks at a book. 
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what is learned within the program reflects traditional 

Kindergarten values. In particular, there are numerous 

opportunities within the learning environment for children to 

develop literacy and numeracy understandings through their 

experiences. For example, through the daily use of fiction 

and non-fiction books, the children are exposed to the 

concept that print carries meaning and that books can be 

used as a source for knowledge (Figure 13). Through the use 

of various art supplies in the Kindergarten tent, as well as the natural materials outdoors, 

children are able to experiment with writing in an experiential way (Figure 14). 

Additionally, through their experiences with the natural elements of the forest, children 

engage in emergent numeracy activities, such as counting or grouping items (e.g., 

pinecones or bones) according to their characteristics.  

Acts of caring, respect, and appreciation. Emphasizing connections with 

nature, community, and place, the children within the Kindergarten program engage in 

many experiences throughout the day in which caring, respect, and appreciation are 

highlighted. Jane proclaims: 

My focus, I guess, with the kids in their learning on a 
day-to-day basis is about developing confidence … 
developing awareness of themselves, of their 
surroundings, of their peers. Developing a respect for 
all that’s around them. Not just the forest but for each 
other, for the environment, for themselves. (II, p. 2) 
 

Throughout the day, children help with the maintenance of 

their learning environment and materials. For example, 

Figure 14. Oscar and Jane 
write on an old tree using a 
piece of bark. 

Figure 15. Marianne and Oscar 
help to bring firewood into the 
Kindergarten tent. 
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children may be asked to tidy up when transitioning to a new activity or to help bring 

firewood into the tent from the shed outdoors (Figure 15). When encountering a conflict, 

children are encouraged to work through their problems with one another in a democratic, 

respectful way. In addition to these informal experiences, the children at Nature’s Edge 

Forest Kindergarten engage in more formal acts of caring, respect, and appreciation 

through several of their daily routines (e.g., reciting a nature poem before lunch each 

day). 
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Nature-Based Early Childhood Education 

 

The “idea of designing children’s outdoor spaces as places where 

ecological processes are made integral to the learning and developmental process 

is not new. It can be found in one of the oldest educational systems, the 

kindergarten” (Herrington, 2005, p. 216). In 1840, Friedrich Froebel coined the 

term “Kindergarten,” or children’s garden. He believed in the importance of 

outdoor learning, emphasizing that children should be outside as much as 

possible to enable proper growth and development (Gautreau, 2009; Herrington). 

Froebel was one of the first educators to promote and place value on children’s 

self-initiated activities, emergent exploration, and experimentation with the 

outdoor physical environment (Herrington). While he formally integrated child-

nature connections into his teaching and educational approach, the notion of 

uniting children with the natural world was not unique to Froebel. In the 17th 

and 18th centuries, child-nature relationships were believed by scholars, lawyers, 

and church officials to help cultivate the development of moral values. In the 18th 

century, Jean-Jacque Rousseau introduced a humanist view and the concept that 

education “should take place in a garden because it offered the opportunity to 
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experience, through the body and the senses” (Upitis, 2010, p. 47). Embracing a 

similar philosophy, Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi sought to help children from 

poor families by employing a teaching style that engaged children in the arts and 

agricultural activities in the natural outdoor environment (Upitis, 2010). 

Influenced by Rousseau’s and Pestalozzi’s educational principles, Froebel took 

children into the natural environment, where they had the opportunity to collect 

and investigate artifacts from the natural world. Through these experiences, 

Froebel further developed his teaching approach (Upitis, 2010). As early as 1876, 

John Dewey expressed an interest in Froebel’s learning gardens, incorporating 

gardening and the notion of learning through experience into practice (Dewey, 

1998; Upitis, 2010). 

While the original traditions of Kindergarten embrace outdoor learning 

and child-nature connections, time has revealed a shift from the natural world to 

a primarily indoor school setting, a setting that is now viewed as the norm. In 

recent years, however, this norm is beginning to shift again. Because the natural 

world provides limitless learning opportunities for creative play and real-life 

experiences (Sweatman & Warner, 2009), in conjunction with the growing 

demand to foster child-nature connections, many schools around the world are 

beginning to integrate nature into everyday pedagogy and practice. By having 

children spend a large portion of their day (if not the entire day) outside in the 

natural environment, these schools strive to provide children with daily, 
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meaningful connections with the natural world through developmentally 

appropriate activities (Larimore, 2011).  

Forest schools have a long history of popularity in several Scandinavian 

countries dating back to the 1950s (Forest Schools Canada, 2013). It is estimated 

that there are roughly 300 forest preschools in Denmark alone (Gautreau, 2009). 

In Germany, Waldkindergartens or “Forest Kindergartens” have become 

especially popular since the 1990s (Kane & Kane, 2011), with over 700 forest 

schools available to children in the country (many of which are subsidized by the 

government; Gautreau). These Forest Schools and Kindergartens provide an 

educational setting that is completely nature-based, where children are outside 

all day, in all seasons, and in all weather. These outdoor schools focus closely on 

children’s free play experiences, using only what is found in the natural 

environment. In this setting, free play is understood to help nurture fantasy play, 

creativity, and sensitivity to the Earth (Kane & Kane, 2011). Similarly, the United 

Kingdom has seen a Forest School initiative, promoting the development of 

outdoor classrooms. Linking to the national curriculum, these British Forest 

Schools cater to children of all ages, integrating both child-led and adult-led 

activities through hands-on learning experiences in the natural, woodland 

environment (Kane & Kane, 2011; O’Brien, 2009). In the United States and in 

some parts of Canada, nature-based pre-schools and Kindergartens have been 

developed. Although many of these educational settings are still in the early 

phases of development, these forest and nature-based schools deliver programs 
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that are both “real” and “authentic” by providing children with the opportunity 

to learn not only about nature, but also see, touch, smell, hear, and experience 

nature first-hand (Bailie, 2010). Canada’s first Forest Preschool and Kindergarten 

was established in 2008. Since then, several forest and nature school programs 

have been developed throughout the country (Forest Schools Canada, 2013). 

 As the nature-based educational movement continues to grow, so too does 

the empirical research backing these programs. For example, O’Brien (2009; see 

also O’Brien & Murray, 2007) examined the impact associated with Forest School 

activities for children in the United Kingdom. Through extensive discussions 

with practitioners, recorded observations, and questionnaires with teachers, 

parents, and children, O’Brien found that Forest School activities were associated 

with many positive outcomes for children: increased self-esteem and self-

confidence; improved social skills; development of language and communication 

skills; improved motivation and concentration; development of knowledge and 

understanding; and improved physical motor skills. While empirical evidence 

provides support for the positive outcomes associated with children’s 

participation in nature-based educational programs (e.g., Kane & Kane, 2011; 

Maynard, 2007; O’Brien, 2009), research fails to fully describe what daily life is 

like for the students who attend these schools and how children perceive these 

experiences with nature. Learning about students’ outdoor education 

experiences, such as those at Forest and nature-based schools, should help to 
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better inform the pedagogical approaches of future programs (Wattchow & 

Brown, 2011).  
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The Roots – Connections to place and to community  

Through their lived experiences in the forest, the children at Nature’s Edge Forest 

Kindergarten are developing connections with the natural environment and their school 

community. Although not as easily visible as the children’s lived experiences, evidence 

of connections to place and community can be seen in the actions and some of the 

experiences in which the Kindergarten children engage. For example, connections to 

place can be seen through children’s expressions of favourite places and spaces in the 

forest, such as the creek or climbing tree. When hiking through the woodland, the 

children are aware of the forest life and move carefully to ensure that they do not break 

small trees and branches. Connections to community can be seen through the children’s 

learned ability to function as a small democratic society, in which the children and 

teacher work together to make 

decisions for the group and to plan 

the school day. In addition, 

children often turn to one another 

for help and frequently work as a 

team to complete a task, 

communicating with one another 

while doing so (Figure 16).  

The Heart – Growth, development, and learning 

Outdoor environments provide endless opportunities for student growth, 

development, and learning. The learning environment at Nature’s Edge Forest 

Kindergarten is no different. In her book, Nature and Young Children: Encouraging 

Figure 16. The children work as a team to set the table for 
lunch. 
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Creative Play and Learning in Natural Environments, Ruth Wilson (2008) discusses how 

children’s experiences in these natural learning environments help them to develop not 

only important domain-related skills and learning—adaptive skills, aesthetic 

development, cognitive development, social development, emotional development, and 

physical development—but also wonder, creativity, and imagination. Additionally, 

Wilson and other authors (e.g., Banning & Sullivan, 2011; Schweizer, 2009) describe 

how many academic goals and learning outcomes outlined within structured curricula can 

be achieved through outdoor learning. For example, numeracy skills can be developed 

through counting and categorizing rocks; scientific inquiry skills can be developed 

through encouraging children to ask questions about the natural environment. From 

learning about life in the forest to pushing 

their own physical limits while engaged in 

safe risk taking; from sorting bones according 

to shape and size to learning how to listen to 

one’s own body; from reading stories about 

nature to learning about forest safety first-

hand, the children at Nature’s Edge Forest 

Kindergarten are growing, developing, and 

learning in a holistic way. In this respect, 

through their experiences in the forest, 

children are not only developing skills and knowledge unique to the learning environment 

in which they spend their days, but are learning traditional and foundational academic 

skills (Figure 17). 

Figure 17. Through their experiences in the 
forest, the children at Nature’s Edge Forest 
Kindergarten not only learn about nature and 
the forest, but develop traditional knowledge and 
academic skills. 
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Hunting for Icicles 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Marianne takes a break from playing in the snow with her friends. She 
strolls over to the Kindergarten tent and walks up the stairs, coming to 
a pause on the snow-covered platform that surrounds the canvas 
building. Her body relaxes as she leans on the wooden railing that marks 
the perimeter of the structure. With this view from above, she 
watches her friends as they continue to roll snowballs in the sticky 
snow below.  
 
Suddenly, as though a light bulb has been switched on in her head, a 
smile washes across Marianne’s face. “I am going to go hunting for 
icicles!” With this announcement, Marianne quickly marches over to the 
south side of the tent. She walks up and down the platform examining 
the ropes and tarp that extend overhead. Noticing that small icicles have 
formed on many of the loose ends of the ropes used to secure the 
tarp, Marianne excitedly moves between the frozen crystals. With 
today’s relatively warm weather, the icicles are beginning to melt; 
Marianne watches as small droplets of water slip off the ice above. 
She extends her face towards the ice-cold beads and catches them on  
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her nose, cheeks, and lips. Yet another smile appears on her face. 
Keeping her hands at her sides, Marianne opens her mouth allowing the 
falling droplets of water to collect on her tongue. She nibbles on the 
hanging ice, adjusting her head as the rope shifts with the added 
pressure below. She then moves to her next frozen discovery, repeating 
the process of collecting icy water on her tongue and crunching ice 
between her teeth. When satiated, Marianne disappears behind the back 
wall of the tent, emerging moments later noticeably pleased and with a 
giant icicle in her hand. With this discovery, Marianne makes her way 
over to the stairs and, beaming with excitement, heads off to share her 
icy discovery with her friends.  
 
  



 

CHAPTER 3: HAPPY CHILDREN 
 

 

* * * 

 

 

We are the seeds 

and we are the buds. 

Roots and shoots,  

roots and shoots. 

Grow through the concrete, 

grow through the walls. 

Roots and shoots, 

roots and shoots. 
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Resting on a rock at the top of a large hill, we have a bird’s eye view of 
the forest. From this spot, the woodland appears to be never-ending; 
hundreds of snow-kissed evergreen and deciduous trees line the forest 
floor. Although I have now been a visitor at Nature’s Edge Forest 
Kindergarten for many days, this is the first time that the weather has 
allowed Jane and the children to have their afternoon snack outside. As 
the children enjoy a small meal of soy butter, rice cakes, and 
applesauce, they talk cheerfully to one another about their plans for  

the remainder of the day. Perhaps, another 
active game of Fox and Rabbit in the forest  

below or a 
peaceful hike 
down the 
Honey Bee 
Trail. While 
the children 
talk, I take a 
moment to 
look around 
the forest… 
It is quiet 
and calm. I 
breathe in the 
cool fresh  
air…  

I feel relaxed and content. Gazing back at the children, with eyes 
sparkling and mouths smiling, I can sense a familiar level of peace and 
wellbeing among them. It is clear to me that this forest provides much 
more than simply a place to learn.  
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Jasper 

All he wants to do is play. …         

whether it’s putting on his snowsuit or     

eating a carrot or moving from one place to another.  

 It’s all play.  

(Jane, FI, p. 24) 
* * * 

Jasper joined the Tuesday Kindergarten class in the winter term, after having 

started in the preschool program three months earlier. As the newest child in the 

Kindergarten program, Jasper is acclimatizing to life in the forest: 

He’s become a lot more comfortable here. I think it took a little while for him to 
just get used to being outside. Because he started here in the fall once it was 
starting to get cold, it took a while for him … to get used to being outside for so 
long and in the colder weather. He wasn’t really comfortable with it in the 
beginning. But once his parents found kind of the right mix of clothes for him and 

 Figure 18. Jasper sits on a couch made of snow. 
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he got to know [the teacher] and the other children and our activities and what he 
could do to stay warm over the winter, it has actually been really wonderful. 
(Jane, FI, p. 24) 
 

Jane describes Jasper as a physical learner; “he is intense and full on in everything he 

does” (FI, p. 23). This passion is evident in his approach to the learning environment, 

where his strong desires to create, play, and be physically active is obvious to any 

observer. For Jasper, the creek is a beloved place in the forest as it provides a dynamic 

landscape and the space to be physically active and challenged: 

He’s so happy at the creek because there is so much space to roam. And so many 
different things to do there. Climbing up the rock or sliding down the hill. Or 
sliding on the ice at the creek or play in the water, when there’s water there. You 
know running in the leaves in the fall or rolling in them. And there [are] lots of 
places to balance and meander. (Jane, FI, p. 22) 
 

Similar to other children in the Kindergarten program, interactions with the physical 

landscape and the natural elements of the forest both challenge and inspire Jasper to use 

his body as a vehicle for active learning. Equally, Jasper is responsive to the suggestions 

and emergent ideas presented by his peers: "[He is] very excitable. So, suggesting 

something to him just turns on the wheel, the thinking wheels, and he goes. And he’ll just 

… take that and run with it " (Jane, FI, p. 22). In the winter months, Jasper can be found 

building structures in the snow, sliding and rolling down snow-covered hills, and 

generally using his entire body in a physical and playful way. In his interview, Jasper 

describes his favourite winter activities: 
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There’s me walking and doing it in the 

snow.  

What’s your favourite thing to do in 

the snow?  

Make snow couches and fall in the 

snow and play in the snow!  

What kinds of things do you like to 

play in the snow?  

Like make snow angels. I like going 

and playing that. 

 

Jasper’s strong desire to use his body as a physical tool for learning is evident in his 

everyday experiences at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten. For example, upon arriving 

at school one morning, the discovery of fresh, sticky snow inspired discussion and 

creativity among Jasper and his peers. After making the democratic decision to build a 

couch out of snow, the children set to work shovelling and rolling snow to form a mound 

in the middle of a small opening in the forest:  

“Snow couches need to be covered in snow”  

(Jasper, O6, p. 2). 

When his peers quickly began to tire of the activity, Jasper showed no fatigue; his desire 

to finish the snow structure became ever more apparent as he remained focused on the 

task at hand. Switching from shovelling to rolling large snowballs in the untouched snow, 

Photo 8 (Jasper, JI, pp. 5-6) 
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Jasper chattered to himself (and to anyone who was listening) about his work and the 

snowballs he was creating: 

“I’m getting mine big and round!  

… Oh, this one’s getting bigger! 

… Woo wee! Isn’t this a biggie?! Isn’t this a hugie?! It’s a beauty!”  

(Jasper, O6, p. 2).  

As his friends, one-by-one, drifted off to other activities or simply retreated to watching 

from the snowy sidelines, Jasper continued to transform small snowballs into large round 

masses: 

 

 

We made a snow couch. 

So, what are you doing in this photo?  

Rolling some balls. 

Tell me how you make the snowballs. 

With snow … You just roll it, roll it, 

roll it on the snow and then it gets lots 

of big snow. 

 

 

Jasper’s enthusiasm for physical engagement and his devotion towards completing 

activities to their fullest, as displayed in this example, is a common occurrence for him at 

school: 

Photo 2 (Jasper, JI, p. 3) 
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He loves building and constructing. When we have fires out in the fire pit, he is 
the only child to stay on task and continue collecting wood or leaves or, you 
know, whatever it happens to be that we need to build the fire. And he’ll stay on 
task until it’s all done. … He doesn’t get frustrated when the other kids just give 
up or get lazy about things. He just keeps on going. Ploughing through, doesn’t 
matter. It’s got to get done. And, you know, that’s wonderful for the other 
children because they get to benefit from that. From his perseverance, I guess. 
(Jane, FI, p. 23) 
 

Along with Jasper’s desire to persevere, he also displays an interest in activities that 

involve problem solving and some form of critical thought:	  

[Jasper is] really on task with those kinds of activities where there’s a direction. 
You know, like here’s where we’re starting and that’s the end goal. He’s so good 
at taking all the steps that need to happen to get to that end goal and seeing that 
whole thing through.  
… 
  
When we’re trying to solve a problem actually as a group. Where a lot of other 
children seem to come up with these elaborate solutions that maybe there’s no 
physical way to actually do that. [Jasper] comes up with really practical, 
pragmatic approaches to solving a problem. (Jane, FI, p. 25) 
 

While building the snow couch, Jasper’s ability to engage in critical thought, as well as 

his desire to involve his peers in the process, was observed as he presented several ideas 

of how the class could expand the couch into a ‘snow couch castle’:  

“Hey! What about stairs?  

       … All castles need a roof.  

              … No, don’t need a floor. Look! There’s already a floor!  

                     … Hey guys, have you thought about sides to keep the roof up?  

                            … Teamwork! Teamwork is all about doing stuff to get the work done.” 

(Jasper, O6, pp. 4-5) 
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While building the snow couch became predominantly an independent activity for 

Jasper, notions of interdependence and the awareness of a greater community were 

evident; Jasper continued to involve his peers and teacher in the creation process by 

providing updates on his progress and asking for help when needed: 

“Jane, isn’t that a beauty? 

… Hey guys, this is getting harder! I’m coming though! … 

It’s getting bigger! But we still can’t sit on it. It’s not flat.”  

(Jasper, O6, p. 3) 

Just as building and creating structures out of snow allows Jasper to engage with his 

peers and learning environment in both a physical and mental way, group games provide 

the same opportunities:  

He really likes playing Hide and Seek, treasure hunt kinds of games. We have a 
game … where we have leaf-shaped paint chips that we … camouflage and hide. 
Then other people like to find them. He really loves that game. And Hide and 
Seek style and Tag kinds of games where there’s a lot of running and a lot of 
movement. (Jane, FI, p. 23)  
 

While involved in these games, Jasper engages not only his body but also his mind. 

When playing a game of Hide and Seek, Jasper followed his friend’s footprints to find 

where he was secretly hiding: 

“I found you because I followed the tracks.” 

(Jasper, O6, p. 7) 

When playing “Hide the Leaf,” Jasper applied his knowledge of camouflage to hide 

several leaf-shaped paint chips in the winter landscape: 
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     “I want a  

white one  

that goes with  

the snow.”           

(Jasper, O8, p. 10)  

	   While Jasper displays many interests at school, no one activity stands out to Jane 

as an overall favourite pursuit: 

He’s really happy doing anything here. I don’t know if he would necessarily have 
favourites. He’s just one of those people who is amazing at just having fun at 
whatever he’s doing. And just makes it what he wants to make it. (Jane, FI, p. 22) 
 

Similarly, when asked if he has a favourite place in the forest, Jasper replied, “I like to go 

everywhere!” (Jasper, JI, p. 1). While agreeing with Jasper’s statement for the most part, 

Jane noted that the Frog Pond was most likely one of Jasper’s favourite places: “He 

loves, loves, loves going to the Frog Pond. … In the fall, [he] loved going to see the frogs 

and to feel the real frogs” (Jane, FI, p. 22). Through his experiences in the forest, Jasper 

is beginning to make connections with animals and the natural world. In the winter, he 

displays a particular interest in birds:  
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Here we are first thing this morning. 

We were putting seeds. 

What kind of seed? 

Bird seeds! 

Where were you putting them? 

In the tree. In the bird feeder. 

Why were you putting the bird feeder in 

the trees? 

So the birds can get to it good … 

Tell me about the birds in your forest. 

Sometimes we get robins. But they don’t come until the spring. And then sometimes we 

get woodpeckers. And sometimes we get … I think that’s all. 

What about in the wintertime? Today you were saying that you kept hearing a bird. What 

kind of bird were you hearing? 

A chickadee! 

What does a chickadee sound like? 

Chickadee dee dee! Chickadee dee dee! Chickadee. 

 

Jasper’s fascination with the birds in the forest, especially chickadees, was observed on 

several occasions. Most often, these occurrences emerged intermittently while he was 

engaged in other activities. For example, while playing in the snow one morning, Jasper’s 

Photo 1 (Jasper, JI, pp. 1-2) 
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friend revealed that he could hear a bird chirping in the forest but could not see it. Jasper 

stopped to listen, then announced: 

“A chickadee! Chickadee dee dee! Chickadee dee dee!” 

(Jasper, O6, p. 1) 

Later that day, while eating lunch inside the Kindergarten tent, Jasper broadcasted: 

“Oh! I can hear a chickadee saying ‘cheeseburger, cheeseburger!2’” 

(Jasper, O6, p. 9) 

On a different occasion, Jasper related the sound of the wind blowing past the tarp 

covering the Kindergarten tent to the wind that birds make with their wings: 

“Birds make wind too … by flapping wings.” 

(Jasper, O8, p. 7) 

Although Jasper displays an awareness and appreciation of the people and life with which 

he shares the woodland, Jane explains that he has not always been this attuned:	  

He’s a loud speaker. He’s loud all the time. He doesn’t really have a volume to 
turn down. So, one thing that I’ve been working on a lot with him is paying 
attention to other people and listening to other people. And listening to what’s 
happening around him. (Jane, FI, p. 21) 
 
Through his experiences at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten, Jasper is not only 

developing appreciation for place, self, and others, but is also learning safety and self-

care skills: 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Chickadees make two sounds, a call and a song.  
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What are you doing here? 

Rolling down that. … On the snow on 

the hill. 

… 

How can you make sure you’re being 

safe when you’re doing that? 

Just roll in the middle. 

Do you have to look out for your 

friends? 

Yeah, see if it’s clear. … To see if 

somebody is not in the way. 

… 

Do you say something? 

Watch out! Here I come! 

  

In addition to learning how to take safe risks, Jasper is developing skills that are 

unique to his learning environment. Evidence of such learning was observed through his 

interactions with place and through his creative play experiences. For example, after 

helping to bring firewood into the Kindergarten tent, Jasper presented the idea of building 

a fire outside. 

“Let’s make a campfire!” 

(Jasper, O8, p. 14) 

Photo 10 (Jasper, JI, pp. 6-7) 
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Due to limited time, the children were not able to build a real fire; instead, they headed 

into the forest to play in a stick shelter close by. Once arriving at the shelter, Jasper began 

to collect small sticks, twigs, bark, and leaves. With the help of his friend Oscar, Jasper 

laid the natural objects in a pile inside of the shelter and, using their imagination, they lit 

the mound on fire: 

 Oscar  –   “We need some leaves to burn.” 

 Jasper  –  “We’re burning.” 

Oscar  –  “Watch out guys because it’s burning! …  

  We have to get the fire burning! We have to make the fire big!” 

 Jasper  –  “You guys put burning sand on and I’ll get sticks.” 

(Jasper & Oscar, O8, p. 15) 

Figure 19. Jasper and Oscar build an imaginary campfire using small sticks, twigs, bark, and 
leaves. 
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The boys continued to build and maintain their campfire until Jane announced that it was 

time to get ready to go home (Figure 19). Before leaving the shelter to head back to the 

Kindergarten tent, Jasper and Oscar poured imaginary water on top of the fire to ensure 

that it was safely out. This example not only shows how Jasper is developing knowledge 

and skills that are unique to his learning environment (such as how to build a campfire) 

but also illuminates the development of a caring relationship with the forest and school 

community. 

 

* * * 

 

“I’m thankful for … the forest and the leaves; 

the pine cones and the animals; 

and the snow and the river and the water; 

and the frogs and the lily pads and the fish.”  

(Jasper, O6, p. 6) 
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Nature, Health, and Wellbeing 

 

Children’s early experiences play a critical role in their development. The 

early years should be viewed as an important time for children to make 

connections with the natural world (Johnson, 2007; Larimore, 2011; Sweatman & 

Warner, 2009; Torquati, Gabriel, Jones-Branch, & Leaper-Miller, 2010). The 

widespread benefits of developing a relationship with nature, as well as 

engaging in outdoor play, are well-documented. These benefits not only include 

social, emotional, cognitive, and physical development, but also encompass the 

encouragement and nurturance of overall health and wellness. Connections and 

interactions with nature tend to help children develop empathy (Cheng & 

Monroe, 2012; Kane & Kane, 2011), responsibility (Cheng & Monroe, 2012), and 

mindfulness (Howell, Dopko, Passmore, & Buro, 2011). In addition, nature may 

help to increase self-esteem and mood (Barton & Pretty, 2010), as well as 

decrease anxiety, depression, and stress among children (Maas et al., 2009; Wells 

& Evans, 2003). Furthermore, connections and interactions with nature likely 

help to increase children’s concentration and attention (Kuo & Taylor, 2004; 
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Mayer, Frantz, Bruehlman-Senecal, & Dolliver, 2009; Martensson et al., 2009; 

Taylor & Kuo, 2009; Taylor, Kuo, & Sullivan, 2001). 

Outdoor play is important for health and wellness. A lack of access to 

natural environments, leading to a sedentary lifestyle, can be detrimental to 

children’s health and wellbeing (Johnson, 2007; McCurdy, Winterbottom, Mehta, 

& Roberts, 2010). In addition, this type of inactive lifestyle may lead to childhood 

obesity and associated health-related problems (such as Type 2 Diabetes, 

hypertension, cardiovascular disease, fatty liver, asthma, sleep apnea, Vitamin B 

deficiency, and mental health problems; McCurdy et al., 2010). Furthermore, 

children may fail to develop the motor skills repertoire and perceived confidence 

needed to sustain a physical and healthy life style (Faigenbaum & Myer, 2012; 

Stodden et al., 2008). Green schoolyards and natural environments that provide a 

diversity of landscaping and design features encourage outdoor free play and 

create opportunities for children to be physically active (Ahern et al., 2011; 

Dyment & Bell, 2008; Grigsby-Toussaint, Chi, & Fiese, 2011). Access to natural 

environments and physical engagement with the landscape promote the 

development of gross and fine motor skills (Fjortoft, 2001; Fjortoft & Sageie, 2000) 

and have been linked to decreased obesity and lowered Body Mass Index in 

children (Bell, Wilson, & Liu, 2008; McCurdy et al., 2010). Additionally, the 

benefits of outdoor play may go well beyond physical development and fitness, 

promoting social and emotional development in children through the maturity of 

social skills (such as social awareness, cooperation, fairness, and altruism; Ahern 



	  

	   72 

et al., 2011; Dyment & Bell, 2008), the growth of a sense of self (self-knowledge, 

self-confidence, and self-reliance; Kane & Kane, 2011), and an increasing 

awareness of a sense of place in the world (Larimore, 2011). In fact, Maller (2009) 

found that hands-on contact with nature was perceived by educators to 

contribute to children’s sense of achievement and empowerment, as well as 

improved self-esteem, self-confidence, engagement with school activities, and 

connectedness with others. Burdette and Whitaker (2005) further support the 

need for children to engage in outdoor free play, suggesting that “we should 

enthusiastically promote [outdoor play] on its traditional merits—that play 

allows children to experience the joys of movement, creativity, and friendship” 

(p. 49). 

The interaction and connection with nature are not only crucial to 

children’s growth and development, but also to their overall health and 

wellbeing. The positive associations among nature, health, and wellbeing may 

influence the extent to which people flourish in their private and personal lives, 

as well as their public and social ones (Johnson, 2007). This relationship reminds 

us that experiencing nature is essential for children’s balanced development 

(Wijffels et al., 2010) and that nature plays a crucial role in the maintenance of 

good health in the early years. In fact, some advocates claim that contact with 

nature is as important for children as good nutrition and adequate sleep (Louv, 

2008). 
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Bella 

 

She’s a very creative child. … 

She loves creative play and 

being able to express her creativity. 

(Jane, FI, p. 17) 

* * * 

Having attended Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten every Wednesday since the 

beginning of the school year, Bella has had ample time to adjust to life in the forest. She 

is a happy and engaged student: “[Bella] is a really fun child. She loves to have fun and 

she loves to laugh. … She’s also just up for a lot of things; a lot of fun and adventure” 

(Jane, FI, p. 19). In addition to her time in the forest, Bella attends a more traditional 

 Figure 20. Bella scoops slush and snow into a bucket to make soup. 
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urban Kindergarten program in the public school system. The impact of this additional 

program is evident in how Bella interacts with her peers and learning environment: 

She’s not shy ever. She likes to be a leader; she likes organizing activities. She 
loves organizing the other children and telling them how to do things and how to 
go about things. And gets very easily frustrated when they don’t follow. And that 
is something that’s interesting for here because nobody is really used to being told 
what to do or how to do it. You know, the children aren’t used to the adults 
‘bossing’ them around and they’re certainly not used to their peers ‘bossing’ them 
around. So, they don’t generally even pay attention when [Bella] tries to do that. 
But she’s very used to that from her other setting, the other educational setting 
that she’s in. You know line up in a straight line and walk like this. The other kids 
don’t even know what she’s talking about. So, they don’t really respond. (Jane, 
FI, p. 17) 
 

Despite the differences between her two school settings, Bella enjoys and embraces her 

time in the forest. She is comfortable and confident learning in and amongst the trees:  

She’ll kind of float in and out of activities as she feels like it. And is very happy 
having quiet play all by herself. Reading on her own. Or just doing … quiet time 
activities. But then when she wants to socialize, she jumps right into that. 
Whatever it happens to be with the other children. (Jane, FI, p. 18) 
 
Although Bella enjoys hiking, climbing, and playing in the outdoors, she is 

cautious about her physical interactions with the forest: 

She’s not a real risk taker. But she knows her physical limitations. But [she] will 
try things if she sees the other children trying them and if she thinks that they’re 
safe. But she never really feels compelled to do something just because someone 
else is doing it. (Jane, FI, pp. 17-18) 
 

While her friends and the diverse make-up of the outdoor learning environment inspire 

Bella to sometimes push her physical limits, she often chooses to engage in activities that 

present minimal risk: 
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Tell me about this picture. 

We were doing snow angels. 

How do you make a snow angel? 

You stick your arms like this and your 

legs go open and closed at the bottom. 

 

 

 

 

Bella enjoys many areas of the forest and has developed deep connections to a 

few frequently visited places. Jane explains:  

[Bella] becomes familiar with [a] place and then really, really likes to go back to 
that place frequently. So, in the fall, every week she wanted to go to the “Spider 
Web”… and play the same kind of game there. Many of the children will be 
spiders and one person would be a fly. The fly would run around and get caught 
in the spider web. And then the spiders would wrap them up in a web from their 
spinnerets and eat the fly. And over and over and over. And she loves directing 
that kind of an activity. But then lately, she has really, really been interested in 
going to the Climbing Rock. Which is this big, round boulder not very far from 
the tent but kind of dropped in the middle of the forest somehow. It’s kind of a 
fascinating rock for the children to learn how to scramble up. Even in the bare 
weather, it’s a little bit difficult. In the warm weather when the rock is bare. But 
they always figure out a way to do it. And then now with the snow and ice 
covering it, they’ve had to kind of relearn a whole new way to climb up and to 
jump off. Sometimes she’ll like to build a stick shelter on one side of it. So we 
can have a teeny tiny living room in there. But other times, she’ll just want to 
have larger play there. Larger, louder, more active play there. (Jane, FI, pp. 18-19) 
 

In her interview, Bella confirms that the Climbing Rock and Spider Web are, in fact, two 

of her favourite places in the forest. Additionally, Bella describes the creek as a place 

with special meaning: 

Photo 10 (Bella, BI, p. 10) 
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The creek! 

What do you like to do at the creek? 

When there was ice there before, I saw the ice. I did snow ice fairies. … 

You know what? In the fall, there were leaves in the water. And then we got a stick and 

tried to pull wet leaves out. Out of the water.  

(Bella, BI, p. 1) 

 

When describing the favourite places in the forest, both Bella and Jane make reference to 

the changing of seasons. Due to its location deep in the forest, the children do not 

frequently visit the Spider Web in the winter months, making the creek and Climbing 

Rock more inviting destinations. Regardless of the season, however, Bella’s interest in 

active learning and creativity remains constant. 

 Similar to those games played at the Spider Web, Bella enjoys games that allow 

her to role-play different forest animals. In her interview, Bella describes her favourite 

game, Fox and Rabbit: 
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How do you play [Fox and Rabbit]? 

I was walking and I was hiding behind the tree and counting. And when I was ready and I 

heard no noise, I was going to find [Jane]. 

Where was she [Jane]? 

She was hiding. 

So, you were counting and she was hiding. 

And Oscar was counting. 

What animal were you being? 

A fox. 

And what animal was Jane being? 

A rabbit. 

Why is the fox trying to find the rabbit? 

Because it’s trying to eat it. 

 

Through role-play games, such as Fox and Rabbit, Bella is learning about the life cycles 

and food chains of animals in the forest. Similarly, these role-play games allow Bella to 

apply her expanding knowledge of the natural world. For example, after learning about 

the Yellow-Bellied Sapsucker’s (a type of woodpecker) taste for insects, the children 

were inspired to create their own role-play game of Birds and Bugs. In this game, Bella 

was able to act out what she had learned about birds and what they like to eat.  

 While many of the formal games recreate experiences and knowledge about life in 

the forest, Bella’s emergent play often reflects life outside of the woodland: 

Photo 8 (Bella, BI, pp. 8-9) 
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She loves, loves, loves making a café without pots and pans. Shovels and digging 
materials. … She’ll make menus sometimes, take everybody’s orders, let us know 
when we’re ready. (Jane, FI, p. 18) 
 

Bella’s interest in cooking and creating food was observed on several occasions. In one 

instance, while playing at the creek one afternoon, Bella used a shovel to scoop slush and 

water from the creek into a pot to make soup: 

“I’m making cucumber soup. With carrots, cucumbers, and orange juice.” 

(Bella, O3, p. 22) 

While Bella’s interest in cooking and food is clearly evident in her experiences at school, 

so too is an interest in travel. For example, after climbing into the canoe that sits outside 

of the Kindergarten tent, Bella proclaimed: 

“I’m going to Australia!”               (Bella, O3, p. 1) 

Later the same day, Bella made a similar announcement while sitting on a fallen tree in 

the forest: 

“Who wants to come with me? I’m going to England.”  

(Bella, O3, p. 16) 

While these play experiences may replicate Bella’s real-life interactions outside of 

school, some experiences simply reflect her creativity and imagination: 
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What are you doing here? 

Riding a space ship. 

So, were you pretending to be on a 

space ship? 

Yeah. 

Where were you going? 

To go to the spaces and the planets. We 

went to the new planet to get some 

newspaper. 

 

Bella’s desire to be creative is not limited to her role-play experiences. Whether it is 

decorating a special area of the forest or making snowflakes out of paper (Figures 21 and 

22), Bella enjoys using her imagination to build and create things on both a large and 

small scale:  

She loves decorating. So, using materials from the forest. Whether it’s tall grasses 
and reeds or leaves. Horse tails, branches, flowers, needles. Whatever happens to 
be. And using them to decorate the rails of the tent or decorate a shelter we’ve 
built. Or decorate places in the forest.  (Jane, FI, p. 18)  
 

Figure 17. Jasper sits on a couch made of snow. 

Photo 4 (Bella, BI, p. 6) 

Figures 21 & 22. Bella decorates the paper snowflakes she has cut out of paper. 
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Similar to the other children in the Kindergarten program, Bella is developing a 

relationship with the forest. As she learns more about the natural elements that make up 

the woodland and the animals within, Bella is becoming more connected and aware of the 

natural world. This developing relationship was observed on several occasions through 

her interactions and experiences in the forest. For example, when walking through the 

trees, Bella reminded her teacher and peers to be aware of their surroundings: 

“Keep your eyes out for nests and frozen leaves and curled leaves.” 

(Bella, O5, p. 6) 

When playing with the toy animals in the Kindergarten tent, Bella announced: 

“I like all the animals!” 

(Bella, O5, p. 13) 

In addition to a growing awareness and appreciation of the natural world, Bella 

displays a desire to learn more about the forest and the life found within. In her interview, 

Bella describes her experience of discovering deer prints in the snow:  
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We found something going through 

the forest and everybody stopped 

and looked. What was it that we 

found? 

Deer baby prints. … 

Did you know right away that it was 

a deer? 

Yes, a baby deer. 

How did you know it was a baby 

deer? 

Because baby deer usually have little prints on the bottom of their feet. 

Do you find lots of animal prints in your forest? 

Yes. …  

 

  

Photo 1 (Bella, BI, p. 4) 
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What are you doing with your hand and the deer 

print? 

Feeling how far my fingers can go in the deer 

print. 

Feeling it. So, you can feel deer prints too? 

Way down into it. 

What does that tell you? 

I don’t know. 

 

 

While Bella’s knowledge about the natural world is still developing, her eagerness to 

learn is apparent. As she continues to spend time interacting with the forest, her 

connections to the natural world and her knowledge about nature will undoubtedly 

continue to grow. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23. Bella and Jane use magnifying glasses to examine orange fungus on a dead tree. 

Photo 3 (Bella, BI, p. 5) 
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* * * 

 

“I’m thankful for the world,  

the country, and  

the rainbows!” 

(Bella, O7, p. 3) 
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Pushing Physical Limits 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Kindergarten children run towards the large snow-covered tree lying 
horizontal in the forest. It is obvious that this old tree has not been 
standing for many years; a stick shelter leans against the branches that 
once stood high above the forest floor. Instinctively, Oscar and 
Marianne climb onto the trunk of the tree and begin to make their way 
up towards the shelter. While the two children move confidently along 
the tree trunk, Bella shyly inches towards it, feet still securely on the 
ground. “Bella, come on!” Oscar shouts after reaching the shelter. 
“Come into my ship!” Bella moves closer to the tree, but still does not 
climb onto it. “Come on!” Oscar shouts once again. 
 
Looking to the tree then to her teacher then to her friends, Bella grabs 
onto a branch sticking up out of the tree trunk. Cautiously, she pulls 
herself to a seated position on the tree. Once again looking to the tree 
then to her teacher then to her friends, Bella calls out for help. “Can 
someone help me? I don’t know how to do this.” Although she has 
almost reached the shelter, Marianne turns around. “Just follow me. 
Look how I’m doing it. I hold onto the branches like this.” With this 
verbal reassurance and scaffolding, Bella clambers to her feet and  
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slowly begins to walk up the trunk of the tree, holding onto the 
branches for support along the way. With each step, Bella  
appears more poised and comfortable with the task at hand. “Come on!” 
Oscar calls out once again. This time, Bella replies. “I’m coming! We’re 
coming!”  
 
Moments later, Bella too has reached the stick shelter. A smile washes 
across her face as she climbs down off the tree trunk and into the 
refuge below. While Oscar and Marianne play in the shelter, Bella sneaks 
out of a hole in the side. Independently and with a smile on her face, 
she walks back over to the place where she had guardedly climbed onto 
the tree trunk minutes ago. This time, however, she does not hesitate. 
Holding onto the same branches as before, Bella pulls herself onto the 
tree trunk and makes her way up towards the shelter once again. Arriving 
at the wooden destination for a second time, Bella announces to the 
world, “I did it!” 
	  
 
  



 

CHAPTER 4: CONNECTED CHILDREN 
 

 

* * * 

 

 

The power of life, 

the power of love. 

Roots and shoots,  

roots and shoots. 

From the earth below 

to the heavens above. 

Roots and shoots, 

roots and shoots. 
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After a long day of playing, exploring, and interacting with the forest, we 
arrive back at the Kindergarten tent for the last time. The parents will be 
arriving shortly, and my final day at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten 
will soon come to an end. As one child lies down in the powdery snow, 
another climbs into the half-buried canoe that sits beside the path. My 
attention, however, is drawn towards a different child; a child who is 
standing like a statue staring up into the trees. Following the child’s 
gaze, I look up into the branches that reach overhead. Above, two 
chickadees move between the limbs of the tree. Below, the child remains 
silent and still. I watch for several minutes as the chickadees take 
turns swooping down to a birdfeeder and then back to the sheltered 
security of the tree.  
… swoop … swoop … swoop … swoop … 
The pattern is eventually broken when a  
squirrel leaping through the branches above  
startles the two birds; the chickadees  
retreat, flying off to a safer place deeper in  
the forest. As though awakened from a  
dream, the child lowers his chin and begins  
to walk out of the forest. As he  
moves, I can hear noises coming from  
under his breath. With each step  
closer, the noises become clearer.  
Finally, I am able to hear: 
 
“Chickadee dee dee. Chickadee dee dee.” 
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Oscar 

 

His approach to learning is very physical, very full body.  

It’s like he’s either right in it or he’s not at all.  

There’s no kind of part way with him.  

It’s full on.  

(Jane, FI, p. 8) 

* * * 

Oscar started at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten as a preschool student in the 

fall of 2011. He joined the Kindergarten program at the beginning of the school year and 

attends school five days a week. Oscar’s family owns the property upon which Nature’s 

Edge Forest Kindergarten is situated, and he lives within 200 metres of the Kindergarten 

Figure 24. Oscar plays at his favourite place in the forest, the Porcupine Tree. 
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tent. Due to his close proximity, Oscar is well acquainted with the forest and spends 

many hours outside of school playing amongst the trees. 

Oscar is an energetic child. He takes a physical approach to the learning 

environment, where gross motor activities and active learning are an important part of his 

everyday experiences. Jane describes this approach: 

He loves running, being fast. He’s loud. … He just loves screeching and being 
large animals and dinosaurs and dragons and things that are vicious. … He loves 
being first and best at things. Which I can’t say that everyone wouldn’t really love 
to do in their own heart. But it’s right at the forefront with him. And so a lot of 
our activities that involve physical movement, especially if it’s from one place to 
another or a longer journey, he’s really happy with.  (FI, p. 9) 
 

Oscar’s desire to be physically active is reflected in how he interacts and engages with 

his learning environment. For Oscar, the Porcupine Tree is a favourite place in the forest. 

This area of the forest not only allows Oscar the freedom to move and be physically 

challenged, but also encourages imaginative and fantasy play: 

 

I love behind the yurt because behind the yurt is 

the Porcupine Tree and I love the Porcupine 

Tree! 

Why do you love the Porcupine Tree? 

Because I like to climb up it and it’s kind of like 

an animal. It’s kind of like I’m riding something. 

(Oscar, OI, p. 1) 

 

Jane further describes this special area of the forest and how Oscar engages with the 

physical landscape: 
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[The Porcupine Tree] is a large fallen tree, which had huge limbs. Actually part of 
the stump is still standing but all the top of it is fallen. The limbs are really quite 
big so there’s a lot of space to climb on it, to crawl on it. It requires balance, 
which is really fun. [Oscar] loves balancing and testing himself on that kind of 
thing. … Play that they like to do there is often like he’ll lead. He’ll be like, 
‘Everybody, we’re on a space ship. Everybody get on!’ and we’ll all have to sit on 
our seats, all along one log. He’ll conduct us. You know on a spaceship or a train 
or a boat or whatever it happens to be. Or else, we’ll play … a rescue game. 
Where there’s different parts of … a ship or if it’s a building or something, you 
know. ‘Bring the hose in, we have to put this fire out!’ or ‘Somebody’s injured. 
Help them! Rescue!’ (FI, p. 13) 
 

Another area of the forest that holds special meaning to Oscar is the Climbing Tree.  

“It’s big.     

It’s tall.  

And I love to climb on it.” 

(Oscar, OI, p. 3) 

This tree presents a physical challenge, while also providing Oscar with a space to 

showcase his strength in climbing: 

The climbing tree, I think, he really likes. But it kind of comes and goes because 
… it’s right outside his front door. So, he gets to go there a lot. However, in the 
fall he started climbing. He figured out a way that he could climb really quite high 
up in the tree and every single time we went to the climbing tree, would be the 
first one there and would just whip up as fast as he could up to this spot. And 
there’s no other child in the Kindergarten who climbs nearly that high and he just 
love, love, loved it. And I think it gave him partly an adrenaline rush and partly a 
real confidence boost. Especially to hear the other children every single day say, 
‘Wow! How did [Oscar] get up there? How did you climb there, [Oscar]? What’s 
it like up there? How far can you see?’ I think that really resonated with him and 
made him proud of what he was doing. (Jane, FI, p. 10)  
 

Through his physical interactions and active engagements with place, Oscar is not only 

connecting with the forest but also developing concepts of self (e.g., self-confidence). 

While Oscar displays confidence towards gross motor activities, he is not as self-assured 

with smaller tasks. While this deficit may very well present constant frustration for a 
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student in a more traditional school setting, Jane highlights that this is not the case when 

learning in the forest. Instead, there is a balance between Oscar’s challenges and 

successes: 

His fine motor skills and his manual dexterity is not, they’re not well developed 
yet. Which is really neither here nor there in our environment, with what we’re 
doing. Because it’s so open-ended and because the children have so many options 
in any of our activities, it doesn’t really make an impact on him in an everyday 
setting. But there are times when it comes out. So, say when we’re doing an art 
activity where some of the other children have more refined dexterity, he does get 
frustrated. … When we’re out in the forest and we’re building things or we’re 
needing to collect things or we’re needing to do manual work, he’s all over it. 
He’s wonderful at it. (Jane, FI, p. 12) 
 

 From hiking in the forest to climbing branches in a tree; building structures out of 

snow to playing games with friends, Oscar’s daily experiences reflect a physical and 

creative approach to learning: 

He’s wonderful at self-directing his own activities and his own play. So, there’s 
no lack of creativity or options that he sees in his world. I think his mind is just 
constantly on. And that’s really delightful. Really, really nice to be around. (Jane, 
FI, p. 9) 
 

For example, while hiking through the 

forest, Oscar used his imagination to turn 

a small piece of snow into a train (Figure 

25). As he moved through the forest, his 

crystalized train made tracks in the snow 

beside him. 

While Oscar is good at self-

directing, many of his emergent 

experiences and daily activities are 

influenced by his peers: 

Figure 25. Oscar turns a piece of snow into a train. 
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Sometimes he’s quite a leader and sometimes he’s a follower. It’s a real yin and 
yang with him. Sometimes he just loves to play on his own. But frequently, 
especially more since he started in the Kindergarten, he really loves the social 
parts of play. (Jane, FI, p. 8) 
 

Oscar’s developing awareness of and appreciation for his school community is 

demonstrated through his experiences at school. He is eager to help when needed and 

often becomes inspired to join in with or mirror peer activities. For example, after 

watching his friend roll a large snowball in the snow, Oscar was compelled to make his 

own.  

“[Marianne], look how big my snowball is!” 

(Oscar, O3, p. 3) 

From this creation, the two friends decided to join forces to build a snow fort (Figures 26 

and 27). Oscar and Marianne communicated with one another as they worked, displaying 

respect and gratitude for each other’s efforts: 

 Marianne –  “Here’s another boulder. Where do you want it?” 

 Oscar – “Thank you!” 

 Marianne –  “You’re welcome.” 

 Oscar –  “Let’s put it on the side.”  

(Marianne & Oscar, O3, p. 4) 
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When playing inside the Kindergarten tent later the same day, Oscar was again inspired 

by his friend’s creation: 

 Marianne –  “I’m building a mouse trap for mouses.” 

 Oscar –  “I’m going to build a mouse trap too.” 

(Marianne & Oscar, O3, p. 12) 

Using wooden blocks and pine cones, the two children created their own traps 

independent of one another: 

 

“This is my mouse trap playground.  

This is my tee taw [teeter totter] and if they go on it, 

they’ll say ‘Ah!’ and run to their mummies.” 

(Oscar, O3, p. 12) 

 

While originally a parallel process, the two children cooperatively returned to the same 

activity later in the day, this time, creating a more elaborate trap: 

Figures 26 & 27. Oscar and Marianne work together to create a snow fort. 



	  

	   94 

  

“If [the mice] get into each of the holes,  

they get stuck. They can’t move.  

Except their noses.” 

(Oscar, O3, p. 19) 

 

While some activities reflect his creativity, other daily experiences illuminate 

Oscar’s growing interest in and knowledge of the natural world. Often inspired by his 

interactions with the environment, Oscar’s eagerness to learn about and connect with 

nature is easily observed. For example, when hiking 

to an area deep in the forest, the class came across a 

small tree whose branches had been eaten (Figure 

28). Jane stopped the children to show them the chew 

marks on the small sapling: 

Bella –  “It’s fresh chew.” 

Jane –   “What could have eaten it?” 

Oscar –  “Deer.” 

After a brief chat about the eating habits of deer, Jane pointed out another small tree: 

 Jane –   “What do you see on this tree?” 

 Oscar –  “Little spikes.” 

 Jane –   “Why do you think the deer didn’t eat this one?” 

 Oscar –  “Because they’re ouchy!” 

(Bella, Jane, & Oscar, O6, p. 6) 

Figure 28. Jane and Oscar examine the 
fresh deer chew marks on a small tree 
in the forest. 
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Content with their examination of the two small trees, the class headed off again towards 

their destination. Although this move onwards marked the end of a group exploration, the 

emergent learning experience remained embodied within Oscar; as the class continued on 

its journey through the forest, Oscar continued to inspect and examine the passing 

saplings for fresh chew marks. As seen in this example, experiences, such as finding 

evidence of forest life, provide Oscar with emergent opportunities to both expand and 

apply his knowledge about the natural world. Similarly, these experiences serve to 

connect and expose the subtleties of the forest. While observations draw attention to 

Oscar’s founded yet ever-growing connection with the forest, there may be a sense in 

which the teacher is underestimating his link to the natural world: 

He doesn’t often remember to listen in the forest, unless someone reminds him to. 
So, that’s something that will come and that he’s working on. Because when he 
does sit and actually listen, he notices so much. He’s very aware and he’s very in 
tune. He’s got a real sense of what’s happening around him when he actually can 
calm to a place of paying attention. (Jane, FI, p. 10) 
 

While it is interesting to examine the disconnect between these two perspectives, it 

remains clear that Oscar is developing both an awareness of and appreciation for the 

natural world through his experiences in the forest (Figure 29). 

 As Oscar continues to learn about the wildlife, flora, and fauna that make up the 

learning environment at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten, he displays the desire to 

exhibit and apply his expanding knowledge: 

He is very intelligent. Grasps even abstract concepts really quickly. … He really 
engages in conversations also at any point. Sometimes it takes a bit to get his 
focus but he’s great at reflecting and talking about activities after the fact. And 
thinking about what we’ve done and what that means and how that’s connected to 
something else. He’s really, really good at connecting thoughts. (Jane, FI, pp. 8-9) 
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One way in which Oscar displays this developing knowledge is through games, in 

particular, problem-solving games. For example, when eating lunch, Oscar often requests 

that the class play an animal guessing game. Within this game, Oscar is able to display 

his knowledge about animals by answering or asking yes and no questions to reveal a 

secret animal. In a similar food chain game, the class creates its own food chain based on 

the students’ knowledge of animal eating habits. Starting at the lowest level, the children 

identify a possible sequence: 

 Jasmine –  “Raspberry bush.” Oscar –  “Bunnies.” 

 Ethan –  “Snakes.”  Oscar –  “Great Grey Owl!” 

…     Oscar – “Seeds.” 

        “Mouse.” 

 Ethan –  “Hawk.”     

(Ethan, Jasmine, & Oscar, O8, p. 12) 

Figure 29. Oscar examines a piece of snakeskin on a log. 



	  

	   97 

In the same sense that Oscar is developing an awareness and appreciation of 

place, he is developing respect and mindfulness for those with whom he shares the forest:  

He’s very sincere. But doesn’t immediately think about consequences. … But 
when he does have a chance to kind of control and calm himself and reflect, he’s 
incredible. Incredibly kind, thoughtful, and caring. And really genuine. (Jane, FI, 
pp. 8-9) 
 

As Jane continues to work with Oscar to help scaffold his connections with community, 

Oscar displays growth and development through his empathy and respect for his peers: 

Because [Oscar]’s such a physical child …, he forgets and he does not recognize 
his own limitations. And he forgets about other people’s limitations. He and I 
were really working on gentle play and making sure he was using gentle language 
and in a gentle tone and physically being much more gentle with his friends. So, 
one day he brought this little stuffy dragon and pulled it out of his bag and he 
said, ‘This is my dragon, [Jane]. And it has a special power.’ Then I asked him 
what was the special power and he said, ‘It’s being gentle.’ And he brought it 
every day for like two weeks. He asked if he could bring it out in the forest with 
us. When anyone got hurt he would bring it out and share it with them. Or if he 
could see if something was getting out of hand, he would bring it out. It was 
really, really nice to see. And to see that he came up with that. And introduced 
that into his play. (Jane, FI, pp. 10-11) 

 

* * * 

 

“I’m thankful ’cause the earth is so good.” 

(Oscar, O5, p. 2) 
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Environmental Appreciation, Empathy, and Stewardship 

 

In the same sense that early interaction and connection with the natural 

world is essential to children’s healthy development, so too can it be supportive 

of the development of empathy and respect for the planet. With ever growing 

global ecological concerns (such as global warming, deforestation, and other 

environmental degradation), the need for environmental stewardship is evident. 

Books, such as The Big Picture (Suzuki & Taylor, 2009) and More Good News 

(Suzuki & Dressel, 2010), inspire and encourage action from environmentalists 

around the world by providing audiences with information and knowledge on 

current environmental projects, research, and development. However, Louv 

(2008) suggests that the call for environmental action often overlooks the value of 

the younger population, perhaps even viewing children as “props or extraneous 

to the serious adult work of saving the world” (p. 147). Children, nevertheless, 

are critical to the future of our planet; learning how to care for the earth, and for 

each other, as well as developing empathy, respect, and the attitudes needed for 

environmental stewardship is critical in the early years. “Students who are 

fortunate enough to be schooled in places where the natural environment is one 
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of their teachers may … learn to know and love the land around them and come 

to steward the land in ecologically meaningful ways” (Upitis, 2010, p. 131). In 

essence, children’s early interactions with nature can be viewed as a vital 

foundation to the cultivation of a close relationship with the natural world. In 

fact,  

If children do not attach to the land, they will not reap the psychological 
and spiritual benefits they can glean from nature, nor will they feel a long-
term commitment to the environment, to the place. This lack of 
attachment will exacerbate the very conditions that created the sense of 
disengagement in the first place—fueling a tragic spiral, in which our 
children and the natural world are increasingly detached. (Louv, 2008, p. 
159) 
 
“It’s not too much of a stretch to say that, if children don’t care about 

nature today, they won’t care about conserving it tomorrow when they’re adults. 

And if one doesn’t care about something, there will be no investment in 

protecting it” (Lowell, 2008, p. 219). Although boldly stated, Lowell’s declaration 

reminds us how connecting children with nature is essential to future 

environmental appreciation, stewardship, and preservation. In this sense, 

experiences with nature as a child can be viewed as the basis for interactions 

with the natural world as an adult. Thompson, Aspinall, and Montarzino (2008) 

investigated this relationship by examining how people’s early connections with 

nature impacted their use of natural green spaces as adults. There was a strong 

relationship between frequent visits and experiences with nature as a child and 

visits to woodlands or green spaces as an adult. Conversely, not visiting 

woodlands and natural green spaces as a child was associated with a very low 
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likelihood of later adult visits. In a similar study, Ewert, Place, and Sibthorp 

(2005) surveyed 533 undergraduate university students to examine the effect of 

early-life experiences on individuals’ environmental beliefs. Childhood outdoor 

experiences were related to future environmental views, suggesting that positive 

childhood experiences with nature help to cultivate an appreciation for nature 

and a more eco-centric perspective in adulthood.  

People’s sense of place and connections to where they live also affect the 

development of environmental attitudes. In fact, Winthler et al. (2010) propose 

that sense of place goes as far as to affect how people learn about and make 

decisions regarding land use and personal consumption. Sense of place can be 

viewed as a combination of two principal and complementary concepts, place 

attachment (the bond between people and places) and place meaning (the 

symbolic meanings attributed to places; Kudryavtsev, Stedman, & Krasny, 2012). 

In their research review, Kudryavtsev et al. concluded that, together, strong 

place attachment and ecological place meaning (i.e., a strong sense of place) 

helped to foster pro-environmental emotions, attitudes, and behaviours. Bearing 

in mind that early connections and interactions with nature help to promote an 

appreciation and empathy for the natural world, early childhood is a critical time 

for developing a strong sense of place as well. Grounded in local environments, 

these early connections with nature and an ecological consciousness can be 

fostered through place-based education, such as that provided by forest and 

nature-based school programs. In this respect, having a strong sense of place and 
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knowing the locale well enables children to play an active role in shaping their 

own lives in ways that will benefit not only themselves but also future 

generations (Smith, 2002).  
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Marianne 

 

She comes every day with a smile and  

is ready to have fun and is ready to learn and  

is ready to be kind and generous and compassionate  

to her friends and her peers and everyone around her. 

 (Jane, FI, p. 1) 

* * * 

After having joined the forest preschool the previous year, Marianne started in the 

Kindergarten program at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten in the fall of 2011. She 

attends the nature-based program twice a week in addition to a Senior Kindergarten 

program in the public school system. Marianne moves through the forest with confidence 

and poise, displaying a deep-rooted sense of familiarity. After two years of learning in 

Figure 30. Marianne lies on a tree branch that reaches over the creek. 
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and amongst the natural elements of the forest, Marianne has developed special 

connections to many areas of the woodland and enjoys the vast number of activities that 

they provide: 

I like to go to the forest and have lots of hikes.  

And play in the snow on the hike.  

And go in the shelters.  

And check out trees.  

And paint on bark. 

And draw on bark.  

And painting leaves.  

And going to the creek.  

And sliding.  

And I like to go to the creek where you can slide and fish.  

And the climbing rock.  

I like to climb on it and I like to build houses with it.              

(Marianne, MI, p. 2) 

Through her experiences in the forest, Marianne is developing not only deep connections 

to place, but also to her school community: 

She’s incredible with other children. In being able to share and being able to see 
their point of view and really empathizing with them and what they’re feeling and 
going through. And also in expressing herself back to them and her needs and 
desires. So, in that, she’s really good and the other children gravitate towards that. 
She’s also really good at being a follower because she can understand her peers. 
(Jane, FI, p. 2) 
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Similar to other children at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten, Marianne’s 

approach to learning is quite physical. As an energetic and athletic child, she enjoys the 

physical challenges presented by the forest landscape:  

Since I’ve seen her for the past year and a half, I’ve seen her physically become 
much stronger and much more coordinated. She was always coordinated, just 
growing into her own body and her own strength. And challenging herself every 
day. I can see huge changes. (Jane, FI, p. 2) 
 

Marianne’s physical approach to learning is evident in her daily activities and 

experiences. Whether it is climbing a tree or pirouetting on the Dancing Platform, 

Marianne enjoys using her body in fun and challenging ways:  

She likes to climb. Whatever it is. Rocks, trees. She likes to challenge herself but 
is very, very conscious of and is very aware of her body and her limitations. She’s 
a risk-taker in a safe manner. She knows what she can and can’t do physically but 
also what she might want to do. And make that happen.  
… 

She really loves, loves, loves playing at the creek and all around there. And we 
have a Dancing Platform. It’s an old tent platform that we call the Dancing 
Platform. She loves to be on stage. We often will do role play or … put on plays, 
activities like that there. Or she’ll run a dance class. Or we’ll pretend we’re 
skating if it’s icy. Or we’ll get out the chalks and we’ll draw. (Jane, FI, pp. 3-4) 
 
As illustrated by her self-directed experiences at school, Marianne appreciates the 

opportunity to use her imagination in both her play and creative endeavours: 

She loves playing role playing games, make believe kinds of things. … But really 
loves flamboyant, you know, dancing. And when we bring out our silk scarfs, she 
gravitates towards them. She really loves art and actually often will ask her peers 
if she sees someone doing something that she would really like to learn how to 
do—drawing a picture of something—she’ll ask them how to do it and really 
practice until she gets it right. And then practice and practice and practice and 
practice. (Jane, FI, p. 3) 
 
While some chosen activities reflect her creativity, others reflect Marianne’s 

expanding knowledge of the natural world. In this respect, many of her experiences in the 

forest illuminate her innate understanding. This phenomenon was observed one morning 
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when Marianne demonstrated her understanding of animal hibernation. After climbing 

into a snow shelter with her friend Oscar, Marianne announced: 

“We’re going into hibernation! 

… Soon we’ll be sleeping in our den!” 

(Marianne, O4, p. 2) 

Using her imagination to transform herself into an animal, Marianne closed her eyes and 

pretended to sleep.  

“We can’t be out in our hibernation.”  

(Marianne, O4, p. 2) 
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In her interview, Marianne expanded on this role-play experience: 
 

Where are you in this picture? 

I am sleeping in our igloo. 

In your igloo. So, you and [Oscar] 

are in here. What are you doing? 

We’re hibernating. 

Hibernating. What’s hibernating? 

Hibernating means that the animals 

are sleeping. 

So were you pretending to be an 

animal? 

I was a unicorn and he was a princess cat. 

I see. Now, in this picture, you can see some sticks here. 

Yeah. 

What are those there for? 

They’re so we cannot get out. That’s for the cave we’re sleeping in and when we are done 

hibernating we just push the sticks out of our way and climb out. 

Okay, so are there animals in your forest that hibernate? 

[Nods.] 

What kind of animals have you learned about that are hibernating? 

Black bears. Just black bears. 

 

Photo 2 (Marianne, MI, p. 3) 
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Although fiction-based, the role-play experience itself illustrates Marianne’s growing 

knowledge of animals and their habits. Jane explains that Marianne’s understanding is 

not limited to just this area: 

She’s really good at pretending she’s different animals in the forest. … She has 
become really interested in wolves … You know when we played that game3 
where one person is protecting their baby, like a stick or something. And a 
predator comes up and tries to snatch that baby. In the fall, when we first played 
that, the leaves were so crunchy in the forest. And the other children were not 
really picking up on how loud that was when they were moving. And she figured 
out a way to crawl on her belly so silently and snatch the prey. Like none of the 
other kids could. She’s understanding animal movement and that kind of thing. 
(FI, p. 6) 
 
In the same sense that Marianne’s experiences reflect her knowledge of the 

natural world, her actions display a deep and continuously growing respect for nature: 

She has become really attuned to the forest also. I think spending a lot of time 
outside and being here for so long. … Her senses are sharpened to what is 
happening in the forest and what is happening around her.  
… 

She can have really in-depth conversations at any point. You know, stop what 
she’s doing and can just converse. Which is really wonderful. Especially in this 
kind of a setting where there is so much happening all around us all the time. 
Whether it’s squirrels running or birds chirping or flying or leaves rustling. Or all 
the other children playing. It’s really nice to be able to see a child who can 
recognize there is more beyond the immediate of what’s she’s doing. And she can 
think about it and talk about it. (Jane, FI, p. 5) 
 

In fact, through her experiences and time spent in the forest, Marianne has developed a 

deep appreciation for place; an appreciation she now feels obliged to share with the 

world. 

  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 In this hunting and stalking game, one child pretends to be a mother animal protecting her young. Using a 
stick or rock to represent a baby, the mother animal stands with her eyes closed and must listen for 
potential danger. Pretending to be predators, the other children must move as quietly as possible to try to 
capture the baby animal. If the mother hears a predator, she can stop their attack by pointing directly at 
them. 
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I was making a little vase. 

What were you putting in the vase? 

Some things from nature. 

What kind of things are those? 

Pine cones, trees, leaves. 

Have you made something like this 

before in the past?  

[Shakes her head, no.]  

Today is the first day?  

[Nods.]  

Then you took it and what did you do 

with it? 

I hung them up. 

You hung them up. So you made how 

many?  

Two. 

And then where did you hang them? 

On the wishing tree. 

Is there a reason why you hung them there? 

It’s cuz I wanted to see what they were like. So, I wanted to hang them up so people 

could wish on them. 

 

Photo 9 & 10 (Marianne, MI, pp. 6-7) 
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Right before we went outside, you 

quickly got a piece of paper and a 

pencil and I saw you do something 

on there. 

A dragonfly … 

Here, I have a picture of it. Maybe 

you can tell me what it is. 

A dragonfly and a heart. And a big 

circle around it for … ‘This is forest 

school. We’re always outside!’ So, 

people could come here and do lots of things and we can make new friends. We want 

people to come here and like the outdoors. 

 

* * * 

 

“I am thankful for the birds that sing … 

and the beautiful earth.” 

(Marianne, O4, p. 4) 

 

 

  

Photo 12 
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Let Sleeping Animals Lie 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reaching into one of the three tin buckets that sit in the middle of the 
table, Oscar pulls out a handful of small rocks and carefully places 
them on the piece of green fabric that has been draped across the table. 
Walking over to the shelf behind him, he gathers an armful of pinecones 
and a branch from an evergreen tree. He carefully places the new 
objects on the circular table alongside the pile of rocks. Taking a 
moment to think, Oscar reaches into another bucket, retrieving a small 
blue felted ball. Placing the ball on the table among the other items, he 
steps back to admire the landscape he has created.  
 
After a few moments, Oscar reaches into the final bucket and pulls 
out several small toy animals — a bear and its cub, a lion, an ostrich, a 
zebra, a fawn, and an owl. He places the animals on the table in front of 
him but, strangely, lays them on their sides instead of on their feet. 
Leaving the other animals to rest, Oscar picks up the owl. He flies the 
bird through the air and over to the felted ball. As though it has landed  
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beside a pond of water, Oscar leans the bird’s beak against the blue 
felt; the owl drinks. Once satisfied, the owl soars back through the 
air, eventually perching on the evergreen branch. 
 

“Hoo hooooo, hoo hooooo … Hoo hooooo, hoo hooooo … 
Hoo hooooo, hoo hooooo … Hoo hooooo, hoo hooooo …” 

 
Several minutes later, the hooting stops. “The sun is coming up!” 
Oscar announces. With this proclamation, the owl is laid to rest on its 
side. Waking the other animals from their sleep, Oscar places them on 
their feet one by one. As the bear cub moves towards the felted pond 
of water, a lion heads off to hunt for food. While the sun shines 
down on the imaginative world that Oscar has created, the owl sleeps 
on. 
	  
 
 
	  
 
  



 

EPILOGUE: LEAVING THE FOREST 
 

 

* * * 

 

Dig, dig, dig, 

Reach for the sky 

We love the earth and we’ll tell you why. 

~ * ~ 

Roots and shoots, 

roots and shoots. 

We are the roots and shoots 

of a living world. 

Roots and shoots, everywhere. 

The hopes and dreams of a living world. 

(Raffi, 2010, 8)  
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As the glow of the sun slowly begins to vanish in the distance, I 
gather my belongings and make my way down the now familiar path. With 
the children gone for the day, there is a silence to the forest; the trees 
around me rest quietly as though preparing for the excitement of 
another day to come. I take one last look around the woodland. 
 

The snow. 
The sky. 

The trees. 
The forest. 

 
The sun is setting, beams of orange light stretch through the empty 
branches of the trees creating silhouettes in the snow. I know that I 
will see the same sun again but it will be different, changed by location 
and perspective. I see forests differently now; not just for the trees 
but for the learning experiences that are nurtured within the branches. 
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Reflection 

 

The Trees in the Forest 

 Like all forests, the woodland that is home to Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten 

is composed of plants, wildlife, and topography that is unique to its place in the world. 

Although the forest is made up of many trees, no two trees are exactly alike. While some 

trees stand tall and are well-established, others still strive to reach for the open sky above 

them. No matter what stage of growth and development, however, these trees are 

unequivocally rooted within this unique forest and surrounding community. Like this 

forest and the trees within it, the children’s experiences at Nature’s Edge Forest 

Kindergarten are reflective of the unique learning environment and school community. 

While the experiences of Jasper, Bella, Oscar, and Marianne share several 

commonalities, no two children’s experiences are identical. Instead, these experiences 

Figure 31. Forest reflections. 
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reflect a continuum of growth, development, and expanding connections with the world 

and community at large. For Jasper and Bella, experiences in the forest expose their 

budding connections with the natural world, in which a physical and active approach to 

learning is critical. While Jasper’s need to investigate the world through physical 

engagement highlights the importance of risk-taking and pushing physical limits, Bella’s 

desire to be creative and participate in role-play opportunities illuminates the significance 

of the child-centred, interest-driven curriculum. For Oscar and Marianne, experiences in 

the forest reflect their developing knowledge of the natural world, as well as their deep-

rooted yet ever-growing connections with place and community. While Oscar is learning 

how to balance being both an independent and interdependent citizen, Marianne is 

refining her ecological identity and becoming an environmental advocate and steward.   

Child-centred, interest-driven. 

The child’s world of wonder, beauty and discovery 
flows into creative expressions in outdoor play. 

Creativity is an affair of the limbs 
—of physical challenge and discovery— 

as well as head and heart. 
Truly free play draws on and 

strengthens inner resources and self-reliance 
and the natural environment offers an endless playground 

where the imagination can spread its wings. 
(Schweizer, 2009, p. 56) 

Children are born with the innate desire to discover, explore, and investigate the 

world around them. Through these interactions, children gather knowledge about their 

environment, driven by their own intrinsic motivation to learn (Carlton & Winsler, 1998). 

Intrinsic motivation can be defined as “the doing of an activity for its inherent 

satisfactions rather than for some separable consequence” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 56). In 

a Kindergarten or early years program, intrinsic motivation can be seen when a child 
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becomes engaged in meaningful play or active learning simply for the fun or challenge of 

it, without the expectation of external rewards or pressure from his or her teachers or 

peers.  

Interest plays a key role in student motivation for learning: “interest’s function is 

to motivate learning and exploration. By motivating people to learn for its own sake, 

interest ensures that people will develop a broad set of knowledge, skills, and experience” 

(Silvia, 2008, p. 57). In this respect, interest can be viewed as a strong intrinsic motivator 

and essential to learning, growth, and development for both children and adults alike (see 

also Ainley, 2006; Maclellan, 2008; Silvia, 2008; Weber, 2009).  

At Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten, play and active learning have a central role 

in the children’s experiences. The benefits of this type of interest-driven learning on child 

development are well-documented, and strong links can be seen between play and 

learning. Play is the work of children (Paley, 2004) and may be beneficial in social and 

emotional development (Ashiabi, 2007), the development of metacognitive and self-

regulatory skills (Whitebread, Coltman, Jameson, & Lander, 2009), cognitive 

development (Bergen, 2002), language and literacy development (Cooper, 2005; Korat, 

Bahar, & Snapir, 2003), mathematical thinking and reasoning (Sarama & Clements, 

2009), science and technology (Bergen, 2009), environmental education (Edwards & 

Cutter-Mackenzie, 2011), health and physical activity (Ahern et al., 2011), community 

building (Paley, 2010), and creativity within the arts (Lau & Grieshaber, 2010). By 

supporting the emergent and existing interests of students, while simultaneously fostering 

the development of interest over time, Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten provides a rich 

and responsive learning environment where students can investigate, inquire, and 
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discover the world around them simply being driven by their own intrinsic motivation to 

learn. 

Safe risk-taking.  

Risk/risky play 
is about young children  

pushing themselves 
just that little bit further 

 in order to do something  
they have not done before  

but would like to do. 
(Moyles, 2012, p. 124) 

Physical challenges are important for children’s healthy growth and 

development—not only for the body, but also the mind: “Through practice of movement 

and balance, brain, body and mind become mobile and flexible” (Schweizer, 2009, p. 22). 

Physical challenges and risk-taking experiences help children to develop co-ordination 

and physical control. In addition, these experiences help to foster self-efficacy, while 

encouraging creativity and problem solving among children (Moyles, 2012). In addition, 

these risk-taking experiences promote motor development and prepare children for future 

challenges: “Enabling children to be strong and healthy, to size up situations and practice 

judgement and decision-making is the best way to avoid accidents. Children need 

security but also the chance to develop a sense of adventure and challenge” (Schweizer, 

2009, p. 44). One way of developing this sense of exploration is through pushing physical 

boundaries in a safe and supportive environment:  

Outdoor experiences offer the opportunity of heuristic learning to all pre-school 
children, not just the youngest ones. ‘Trial and error’ will inevitably lead to some 
level of risk, as children push the boundaries to discover where they lie. It is part 
of the learning process, and it is the sensitivity of the practitioner that enables the 
child to take such risks in a ‘safe enough’ environment. (Knight, 2011b, p. 73) 
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In fact, the mastery of challenging experiences serves to help children overcome fears 

and anxiety, while developing an understanding of what it means to be safe (Moyles, 

2012). Moreover, learning to manage risk has important cognitive benefits such as the 

development of team working skills, motivation, concentration, and perseverance, in 

addition to increasing knowledge (Knight, 2011b, p. 117). 

At Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten, the children’s natural inclination to engage 

with the obstacles in the forest and the desire to push physical limits is apparent as 

children are involved in many activities that could be viewed as “too risky” in a 

traditional school environment. For example, whether it is scaling the branches of a 

favourite tree, scrambling across a large fallen tree trunk, or ascending a boulder in the 

woods, climbing is a commonly observed and favourite activity among the children at the 

school. Recognizing the possible safety concerns of such activities while also recognizing 

the potential for student growth and development, Jane asserts: “We like to remove the 

hazard and not the risk” (Jane, II, p. 18). 

Nourishing the Forest and Beyond 

Although the trees in the forest stand independently, they cannot flourish without 

three important elements: earth, water, and sun. Earth provides the soil in which the trees 

place their roots. Water, in the form of rain, brings nutrients to the growing trees. Sun 

from above encourages growth and development. Like the trees in the forest, learning at 

Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten is nourished by three important elements: the learning 

environment, the curriculum, and the teacher. The learning environment provides endless 

challenges and opportunities for emergent and open-ended experiences. The child-centred 

curriculum is responsive to the needs and interests of the students. The teacher 
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encourages development by promoting exploration and extending student learning. 

Together, these elements strengthen the students’ experiences in the forest, helping them 

to flourish in a holistic way. 

 While unique to its location, the woodland that is home to Nature’s Edge Forest 

Kindergarten shares many similarities with other forests around the world. There is sun, 

there is rain; there is life, there is growth. Similarly, the children’s experiences within this 

learning environment may share many similarities with those students attending 

comparable programs in different natural environments. Narratives presented in 

professional interest literature, such as the “Forest School Diary” series in Nursery World 

(e.g., Pace, 2012a; 2012b) and Primary Geographer (e.g., Martin, 2010), provide 

snapshots into children’s experiences in other nature-based programs. In Ontario, Back to 

Nature Network’s Stepping Into Nature (2013b) presents a series of stories told by 

educators about nature-based experiences and programs provided to the children they 

teach. Vignettes, such as these, and descriptions of children’s experiences in nature, such 

as those presented in this study, provide the fertile ground upon which further 

examination and discussion can grow—an examination and discussion of the significance 

of nature-based learning as it relates to both inside and outside the forest.   
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Education for Sustainability 

 

 

“One transcendent experience in nature is worth a thousand nature facts.” 

(Sobel, 2008, p. 13) 

*** 

In 2005, the United Nations declared the commencement of the Decade of 

Education for Sustainable Development (UNESCO, 2012), promoting a 

worldwide acquisition of the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values necessary 

to build a sustainable future. In response to such action and recognizing that “the 

basis for much-needed ecological awareness in adulthood is a childhood spent in 

loving engagement and identification with the natural world” (Schweizer, 2009, 

p. 16), many schools around the globe are beginning to integrate notions of 

nature and sustainability into their everyday pedagogy and practice. After seeing 

an urban shift in 2010, where the human population changed from being 

predominantly rural to predominantly urban, this greening of education 

movement has become a poignant focus within large urban centres (Clarke, 

2012).  
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In alignment with the nature- and sustainability-based movement, the 

area of “education for sustainability” (also referred to as “sustainability 

education”) has become an emerging field and a growing focus among 

researchers and educators (Williams & Brown, 2012). Within this area, 

stakeholders engage in an evolving dialogue around the critical reflection of 

modern education and the integration of sustainable practices, knowledge, and 

learning in schools (Raivio, 2011). Although there is much focus on education for 

sustainability within higher education, there is also the need to critically reflect 

on educational practices in the early and primary years of schooling. Williams 

and Brown (2012) present seven areas of concern with modern education: 

1) Modern education de-contextualizes learning in which children are 

educated from a pre-determined script (i.e., curriculum) without reference 

to the local context. “Knowledge retains little relationship to the social and 

ecological context from which it arises and in which it must be ultimately 

applied” (p. 6). 

2) Within the modern education paradigm, teachers are all knowing and 

students are passive receivers of knowledge. As a result, there is a loss of 

curiosity and wonder among children. 

3) Modern education emphasizes the acceptance of a mechanical and 

industrial scale, in which rigid schedules and pre-determined curricula 

are established as the norm. 
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4) Modern education encourages the homogenization of curriculum and 

learning: “children’s latent creativity, curiosity, and wonder are paved 

through the explicit standardization and uniformity of curriculum and 

learning methodologies with a view toward ever more efficient use of […] 

information, and intellectual ‘resources’” (p. 7). 

5) Modern educational systems divorce knowledge from children’s lived 

experience and affective dimensions of life. 

6) Modern education perpetuates individualism and autonomy by 

honouring the autonomous individual at the expense of community 

interconnectedness. 

7) Modern education separates knowledge from lived experiences and, by 

doing so, stimulates only certain senses. As a result, “overstimulation of 

eyes and ears without exercise of the other senses diminishes the bodily 

value of learning” (p. 8). 

Essentially, these seven apprehensions illustrate how modern education 

contrasts with the interconnectedness of living systems and sustainability as a 

whole (Williams & Brown). Illuminating similar concerns, Sobel (2008) explains 

that modern environmental education has shifted towards a paradigm in which 

“ingesting a sequence of facts and concepts” (p. 11) has replaced first-hand 

experiences with the natural world. Within this paradigm, there is a primary 

focus on facts, assessments, and outcomes that are dictated by curriculum 

standards. However, “what gets lost when we focus on facts are the initiation 
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experiences, the moments of transcendence when the borders between the 

natural world and ourselves break down” (Sobel, 2008, p. 12). In this respect, the 

focus on environmental facts occurs through the forfeiture of opportunities for 

children to experience the natural world; experience that is essential to 

developing the attitudes, commitment, behaviours, and pursuit of knowledge 

necessary for environmental conservation (Sobel).  

Although there is no simple solution to the systemic concerns of modern 

education, there is an obvious need for a whole system approach towards change 

(Williams & Brown, 2012). As Clarke (2012) states, “if we are to take a 

substantive step forward with our appreciation of the ecological, we have to 

renew our understanding and relationship with the entire earth system, re-

culturing for the time we live in” (p. 3). Modern educational systems need to be 

examined and adapted to reflect the needs of the planet and the current 

generation of children. In response to their own critiques of modern education, 

Williams and Brown (2012) offer ideas for change and present seven areas of 

focus. Although these notions were developed in relation to the learning garden, 

the ideas can be applied more generally:  

1) There is a need to connect learners to local phenomena and to cultivate a 

sense of place; children need to learn to think locally before thinking 

globally. “A focus on the global overlooks the relevance of the local and 

the intricate interconnections between the local and the global” (p. 47).  
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2) Education and interactions with the natural world help to foster curiosity 

and wonder among children. These interactions invite questioning and the 

need for children to make meaning of the unknown. 

3) Through engagement with nature, “we can tune into the natural rhythms 

and cycles of the earth, moon, and sun” (p. 47) and develop a better 

understanding of the scale of things. 

4) Through explorations and engagement with the natural world, we can 

examine biocultural diversity and foster students’ learning about dynamic 

and reciprocal interdependences among human activities and the 

environment. 

5) “Experience deepens learning through creating a back and forth 

movement between old and new ways of knowing” (p. 48). In this sense, 

children should be provided with practical experience and the 

opportunity to put knowledge into practice. 

6) Educational systems need to nurture interconnectedness by “bringing life 

to schools and schools to life” (p. 131). Through connections, we are 

reminded that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. 

7) Experiences with the natural world should serve to awaken the senses. 

“Our senses of smell, touch, hearing, and taste are all significant ways of 

perceiving information and understanding the world around us. They 

assist us with embodied learning, developing in us sensual awareness, 

often unspoken” (pp. 48-49). 
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While nature-based educational programs (such as forest schools and 

learning gardens) continue to do their part, there is a need to look more broadly 

at the system as a whole and how best to integrate notions of education for 

sustainability into modern education. Although this paradigm shift will not be 

an easy pursuit, several necessities can be considered as a starting point. We 

need to establish the understanding of why and how we care for our planet. 

Additionally, we need to understand the obligation to care for each other. 

Finally, we need to understand that there is a responsibility to care for ourselves, 

which includes self-discipline to learn to have what we need and not always 

what we want (Clarke, 2012). From this starting point and with the emerging 

dialogue surrounding education for sustainability, we may begin to see a change 

in education in the near future; a change where education becomes the 

fundamental thread that ties children and the future sustainability of the planet 

together: 

If we can begin to understand our identity in relation to other living 
things, we begin to recognize we are all part of a great story and that we 
each play a part in its narrative. Education is our route-way to this 
position. (Clarke, 2012, p. 118) 
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The Path Beyond the Forest: Where do we go from here?  

 

A Growing Dialogue 

Since its first publication in 2005, Richard Louv’s Last Child in the Woods has 

become a critical focal point for discussion within the greater dialogue surrounding the 

campaign to reconnect children with the natural world. Through the introduction of terms 

such as “nature-deficit disorder” and the “criminalization of natural play,” Louv’s 

pinnacle work continues to serve as a catalyst for critical reflection and conversation 

among parents, educators, and other child-nature advocates. Davy (2012) asserts: 

Through what the writer Richard Louv has called the New Nature Movement 
there has been an international plea to stop and think about why more children are 
overweight and less independent or ‘risk averse’, and why basic ‘facts of life’ 
such as where food comes from or the names and properties of trees or animals in 
the neighbourhood do not have higher priority in children’s education. (p. 26) 

Figure 32. Where do we go from here? 
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As the child-nature movement continues to build momentum, so too does the 

overall dialogue and support surrounding this issue. Providing encouragement and 

support on both a national and international level, the Children & Nature Network 

[C&NN] (co-founded by Richard Louv) aims to connect all children, their families, and 

communities with nature through innovative ideas, evidence-based resources and tools, 

collaboration and partnerships, and backing of grassroots leadership (C&NN, 2013). 

Working in collaboration with the C&NN, the Child & Nature Alliance of Canada 

presents similar goals and is a network of organizations and individuals working to 

connect children and nature through education, advocacy, programming, policy, research, 

and the built environment (Child & Nature Alliance of Canada, n.d.). Within both of 

these networks, projects and initiatives provide areas for growth and involvement from 

members of the community at large. In partnership with the Child & Nature Alliance of 

Canada, Forest School Canada is a new and growing initiative that aims to connect 

children with nature within their educational setting by fostering rich learning 

experiences, ecological literacy, and healthy living (Child & Nature Alliance of Canada, 

n.d.; Forest Schools Canada, 2013). Similarly, the Ontario-based Back to Nature Network 

provides resources for educators and families, as well as acts as an official advocate for 

reuniting children with nature (Back to Nature Network, 2013a). In alignment with the 

child-nature movement, Evergreen, a well-known environmental organization based in 

Toronto, Canada, works closely with schools, municipalities, corporations, and 

community groups across Canada by focusing on the development of green cities and the 

cultivation of a healthy planet from an urban perspective (Evergreen, 2012).  
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Beyond the structured dialogue created by official networks and advocacy groups, 

articles in newspapers, magazines, and professional interest literature continue to support 

the conversation surrounding the child-nature movement at an accessible public interest 

level. For example, an article published in the ETFO Voice highlights a school gardening 

project, Green Thumbs for Growing Kids, which has allowed children in downtown 

Toronto to connect with the natural world. While covering curriculum expectations, 

children are learning about where food comes from and simultaneously connecting with 

nature and their school community through hands-on experience (Harrison, 2012). 

Similarly, a recent article published in Maclean’s presents outdoor learning as a growing 

area of interest in Canada and features the newly implemented nature Kindergarten 

program at Sangster Elementary School in Sooke, British Columbia (Westwood, 2013). 

Likewise, in addition to providing a quarterly magazine and resource books for green 

educators, Green Teacher offers a platform for critical discussion through its series of 

webinars (e.g., “Transforming Education Towards a More Sustainable Future”; Green 

Teacher, 2013). Furthermore, presenting the perspective of a private interest group, an 

information series published in the business section of the Globe and Mail—sponsored 

by the Nature Conservancy of Canada—provides readers with information about the 

benefits of interacting with nature, current initiatives, and an argument about why a 

childhood in nature is important (Nature Conservancy Canada, 2013). 

Call for action. While stories of action, collaboration, and public level interest 

provide evidence of the evolving dialogue surrounding nature-based learning and the 

child-nature movement, there is still the opportunity for further growth. Although the 

plethora of articles featured in newspapers, magazines, and professional interest literature 
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raises awareness of nature-based learning in the early years, there is a general lack of 

empirical strength within this work. For example, while an article may make reference to 

learning in nature, it will not necessarily break down what that means or what that looks 

like in an early years setting. In this respect, there is a need for further research—such as 

that provided by this thesis—focusing on the lived experiences of the children, teachers, 

parents, and stakeholders involved in nature-based early years programming. Such 

explorations should help fill this research gap, and, at the same time, provide empirical 

credibility to nature-based early years programming and, more generally, nature-based 

learning.  

Learning Through Experience 

While the research presented in this thesis illuminates many characteristics of 

place-based education, the children’s lived experiences—full body engagement, 

interactions with nature, active learning, curricular connections, and acts of caring, 

respect, and appreciation—are most prominently highlighted. Through their lived 

experiences and under the guidance of a supportive teacher, learning environment, and 

curriculum, the children at Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten are learning, growing, and 

developing through their hands-on interactions with place and community. Although this 

research reflects the experiences of only four children, the findings provide evidence that 

contributes to the broader discourse in support of learning through experience. In fact, 

these collective experiences clearly align with what Lilian Katz (2007) describes as the 

five developmental principles essential for early learning and, by extension, responsive 

early childhood curriculum development: 
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1) Principle One: Strengthen children’s understanding of their own experience – 

Early childhood curriculum should plan to help strengthen and deepen 

children’s knowledge and understanding of their own experience and their 

own environments, emphasizing awareness, knowledge, understanding, 

appreciation, and closer observation of environments and experiences. 

2) Principle Two: The younger the children, the more they learn from direct 

firsthand experience – Early childhood curriculum should plan to include 

frequent opportunities for children to engage in active firsthand investigations 

and direct observations (e.g., in-depth project learning; see also Helm & Katz, 

2011). 

3) Principle Three: The younger the children, the more they learn through 

interactive rather than passive processes – Early childhood curriculum should 

include an abundance of opportunities for interactive experiences with both 

the human and material environment. This type of active engagement helps to 

strengthen developmental dispositions such as predicting, theorizing, 

hypothesizing, and persisting. 

4) Principle Four: The younger the children, the more important it is that what 

they are learning has horizontal versus vertical relevance – What children are 

learning about (e.g., knowledge, concepts, facts, information) and what they 

are learning to do (e.g., skills) within an early childhood curriculum should 

have current relevance and meaning to the child (e.g., on that day). 

5) Principle Five: Children’s dispositions to seek in-depth understandings of 

experience and events are strengthened when they have early experience of 
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in-depth investigations – Early childhood curriculum should include in-depth 

investigations of phenomena that have continuity and flow over extended 

periods of time (anywhere from a week to a few months based on the interest 

of the children). “Unless children have early experience of what it feels like to 

understand something in-depth, they are unlikely to develop the disposition to 

seek in-depth understanding in the future. Thus, the curriculum is more about 

‘uncovering’ and opening up the topic than about just simply ‘covering’ it” 

(Katz, p. 36). Early childhood teachers must be aware, flexible, and 

responsive to the needs and interests of their students.  

In addition to these developmental principles, Katz presents “communicative 

competence” as an essential goal of early childhood curriculum, where an emphasis 

should be placed on frequent opportunities for children to engage in deep, meaningful 

conversations.  

 Call for action. Because children have a natural inclination to investigate and 

observe the world around them, it is not farfetched to conceptualize that early childhood 

curriculum should capitalize on the intrinsic power of such experience (Katz, 2007). 

However, “too often in schools, we’re trying to inject knowledge without providing 

experiences that allow love to slowly take root and then flourish” (Sobel, 2008, p. 13). 

While the findings presented in this thesis, in conjunction with Katz’s developmental 

principles for early learning and curriculum development, directly support the need for 

experiential learning and a responsive curriculum in early childhood education, they also 

indirectly contribute to a larger conversation and debate. Within this larger discussion, 

several needs and areas for future growth can be highlighted. First, there is a need to 



	  

	   132 

critically reflect on how children are experiencing contemporary early childhood 

education and curriculum. In addition, there is a need to evaluate the role that experience 

and student interest play in contemporary early childhood education and curriculum, as 

well as question how children are learning, where they are learning, and what they are 

learning about. Furthermore, there is a need to critically reflect on how best to create a 

responsive and meaningful early childhood curriculum that can lay the foundation for 

future learning while maintaining relevance to the now. 

[Environmental] Education 

The landscapes we create for children in their learning environments are powerful 
testaments to how we as a culture treat the natural world. 

If we asphalt the entire play yard, 
surround it with a chain link fence, 

and fill it with plastic toys and organized sports, 
where winning is everything and only the strongest and fastest do so, 

what does that tell children? 
(Herrington, 2005, p. 216) 

 The research presented in this thesis reflects four children’s experiences at a 

nature-based Kindergarten program in rural Ontario. While not uncommon in many parts 

of Europe, this type of early learning is still relatively new to Canada. While the 

awareness and availability of nature-based early years programming continues to grow in 

Canada, the benefits of learning in nature remain irrefutable. Connections and 

interactions with the natural world contribute to children’s overall health and wellbeing 

(physical and emotional), as well as aid in the development of environmental 

appreciation, empathy, and stewardship. Additionally, through challenging interactions 

with place, experiences in nature allow children to push their physical and mental limits. 

Moreover, outdoor learning may even serve as a motivational tool for future learning: 

“Learning is intrinsically linked to motivation, and the sense of wellbeing, freedom and 
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enjoyment that the children gain from being outdoors aids that motivation” (Huggins & 

Wickett, 2011, p. 25). 

 While the benefits of learning in nature are well-documented, there may be a 

general stigma attached to the notion of outdoor learning: “An initial tension which can 

be identified is that teaching and learning through green school grounds is not generally 

considered as legitimate or readily amenable to assessment as that associated with the 

indoor classroom” (Dyment & Reid, 2005, pp. 294-295). While critics may question the 

credibility of such learning environments, others may be fearful of the risks associated 

with learning in nature (Bromley, 2012; Louv, 2008). Despite these criticisms, however, 

the findings presented in this thesis provide evidence that outdoor learning can be both 

credible and safe. Under the guidance of a supportive teacher, the children at Nature’s 

Edge Forest Kindergarten are learning to manage their own safety and wellbeing, while 

developing knowledge and skills that are important for their own future education, and 

for the future sustainability of the planet. Within this learning environment, education is 

not viewed as separate from the natural world. Instead, all that nature has to offer (risk 

included) is embraced, encouraging the holistic growth and development of the children 

who attend the school. Also, within this nature-based Kindergarten program, 

environmental education is not viewed as separate from education in general. Instead, 

environmental education is woven into the fabric of children’s everyday experiences and 

learning.  

 Call for action. Reflecting on the four children’s experiences presented in this 

thesis, it seems natural to wonder how they might compare to those of children attending 

a more traditional early years program. How would Jasper’s, Bella’s, Oscar’s, and 
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Marianne’s educational experiences be different if they did not attend a nature-based 

Kindergarten program in the forest? How would their educational experiences be 

different if they did not have easy access to a learning environment rich in natural life? 

How would their educational experiences be different if they did not have a responsive 

teacher who supported their engagement in open-ended challenges? While there is no 

way of knowing the answers to these questions, there is a sense in which these queries 

can serve as a foundation for further discussion and the necessary examination of 

contemporary early childhood education. First, there is a need to evaluate the role of 

[environmental] education in the early years and how the natural world is being presented 

and perceived by those stakeholders involved (children, teachers, administrators, etc.). In 

addition, there is a need to examine the environments in which young children learn and 

evaluate accessibility to the natural world, as well as how outdoor learning may be 

integrated into everyday pedagogy and practice. Furthermore, there is a need to examine 

teacher education programs and how they may/may not prepare early childhood teachers 

to be successful educators in both outdoor and indoor learning environments. Moreover, 

there may be value in examining partnerships between schools and the public/private 

sector (e.g., Evergreen), and seeking input from experts in these areas on how to best 

integrate nature (and the benefits associated with nature) into existing early childhood 

education programming. Finally, there is a serious need to critically reflect on what the 

overall message early childhood education is sending to children about nature, 

community, and sustainability as a whole, and the role children play in its creation: “If 

we allow children to shape their own small worlds in childhood, then they will grow up 



	  

	   135 

knowing and feeling that they can participate in shaping the big world tomorrow” (Sobel, 

2002, p. 161).  

* * * 

Similar to many life experiences, this journey into the forest has been a 

memorable one for me. As I leave the woodland that is home to Nature’s Edge Forest 

Kindergarten, I reflect on what I have experienced one last time. I have seen how the 

forest can provide a rich and dynamic learning environment for children, an environment 

that is constantly changing and presenting new opportunities for growth. I have observed 

an emergent and child-driven curriculum in action, and have witnessed how a responsive 

educator can support and extend student learning. I have seen children work together to 

solve problems and communicate with one another with empathy and respect. I have 

observed children as they care for the environment and learn about nature and the natural 

world. All of these experiences have helped me to paint a picture in my mind of what 

school life is like for the children who attend Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten. Most 

importantly, these experiences have allowed me to understand how children can learn, 

live, and thrive outdoors. 
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to a copy of the findings. In accordance with Queen’s policy, data will be retained for a period of five 
years. At the end of that period, the data will be destroyed.  
 
Will I be compensated for my participation? No. 
 
 
What if I have concerns? Any questions about study participation may be directed to me, Heather Coe, at 
heather.a.coe@gmail.com or my supervisor, Dr. John G. Freeman, at freemanj@queensu.ca. Any ethical 
concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at 
chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 1-613-533-6081. 
 
If you decide to participate in this study, please complete the consent form attached to this letter of 
information. Keep one copy of the consent form for your own records.  
 
Sincerely, 
Heather Coe 
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Consent Form (Teacher) 

 
CONNECTING WITH NATURE:  

AN INVESTIGATION OF FOUR CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES AT AN  
EXEMPLARY NATURE-BASED EARLY YEARS PROGRAM 

Researcher:  Heather Coe                                          
Faculty of Education, Queen’s University  

 
 
 
I, _________________________________ (name of participant), have read the Letter of Information and 
have had any questions answered to my satisfaction. 

 
I understand that I will be participating in the study called “Connecting with Nature: An Investigation of 
Four Children’s Experiences at an Exemplary Nature-Based Early Years Program.” I understand that this 
means that I will participate in two one-hour interviews (two hours total) and that I will be asked to help 
identify four children to be the focus of this study. Additionally, I understand that the researcher will be 
observing in my early years program for a total of 10 school days. I understand, however, that I will not be 
the subject of these observations and that these interviews should not interfere with normal classroom 
procedures. 
 
I have been informed that my participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw from the study at any time 
without reason or consequence. If I wish to withdraw, I will inform the researcher or her supervisor by 
email.  Upon request to terminate participation, I will be asked if I wish for my data to be removed or if I 
consent to have the data that have already been collected used for this research. I understand that every 
effort will be made to maintain confidentiality to the extent possible. 
 
I understand that only the researcher, Heather Coe, and her supervisor will have access to the data. The data 
may also be published in professional journals or presented at conferences, but any such presentations will 
be of general findings and will never breach individual confidentiality. However, should I give photo 
consent, photographs of me may be included in publications and used for other purposes for which I have 
given separate consent (see Photo Consent Form). I understand that even though pseudonyms will be used 
to help disguise my identity, there is always the possibility I may be recognized from photographs. Should I 
be interested, I am entitled to a copy of the results of the study. 

 
I am aware that if I have any questions, concerns, or complaints, I may contact Heather Coe at 
heather.a.coe@gmail.com, the researcher’s supervisor Dr. John G. Freeman at freemanj@queensu.ca, or 
the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board (1-613-533-6081) at Queen’s University.  
 
If you agree to participate, complete and sign one copy of the Consent. Keep the second copy for 
yourself. 
 
Name (please print): ______________________________ 
 
Signature: _____________________________________ 
 
Today’s Date: _________________________________________________ 
 
 
If you would like a copy of the results of this study, please provide your email or postal address 
below: 
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Photograph Consent Form (Teacher) 

 
CONNECTING WITH NATURE:  

AN INVESTIGATION OF FOUR CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES AT AN  
EXEMPLARY NATURE-BASED EARLY YEARS PROGRAM 

 
 

 
Please fill out either Section A or Section B 
 
 
 
Section A 
 
I agree to allow Heather Coe to take photographs of me for one or more of the following 
purposes: 
 

1) Publication in a Journal 
 

Signature:    
 

  
2) Demonstration to Students 

 
Signature: 
 

 
3) Demonstration at a Conference 

 
Signature: 
 

4) As a prompt for the child 
participants’ interviews. 

Signature: 
 
 

 Date: 
 
I understand that my name will not be associated with the work. 
 
 
 
 
 
Section B 
 
I prefer not to have the photographs of me shown in classes or at conferences or 
reproduced in any form. 
 Signature: 
 
 Date: 
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Letter of Information [Parent(s)/Guardian(s)] 

CONNECTING WITH NATURE:  
AN INVESTIGATION OF FOUR CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES AT AN  

EXEMPLARY NATURE-BASED EARLY YEARS PROGRAM 

 
Dear Parent(s) or Guardian(s), 
 
My name is Heather Coe. I am a master’s student completing a thesis in the Faculty of Education at 
Queen’s University in Kingston, Canada, under the supervision of Dr. John G. Freeman. My study is 
called, “Connecting with Nature: An Investigation of Four Children’s Experiences at an Exemplary Nature-
Based Early Years Program.” I would like to invite your child to be part of my research. The purpose of 
this study is to gain an in-depth understanding of four children’s experiences at an exemplary nature-based 
early years program. This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of 
Canadian ethics guidelines and Queen's policies. 
 
For this research, four children will be chosen from your child’s class to be the participants for this study. 
Because these children will be selected with the assistance of your child’s early childhood educator and 
once I am on location at the school, I am seeking your consent for you child’s initial participation in the 
study. Initially, I would like to observe your child, along side her/his classmates, for two school days. After 
these two days of initial observations, four children will be selected for further participation. If selected, 
your child will be asked to participate in two ways. First, your child will be observed for two additional 
school days. At this time, photographs of your child will be taken as she or he interacts with the learning 
environment and engages in daily activities. The use of photographs requires additional consent (see Photo 
Consent Form). Normal school programming will not be interrupted by the initial or follow-up 
observations.  Second, your child will be asked to participate in a follow-up interview lasting 
approximately 45 minutes in length. In this interview, your child will be asked to talk about her or his 
experiences at school and will be encouraged to take me for a walk around the learning environment. The 
photographs taken during the observations will be used as a prompt. Interviews will take place at school 
and during school hours.  This time will be determined, in collaboration with your child’s teacher(s) to 
ensure that there is minimal interruption to her/his daily activities. Interviews will be audiotaped so that I 
can make accurate transcriptions of the data. For these four selected students, I will discuss my 
observations and interviews with the teacher to gain greater insight into their engagement in learning. 
 
Your child’s participation in this study is entirely voluntary. There are no risks for your child being a part 
of this study. Your child will be informed that he or she does not have to answer any questions that she or 
he does not want to. Your child will be informed that she or he can withdraw from the study at any time 
without reason or consequence. You or your child can request removal of all or part of his or her data. 
Participation or withdrawal from the study will have no influence upon your child’s academic standing in 
school. By participating in this study, your child will assist both educators and researchers to better 
understand how children are experiencing nature-based educational programs. In turn, the information 
gained from this study may help to inform the development of future nature-based programs, the 
improvement of existing programs, and teacher education.  
 
Every effort will be made to ensure the confidentiality of your child to the extent possible. Only the 
researcher, Heather Coe, and the researcher’s supervisor, Dr. John G. Freeman, will have access to the data. 
When the results of this study are published, pseudonyms will be used to help disguise your child’s name 
and the name of the school. However, should you give photo consent, photographs of your child may be 
included in publications and used for other purposes for which you have given separate consent. Results 
from this study will be published in thesis format at Queen’s University. In addition, results may be 
submitted to selected peer reviewed educational journals and may be used in conference proceedings. It is 
important to note that even though pseudonyms will be used, there is always the possibility that participants 
may be recognized from photographs. Should you be interested, you are entitled to a copy of the results of 
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the study. In accordance with Queen’s policy, data will be retained for a period of five years. At the end of 
that period, the data will be destroyed.  
 
If you decide for your child to participate in this study, please complete the consent form attached to 
this letter of information. Keep one copy of the consent form for your own records.  
 
 
 
Any questions about study participation may be directed to me, Heather Coe, at heather.a.coe@gmail.com 
or my supervisor, Dr. John G. Freeman, at freemanj@queensu.ca. Any ethical concerns about the study 
may be directed to the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 1-613-
533-6081. 
  
If you would like to remove your child’s data or withdraw him or her from the study, contact the 
researcher, Heather Coe or the researcher’s supervisor by email.  
 
Sincerely, 
Heather Coe 
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Consent Form [Parent(s)/Guardian(s)] 

 
CONNECTING WITH NATURE:  

AN INVESTIGATION OF FOUR CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES AT AN  
EXEMPLARY NATURE-BASED EARLY YEARS PROGRAM 

Researcher:  Heather Coe                                          
Faculty of Education, Queen’s University  

 
 
I, _________________________ (name of parent/guardian) have read the Letter of Information and have 
had any questions answered to my satisfaction. 

 
I understand that my child may be participating in the study called “Connecting with Nature: An 
Investigation of Four Children’s Experiences at an Exemplary Nature-Based Early Years Program.” I 
understand that my child will be initially observed for two school days.  If my child is selected for further 
participation, I understand that my child will be observed for an additional two school days and will 
participate in an interview lasting approximately 45 minutes in length.  
 
I have been informed that my child’s participation is voluntary and that my child may withdraw from the 
study at any time without reason or consequence. I understand that every effort will be made to maintain 
confidentiality to the extent possible and that participation in this study will have no influence upon my 
child’s academic standing in school. I understand that my child will be informed that he or she does not 
have to answer any questions that he or she does not want to and that he or she can withdraw from the 
study at any time without reason or consequence. I have been informed that I can request removal of all or 
part of my child’s data and the withdrawal of my child from this study by notifying the researcher or her 
supervisor by email. 
 
I understand that only the researcher, Heather Coe, and her supervisor will have access to the data. The data 
may also be published in professional journals or presented at conferences, but any such presentations will 
be of general findings and will ensure confidentiality to the extent possible. However, should I give photo 
consent, photographs of my child may be included in publications and used for other purposes for which I 
have given separate consent (see Photo Consent Form). I understand that even though pseudonyms will be 
used to help disguise my child’s identity, there is always the possibility she/he may be recognized from 
photographs. Should I be interested, I am entitled to a copy of the results of the study. 

 
I am aware that if I have any questions, concerns, or complaints, I may contact Heather Coe at 
heather.a.coe@gmail.com, the researcher’s supervisor Dr. John G. Freeman at freemanj@queensu.ca, or 
the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board (1-613-533-6081) at Queen’s University.  
 
If you agree to participate, complete and sign one copy of the Consent Form and return it to your 
son’s/daughter’s classroom teacher. Keep the second copy for yourself. 
 
Son’s/Daughter’s Name (please print): ______________________________ 
 
Parent/Guardian’s Name (please print): _____________________________ 
 
Parent/Guardian’s Signature: _____________________________________ 
 
Today’s Date: _________________________________________________ 
 
If you would like a copy of the results of this study, please provide your email or postal address 
below: 
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Photograph Consent Form [Parent(s)/Guardian(s)] 

 
CONNECTING WITH NATURE:  

AN INVESTIGATION OF FOUR CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES AT AN  
EXEMPLARY NATURE-BASED EARLY YEARS PROGRAM 

 
 

 
Please fill out either Section A or Section B 
 
 
 
Section A 
 
I agree to allow Heather Coe to take photographs of my child for one or more of the 
following purposes: 
 

1) As an interview prompt for your 
child (i.e., photo elicitation) 
  

Signature:    
 

2) Publication in a Journal 
 

Signature:    
 

  
3) Demonstration to Students 

 
Signature: 
 

 
4) Demonstration at a Conference 

 
Signature: 
 

 
 Date: 
 
I understand that neither my name nor my child's name will be associated with the work. 
 
 
 
 
 
Section B 
 
I prefer not to have the photographs of my child shown in classes or at conferences or 
reproduced in any form. 
 Signature: 
 
 Date: 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS AND 
PHOTOS FOR ELICITATION 

 

Initial Interview with Jane 

• How would you describe your Kindergarten program? 

• You touched a little bit on your curriculum. It’s child-centred and it’s emergent. 

And then you said it’s experiential. Please expand on that. Do you have a formal 

curriculum framework or anything like that that guides your programming? 

• The monthly themes, do the children help guide those themes? Or is that 

something you have in your own mind, where you are going? 

• You mentioned a little bit of what you’ve done the last month and I’ve been here 

the last two days and I know it has not been your regular routine [Record low 

temperatures forced the children to spend more time inside than usual]. Please 

walk me through a typical winter day for your class. 

• I’m here in the middle of January, and I get to see snippets of your program over a 

three-week period. Now, I know your program must change as the seasons 

change. Can you please speak a little bit to what I would see if I was to come and 

visit at different times of the year and how your program would adapt or change? 

• What kinds of resources are available to the children?  

• On these cold winter days, where you have to spend more time inside, are there 

ways that you have managed to bring the outside in through the kinds of resources 

that are available to the children in your tent? 



	  

	   161 

• Today you touched a little bit on the rough-and-tumble play. Can you please tell 

me about your philosophy about the rough-and-tumble play in your program? 

 

Children Participant Interviews 

• Using an iPad to display photographs taken earlier in the day, each child was 

encouraged to talk about his or her own experiences. 

• Each child was also asked to talk about their favourite place(s) in the forest, as 

well as their favourite activity (activities). 
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Jasper’s Photos 

Photo 1 

 

Photo 2 

 

Photo 3 

 
Photo 4 

 

Photo 5 

 

Photo 6 

 
Photo 7 

 

Photo 8 

 

Photo 9 

 

Photo 10 

 

Photo 11 

 

Photo 12 

 
Photo 13 

 

Photo 14 

 

Photo 15 

 
 

  



	  

	   163 

Bella’s Photos 

Photo 1 

 

Photo 2 

 

Photo 3 

 
Photo 4 

 

Photo 5 

 

Photo 6 

 
Photo 7 

 

Photo 8 

 

Photo 9 

 
Photo 10 

 

Photo 11 

 

Photo 12 

 

Photo 13 

 

Photo 14 

 

 
 

 

 

  



	  

	   164 

Oscar’s Photos 

Photo 1 

 

Photo 2 

 

Photo 3 

 

Photo 4 

 

Photo 5 

 

Photo 6 

 

Photo 7 

 

Photo 8 

 

Photo 9 

 
Photo 10 

 

Photo 11 

 

Photo 12 

 
Photo 13 

 

Photo 14 

 

Photo 15 

 

Photo 16 

 

 

 



	  

	   165 

Marianne’s Photo 

Photo 1 

 

Photo 2 

 

Photo 3 

 
Photo 4 

 

Photo 5 

 

Photo 6 

 
Photo 7 

 

Photo 8 

 

Photo 9 

 
Photo 10 

 

Photo 11 

 

Photo 12 

 
Photo 13 

 

Photo 14 

 

Photo 15 
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Follow-Up Interview with Jane 

Jane was asked to talk about each of the four children participants using the following 

guideline: 

1. Background information and student approach to learning 

• Experience and length of time at the Forest Kindergarten program (e.g., 

How often does the child attend the Kindergarten program? When did the 

child join the program? Were they part of the preschool program before?) 

• Brief family and personal background (e.g., Where does the child live? 

Why do you think the child’s parents bring her or him to this program?) 

• General demeanour and approach to learning/school (e.g., shy/outgoing? 

Leader/follower?) 

2. Teacher observations… 

• Daily activities and favourite things to do. 

o What does the child like to do at school? 

o Where does the child like to go in the forest? 

o Favourite activities. 

• Recurring themes within play or daily activities. 

• Evolution and development of play/routines/activities over time. 

• Anything else? 
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APPENDIX D: MAP OF THE OUTDOOR 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

 

Nature’s Edge  
Forest 
Kindergarten 

Map produced by Bill Anderson and provided by Nature’s Edge Forest Kindergarten. 


