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COVER IMAGE:
land-based learning programs and forest school
training programs are taking off in Canada.

This image shows Knowledge Keeper Gary Gott
at a Forest School practictioners training in
Lumsden in 2021.
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ENVISAGE en-vis-age [en-viz-ij]
1. to form a mental image of; visualize; contemplate
2. to conceive of as a possibility in the future; foresee

BY KAREN MCIVER

Since our last issue of Of Land and Living Skies: A
Community Journal on Place, Land, and Learning our
communities have been working on getting things back
to normal, or creating new normals for ourselves. In the
field of education, one thing we noticed here in Canada and
specifically Saskatchewan is the explosion of Forest & Nature
Schools as well as land-based learning programs since 2020.
This is truly an exciting time for our children and youth to
have access to these wonderful, transformative learning
experiences!

So...what is a Forest School?

As Forest School Canada defines them:

“Forest School is an educational approach, and program
of delivery, that has existed since the late 1950s, with
thousands of programs expanding the world over, starting
in Denmark and Sweden, moving through Scandinavia, onto
Europe, China, Australia, New Zealand, the United States
and now Canada. Although Forest School is called by many
different names (e.g., Nature Kindergarten, Outdoor School,
Waldkindergarten, Rain or Shine School, Bush School), in
Canada two prominent names are taking hold: Forest School
and Nature School.”

Here in Canada, Forest School Canada was formed in
the spring of 2012 as an education initiative of the Child and
Nature Alliance of Canada. On page 32, the Child and Nature
Network delves into what a Forest School is. On page 6, we've

reprinted the findings from Cara Perez’ Master’s paper where

she describes how educators are taking up forest and nature
school principles in their classroom teaching.

There has been an increase in training opportunities
for educators from all levels in the area of Forest and Nature
schools. Of Land & Living Skies: A Community Journal
on Place, Land, and Learning asked a few of our local
Saskatchewan Forest and Nature School practitioners to write
a little bit about what they are doing with their certification
and training.

On page 16, Kristen Simonson writes about her
experience starting Sage Creek, a nature school in the Swift
Current area of Southern Saskatchewan. She describes
different age groups, different places, different ways she
has sought funding and community support, but through
all of her trials and successes she centres skill development,
mindfulness, risky play, and increased resilience. Cheryl
Hymus-Fraser is another highly skilled nature school
practitioner who started a nature programming organization
called Woodhaven which she writes about on page 24.

Her organization takes students into urban areas and gets
children to connect with their neighborhood. She has
preschool nature clubs where the child’s adult gets to come
and learn to connect on the urban land as well. She has also
been currently working on professional development day
nature clubs.

Throughout all forest and nature schools is the emphasis
on play. Play is one of the main relationships that guide all
forest and nature school practitioners in their design of their
programs and program spaces. Children know how to play,
this is something that they do not need an adult to teach them
how or to hover over them to correct them. Sometimes it is
just in the invitation of play that becomes the most important
thing an adult can do while monitoring safety. With this in
mind, we've reprinted an informative article in a document
written by a number of highly trained and researched
educators with Forest Schools Canada called FOREST AND
NATURE SCHOOL IN CANADA: A Head, Heart, Hands
Approach to Outdoor Learning, printed in June 2014.

This guide reminds us of the 16 different types of play that
children typically engage in. You can find it on page 34.

We have asked a couple people in Saskatchewan who are
experts on play to contribute to this issue. We profile Jennifer
Mason, an early childhood educator and Forest & Nature
School practitioner to talk about her experiences with play

continued on page 4
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KRISTEN SIMONSON As a science and outdoor education teacher in the public sector for more than two decades, Kristen
is dedicated to bringing everyone the opportunity to teach, play and learn outside. With degrees in both Biology
and Education, and trained in both Forest School and National Geographic teaching and learning styles, she has
been combining her passion for nature with our beautiful wild Saskatchewan prairie to make each session at Sage
Creek a memorable one.

CHERYL HYMUS-FRASER is a certified Forest and Nature School Practitioner certified through the Child and Nature
Alliance of Canada and started an outdoor program called Woodhaven in the Cathedral Neighbourhood of Regina,
on Treaty 4 Territory. She is passionate about creating opportunities for people to notice and connect with nature in
their own neighbourhoods. She has a Master degree in Social Work.

FOREST SCHOOL CANADA The educators who have helped write the guide “Forest and Nature School in Canada: A
Head, Heart, Hands Approach to Outdoor Learning” have worked in and supported FNS both from a theoretical
and practical perspective, and most have been running FNS programs from 2008 onwards. Authors of this guide
include: Heather Andrachuk, Tricia Edgar, Petra Esperjesi, Chris Filler, Jenny Groves, Jessica Kaknevicius, Reina
Lahtinen, Jen Mason, Laura Molyneux, Lindsay Morcom, Gillian Petrini, Laura Piersol, Marlene Power, Jay Young
with Editor Rebecca Carruthers Den Hoed, and Advisor Enid Elliot.

CARA PEREZ grew up outside of Chicago in a family that was not particularly “outdoorsey”. She had a summer
job working in a wilderness-oriented camp in Colorado and from that experience became interested in outdoor
education. While studying, her professor told her about forest schools and she decided to research and write about
them for her Masters degree. She completed her Master of Teaching degree at OISE, University of Toronto in 2016.

TANYA MCCALLUM is an Indigenous Land-based educator. She is currently employed with the Sturgeon Lake Central
School. She is from Pelican Narrows, Saskatchewan, and a member of the Peter Ballantyne Cree Nation. She was
raised by her grandparents who taught her how to live off the land. She has a strong Rock Cree cultural background.
Her family comes from a long line of land-based people. Tanya is a fluent Cree language speaker. Tanya is currently
enrolled in the Doctoral program with Blue Quills University, she obtained a master’s degree in Land-based
Education from the University of Saskatchewan in 2020. In 2007, she graduated with a Bachelor of Education
Degree from Gabriel Dumont Institute SUNTEP program with a major in Indigenous studies. In 1997, she
completed certificates in Forestry, Fisheries &amp; Wildlife, and a diploma in Integrated Resource Management
program. Tanya recently won the Prime Minister’s Award for Teaching Excellence.

KAREN MCIVER is one of the teachers of and program-dreamer-uppers of the miskasowin askihk land-based education
program in Regina Public School Division. She has a passion for sharing nature-based experiences with teenagers
and is humbled every day by working alongside her amazing teaching partner Tanja Maxie-Poitras, working to
decolonize the learning experience for their students and put the land back into people’s minds, hearts, and spirits
by walking together in different places. She has a Master’s of Education degree from the U of S in Educational
Foundations with a thesis studying youth activism and place-based identity.

JENNIFER MASON enjoys spending time outdoors in all four seasons snowshoeing, skating, cross-country skiing,
kick-sledding, paddleboarding, hiking, enjoying a fire, resting in a sit spot and playing with her four year old son.
Traveling both within North America as well as abroad is one of her biggest interests and Iceland is next on her
bucket list. Some of her academic interests include outdoor learning, adult learning, assessment, and play-based/
hands on learning. Jennifer completed a Master’s of Education degree in Early Childhood Special Education in
2014 at the University of Saskatchewan.

WHITNEY BLAISDELL is a former public school teacher, current Co-Chair of the Regina and Area Early Childhood
Network, and a doctoral student in the Faculty of Education at the University of Regina. Whitney has a specific
research interest in play, and reconceptualizing ecocritical child-friendliness in urban centres. Her master’s thesis,
(Re)Claiming Play: An Individual and Community Movement Towards Playfulness, informed the co-creation of the
community-based organization Project Play YQR.

THE CHILD AND NATURE ALLIANCE OF CANADA (CNAC) fosters meaningful connections with the outdoors for children and
youth. They believe that all children and youth should have the opportunity to play and learn in forests, parks,
meadows, and mud puddles.They work to connect children and youth with nature through policy, research, and
practice. They aim to have a deep impact on families and communities across the country. This is woven into all
of their key initiatives including: Forest School Canada, the major educational arm of CNAC; Thrive Outside, their
online resource and learning hub; and their research and policy development efforts.
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certification.
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BY KAREN MCIVER

A summary of how a new land-based education program began in Regina Public
Schools, and a description of how it is going.
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This article is reprinted from the Forest Schools Canada guide “FOREST AND NATURE
SCHOOL IN CANADA: A Head, Heart, Hands Approach to Outdoor Learning” June 2014.
It describes the importance of play and gives an overview of 14 different styles of play
in children and youth.
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Envisage... continued from page 1

in an Educator Profile on page 15. We've also asked Whitney
Blaisdell, Executive Director of Project Play YQR to tell us a
little bit about a non-profit organization she created from the
findings of her Master’s research, all focused on play. This
Regina-based organization has encouraged many families to
embrace free play and can be read about on page 19. Blaisdell
writes about the structural factors involved in play and the
importance of physical space available to people to play in.
Adults also need physical space to be free to play, without
a goal or overarching outcome to be achieved - simply time
to be on the land. A grassroots initiative to protect a piece of
native prairie in Saskatchewan called Fields of Green took
place in 2021-22. This land called Lonetree Lake, cared for by
Nature Conservancy of Canada, is now a place where people
of all ages can go to find unstructured time on the land to
play and learn. Read about the community engagement and
organizing that made this project so exciting on page 20.
While the official concept of Forest Schools in Canada is
relatively “new”, Indigenous communities on this land have
been educating their children and youth using land-based
education, guided with children’s interests, with the land
as primary teacher for as long as Indigenous peoples have
been on these lands. Tanya McCallum, a leading land-based
educator in the province, writes about her landbased learning
program and the way she views land-based education on page
22, In addition to this article, I wrote about the land-based
education program for high school students that started up in
Regina over the past year and a half on page 28.

Despite variations, all Forest and Nature School
programs adhere to the following: regular and repeated
access to the same natural space, as well as emergent,
experiential, inquiry-based, play-based, and place-based
learning (MacEachren, 2013). The thread that weaves all
of the programs highlighted in this issue together is that
children/youth/adults are provided with opportunities to
build an on-going relationship with the land, to a dedicated
educator, to one another, and to themselves. Ultimately,
Forest and Nature Schools are built upon six relationships:

« Relationship to Land

« Relationship to Trust

« Relationship to Play

« Relationship to Power

« Relationship to Story

« Relationship to Risk

When given a little thought, what an incredibly
thoughtful foundation to build learning experiences upon,
not only formally through organized programming, but
informally, in our day-to-day interactions with each other,
the land, our families, friends, and communities. If we all
could keep this relationships at the forefront of our minds,
would we all begin to live a little bit differently in the places
that we call home?

Throughout this issue of Of Land & Living Skies: A
Community Journal on Place, Land, and Learning we hope
that you gather some ideas and some inspiration to change or
shift some of your own practices, to be more mindful of how

you interact with and play on the land. Enjoy your read!
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TEACHINGS FROM THE NORTHERN LANDSCAPE:

WOODLANDS CREE VALUES THAT GUIDE

DR. HERMAN MICHELL

The Woodlands Cree of Northern Saskatchewan and Manitoba
have always had a set of Traditional Values that guide daily life.
These values emerged out of a deep relationship with the land,
lakes, and rivers.

The Elders say traditional values are teachings and lessons of
how to live in a good way. They guide our thinking and actions.

Woodlands Cree Values have existed in our communities
since the beginning of time. They are found in our traditional
Creation stories.

There is great diversity in Aboriginal communities. There are
sub-cultures within sub-cultures. Nihithawak Ithiniwak and
their values vary by place, region, dialect, society, and along
family lines.

Woodlands Cree values are passed on by Elders and reinforced
through role modeling, living by example, coming together
with relatives from across the country, sharing knowledge,
engaging in ceremonies, prayer, songs, dances, stories, art,

drama, writing, crafts, and other traditional expressions....

This issue’s theme is Forest & Nature Schools.
I chose one value to share that relates to the issue’s
theme.

is a Cree Value that reminds us we are
not superior then other beings that share
our northern existence. We are all equal
in the eyes of Kitchi Muntu, Creator of all
things...

Humility is about knowing our

strengths and limits. We all have a set of
responsibilities. We all have something to
contribute no matter how small.

Elders teach us to pray with a sense of humility ....

FALL 2024 OF LAND & LIVING SKIES 5



RESEARCH FROM THE FIELD

FOREST SCHOOLS IN CANADA:

AN EXPLORATION OF ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
TEACHER PERSPECTIVES IN ONTARIO

BY CARA PEREZ

This is a reprint of portions of a research paper submitted
in conformity with the requirements For the degree of Master
of Teaching Department of Curriculum, Teaching and Learning
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of the University of
Toronto, April 2016

ABSTRACT

This qualitative research study focused on Forest Schools
and related nature based learning programs in Ontario.
Specifically, this study was concerned with exploring what
elementary school educators are doing to integrate the aims of
Forest Schools into their teaching, how they are incorporating
curriculum expectations into their planning, and what supports
they would find most helpful to start or continue doing this type
of work. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews
with two Ontario educators; a Forest School Kindergarten
teacher and an outdoor education centre teacher. Findings
suggest that both educators have had success incorporating
the overall expectations of most subject areas of the Ontario
curriculum into their programs while supporting child-directed
learning whenever possible, highly valued holistic and project
based assessments, and emphasized lack of access and funding
as barriers to their work.

Key Words: Forest Schools, Nature Based Learning,
Outdoor Education.
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INTRODUCTION

There is a growing concern amongst parents, teachers,
and the general public that children today seem to be spending
fewer hours outdoors in nature than in any other time in
history. As stated by Richard Louv (2005), in his book on the
topic, Last Child in the Woods, many of our indoor activities,
and lack of access to green spaces (Lindemann-Matthies
& Knecht, 2011; O’Brien &Murray, 2007; O’Brien, 20009).
Whether these concerns are real or based in fear, research
has shown that with less exposure to nature comes many
negative consequences for children which can include lower
physical activity levels, less social and emotional competence,
and negative cognitive, affective, and behavioural impacts
(Maynard, 2007; O’Brien, 2009). Additionally, there is a
concern that children who do not use and enjoy green spaces
when they are young will miss out on the emotional benefits
and be less likely to use or care about these spaces when they
grow into adults (Louv, 2005).

During school hours, time spent outdoors is often limited
for many reasons, such as lack of access, health and safety
concerns, limited time, financial constraints, administrative
burden, large class sizes, transportation logistics, and the
comfort level and experience of the teacher. Due to increased
pressure on schools to maintain high achievement and decrease
any activities that may detract from instruction time, many



elementary school children are only spending 15-30 minutes
outside per day. However, there are many developmental
benefits of learning outdoors that these children might be
missing out on. Natural landscapes seem to have particular
qualities that meet children’s needs for diverse, stimulating,
and challenging play environments and encourage more
creativity and improvement in coordination than an indoor
environment can provide (Maynard, 2007).

Given these concerns about limited time spent in nature,
some schools are incorporating direct instruction in natural
settings as a way to implement the desired academic and social
outcomes expected in a traditional classroom. This innovative
approach is known as the Forest School movement. The Forest
School movement can be defined in many ways, and each school
takes a slightly different approach, but for the purposes of this
study I will use the most commonly accepted definition put
forth by researcher Liz O’Brien. She states “Forest School is an
inspirational process that offers all ages regular opportunities
to achieve and develop confidence through hands-on learning
in a woodland environment” (Murray & O’Brien, 2007, p.1).
Not surprisingly, the contemporary Forest School model is
most often attributed to originating in Denmark where there
is a certain cultural pride surrounding outdoor living. As the
popular saying goes, “There is no such thing as bad weather,
just bad clothing.” In Denmark, children’s initial introduction
to school is often almost entirely spent in nature (Lindemann-
Matthies & Knecht, 2011; MacEachren, 2013).

The Forest School movement spread to the United
Kingdom in 1995 after a group of students at Bridgwater College

visited a Danish Forest School and brought the idea back home
(Maynard, 2007; Slade & Bland, 2013). Since then, Forest

Schools have spread throughout the U.K. and as of 2009; there
are over one hundred Forest Schools in England alone. The
numbers are continuing to grow as more specialized training
and research becomes available (O’Brien, 2009). In Canada

in recent years there has been a growing interest in the Forest
School movement and nature-based programming for young
children. The first Forest School in Canada, the Carp Ridge
preschool near Ottawa, Ontario, opened in 2007 (MacEachren,
2013). There are now approximately fifteen Forest School
programs operating in Canada, with four programs specifically
run in Ontario (Andrachuk et al., 2014). These numbers are
likely to continue to grow as educators, administrators, and
parents continue to look for innovative ways of reaching,
inspiring, and preparing our young learners.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The main research question guiding this study is how can
teachers integrate the aims of the Forest School’s movement
into Ontario elementary school classrooms? Following this, the
subquestions include: From teachers’ perspectives, are the aims
of the Forest School’s movement appropriate and achievable in
the context of the Ontario Curriculum? How are elementary
teachers implementing the aims of the Forest School’s
movement in their classrooms? And finally, what supports do
elementary teachers need to fully implement the aims of the
Forest School’s movement in their classrooms?

RESEARCH FINDINGS

In this chapter, I report my research findings after
conducting two interviews. The first interview was with an
Ontario teacher and curriculum planner who works for an
outdoor education centre. The centre is not a traditional
classroom, and not strictly a Forest School, but the nature-
based programming focuses on and overlaps with many of the
Forest School approaches and uses the Ontario curriculum as a
framework. The second interview was with an Ontario teacher
who currently independently runs her own Forest Kindergarten
program. Both interviews were conducted in the first few
months of the school year (i.e., September and October).

In the analysis of data from both interviews, I have
identified and organized my findings according to three
overarching themes:(1) participants emphasized the value
and benefits of unstructured, child-directed outdoor time and
exploration; (2) participants discussed the utility of holistic
assessment; and (3) participants stressed the importance of
further funding opportunities to integrate more training and
quality programming. Through the interviews and discussions
with both educators, several important underlying themes and
ideas emerged as well, which will be discussed in greater detail
in the sections below.

FALL 2024  OF LAND & LIVING SKIES 7



Theme 1: Participants emphasized the
value and benefits of unstructured,
child-directed outdoor time and
exploration.

In discussing the daily routine of their students and in

identifying the practical ways all Ontario educators could
incorporate elements of Forest School into their days, both of
my participants spoke about the importance of giving children
quality time outdoors. Both participants also emphasized
that building this outdoor time into each day is a practical
thing all teachers can do, but that it is the most valuable when
the time is unstructured and child-directed. Child-directed
learning is the process of teachers tailoring their curriculum
to the child’s interests and learning styles and limiting adult
interference (Maynard, 2007). This type of child-directed
learning is supported by several studies discussed in chapter
two, including Maynard’s study (2007) whereby researchers
found this type of learning creates space for children to explore,
develop confidence, and learn to love learning. Additionally,
the importance of this type of learning is also discussed and
supported by the study conducted by Davis, Rea, & Waite
(2006) where the process was described as follows, “There is no
syllabus, but through observation and awareness of different
learning styles leaders adopt an intuitive approach, encouraging
children to use all their senses to appreciate nature. Play, in
particular, offers a means to engage holistically” (Davis, Rea, &
Waite, 2006).

In terms of practical advice, put succinctly, participant
B stated “Go outside. Take your kids outside.” Participant A
spoke about teachers understanding the deep benetfits of this
time being more likely and willing to incorporate it and said
“Just getting kids out and able to do child-directed learning
in any environment would be fantastic. If educators are more
understanding of what the students are gaining they are more

8 OFLAND &LIVING SKIES ~ FALL 2024

willing to advocate for it in their school.” The finding about

the importance of unstructured time freedom to explore and
experiment is consistent with the findings of Maynard’s (2007)
study in which researchers found that the outdoors present

a unique opportunity not available inside because with more
space outdoors, children can experiment on a larger scale, have
access to materials not available inside, and play freely without
fear of admonishment for noise or messes (Maynard, 2007).
Maynard also found the following overall enriching benefits of
unstructured time outdoors:

“That said, allowing children the freedom to explore,
move around and play in a rich, stimulating and flexible
natural environment; emphasizing a practical, hands-on
approach to learning; providing children with progressively
more challenging tasks at which they are likely to succeed;
encouraging them to take appropriate risks; and demonstrating
that they are viewed as strong and capable, are all likely to
have a positive impact on children’s self confidence and sense
of independence and, to a lesser extent, on their self-esteem.
Involvement in Forest School may also be beneficial for
children’s health and physical development, strengthen positive
dispositions towards learning and aid the development of
democratic life skills (2007).”

I found that what this unstructured and/or child-
directed outdoor time can look like was flexible and slightly
different among my participants, but can suit the needs of
many programs. For example, both of my participants cited
the importance of immediate immersion in nature upon
their students’ arrival each day. This time allows the children
a given time to explore and take in the sites around them.
Beyond this initial immersion, both participants incorporate
unstructured outdoor time in different ways and at different
times. Participant A largely incorporates unstructured outdoor
time throughout the day and for all subjects. After her students
arrive and become immersed in nature, she leaves this time
open and child-directed and does not structure whether or not
the children will move on or when they will move on to another
area of the forest. She explained this part of the day as their
opportunity to “either check in and continue with projects
started previously or begin new ones. If they are engrossed
they stay at that for the day, if they are not as engrossed we will
decide on another camp to visit.”

In terms of covering the curriculum, participant A cites an
intrinsic trust that children will naturally move through many
or most of the overall curriculum expectations over the course
of a year without too much prompting and with limited adult
inference. The importance of placing this trust in students and
limiting adult interference during outdoor time was also cited
and found to be effective in the Forest School documentary I
watched as a part of my literature review where the narrator



noted,” The teachers implicitly trusted the children. They
enforced the safety rules of the class, but otherwise tried to
limit their intervention and trusted the children’s capabilities
and natural curiosities”(Richter & Molomot, 2013). When

I asked participant A if she found certain subjects more or
less challenging to conduct or cover in an outdoor setting

she stated,”No - the children naturally follow all areas of

the curriculum. Most often they meet social development,
emotional development, language, motor skills, and science
and health goals (every day). Other areas are met when interest
happens (at least once a month).”

In terms of structuring long-range plans in a more
traditional classroom, this type of approach could present some
challenges for many teachers. However, if this unstructured
childled time is incorporated in addition to more structured
lessons, it could be feasible for a teacher to create a balanced
classroom that incorporates the Forest School approach. As
such, there was some disagreement over this topic among
my participants in terms of the appropriate balance between
unstructured and child-led learning versus structured lessons
in terms of covering the curriculum expectations. This
difference in opinion and philosophy in terms of how to balance
child-led learning versus incorporating more direct academic
instruction was also found amongst Forest School educators in
another study as well (Slade, Lowery & Bland, 2013). Similarly
to the findings in this study, some educators in the Slade,
Lowery and Bland study felt that students need more guidance
towards making progress in skill development and felt the
time in the forest should relate more directly to the work in the
classroom while others felt this would go against the child-led
learning ethos and freedom of the (2013).

Participant B spoke to this when discussing her
programming approach in terms of incorporating the
curriculum. For some subjects, she felt a more unstructured
approach is more easily accomplishable, such as physical
education “With physical education we are doing a lot of
things with the kids, especially when they are climbing or
carrying large sticks, it is sort of that physical component that
they don’t get in a gymnasium or in a school yard.” As well as
Science, in which many curriculum connections can be made
through hands-on learning tasks, such as engaging in structure
or shelter building. Participant B described one example of
by stating “We find ways to connect shelter building to the
curriculum all the way through grade 6 [...] We base a lot of our
learning on loose parts, this is logs and sticks and hay and all
different sorts of plants you can build or weave or construct
with.” According to researchers Murray and O’Brien, working

with loose parts to build structures is not only fun and engaging

for students, but it also can help children develop improved
gross and fine motor skills (Murray & O’Brien, 2005; Murray &

O’Brien, 2007).

Additionally, participant B spoke about having access to
alarge compost system and green space where children can
observe decomposing leaves and decomposers in action as a
part of the Science curriculum. In terms of overarching themes
and connections to nature in teaching Science, Participant B
stated that “we find that that model of starting small and then
working our way back to your impact really works for all of
those curriculum connections.”

Beyond Science and Physical Education, participant B cited
that Math presented the biggest challenge of explicitly teaching
in an outdoor setting in an unstructured way because a student
may never directly inquire about concept and/or it may be
difficult to achieve more generally in this setting. Participant
B also noted “It becomes more difficult as kids are doing more
complicated math [...] that is something we are working on now
and that is to develop a stronger math program.”

Identifying this first theme from the data is particularly
relevant in terms of my main research question because
incorporating unstructured outdoor time is the easiest way all
Ontario teachers can incorporate some of the aims of Forest
School into their daily routine as well as partially or fully cover
many of the curriculum expectations. The significance of these
findings, given the state of the existing research, is exciting
as the idea that unstructured outdoor play is important for
all students is supported by the research. Additionally, the
finding that both educators I interviewed are having success in
incorporating several curriculum expectations into this outdoor
time is encouraging because it can potentially give some
teachers the push to experiment with this type of learning.
However, caution should be exercised in generalizing the results
of this study as the data is based on discussions with only
two educators and their opinions are not representative of all

Ontario Educators or Forest School teachers in the province.

FALL 2024~ OF LAND & LIVING SKIES 9
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Theme 2: Participants discussed the utility
of holistic assessment.

The second theme that emerged over the course of both
interviews was the importance and usefulness of holistic
assessment. Both participants discussed the importance of
assessing students learning through informal and formal
observation, reflection, and project-based learning. For
the purposes of this discussion, it is important to note that
assessment was discussed by both educators in terms of student
growth in not only specific curriculum areas but also in terms of
personal development and general skill areas (i.e. self-esteem,
connection to nature, interest in learning, working as a team,
self-control, and observation skills). This ties in closely with
what prior research has identified as the overall aims and ideals
of Forest School, which tend to focus more largely on a child’s
holistic growth both academically, socially, physically, and
emotionally. Researchers in one study found that the primary
aims of Forest School related to children’s personal, social,
and emotional development and that attending a Forest School
should help develop self-esteem, confidence, and independence
in children first and foremost (Maynard, 2007).

When discussing how she integrated assessment for
and of learning into her Forest School, participant A spoke
of her system of assessing the children once per week using
various measures, “We usually reach 95-110 goals a week[...]
We use the Ontario kindergarten curriculum, play theories
(one from Parten, one from Smilansky and one from Smith
and Pellegrini). We will also be adding play schemes this fall.”
This finding is of particular importance because participant
A’s Forest Kindergarten program is run entirely outdoors and
is highly child-directed and unstructured, and yet she is still
able to assess her students consistently using the Ontario
Curriculum as a guide. This may suggest that it could in fact
be feasible for more Ontario teachers to incorporate elements
of Forest Schools into their daily classrooms and still meet
their assessment and reporting requirements. This finding
is also supported by some emerging research on the topic. In
Murray and O’Brien (2007), researchers note that Forest School
provides regular opportunities for critical observation “of the
ways that children take advantage of given freedoms (within
a controlled setting) to express themselves physically and
verbally” (p.263) In addition, “Forest school provides teachers
and practitioners with a formal yet non-classroom oriented
arena for the assessment of a child’s abilities and progress
towards academic and other developmental objectives” (p.262).
These observations can certainly be very telling and provide
many rich opportunities for assessment, but must also come
with highly specific training in the Forest School approach, a
deep understanding of the relevant curriculum, support from
administration, and a dedication to a reflective practice. This



finding is also important to note because participant A is both
incorporating the elements of the Ontario curriculum and
assessing the child holistically. These elements do not need to
be mutually exclusive.

Participant A also touched another important element
of assessing children from a more holistic standpoint when
she spoke about the importance of reflecting with her
students at the beginning and end of the day. This gives
participant A information about what her students are
curious about, interested in, and an opportunity to correct
any misunderstandings about a particular concept while also
building community. Participant A then turns to child-directed
project-based learning as a way of allowing her students to
explore new concepts: “Then they either check in and continue
with projects started previously or begin new ones. If they
are engrossed they stay at that for the day if they are not
as engrossed we will decide on another camp to visit.”The
importance of project-based learning and assessment was
brought up as a natural way of integrating a child’s natural
interest with a useful method of assessment for the teacher.
As the day proceeds, participant A is also watching each child
closely and observing what they are engrossed in, how they
are progressing, and allowing for plenty of trial and error on
the child’s part. At the end of the day, the group comes back
for a gathering, or assembles if still on site, and debriefs about
their day and the children share what projects they have been
working on.

Participant B also integrates this type of reflection and
sharing in the closing of each her program’s days as well and
stated, “Then at the end we usually have a discussion about
what did you learn today, what are you going to do back at
your school now that you see what we have done here.” This
sharing with the teacher and with one another is an important
time to strengthen understanding of concepts, make further

connections, and is another example of a time for teachers to be

informally observing or taking notes in order to build a holistic
profile of each child’s understanding when assessing them at a
later time.

In speaking with Participant B about some of her program’s

approaches to assessment, she noted a similar affinity and
encouragement of project-based learning and assessment as a
way of clearly and fairly allowing children to demonstrate their
knowledge. Participant B noted the utility of project-based
assessment in charting incremental progress over the course
of unit in a concrete way, “You can see changes from day one

to day five and things they have learned and able to do. For

example, build a shelter that is able to stand up whereas the first

day I don’t how to use these materials and I am uncomfortable
with them, but by day five they’re able to really build a strong
and stable structure.” Participant B also stated “Project-based

learning in nature-based education is the way to go because it
is really hard to just have a rubric where it’s like “oh, they’re
demonstrating this skill...” but if it is an actual project that

you can sort of dissect what they had to go through in the
process to get there I think that that’s probably the easiest way
to assess it.” In this way, both participants agreed that a focus
on process and progress was more important than comparing
children’s final “products” to a standardized rubric. Participant
B also emphasized a further assessment piece comes when
students share their projects with the group during a gallery
walk and explain what they have constructed, and perhaps
most importantly, explicitly share their thinking. This allows
the teacher another opportunity to understand the student’s
understanding of a given concept and any misconceptions they
may still hold.

In terms of the implications of my findings surrounding
the theme of holistic and project based assessment, they are
consistent with the findings of other researchers who have
studied the Forest School approach and also found holistic
assessment and authentic tasks are more effective and
meaningful in a child’s learning. For example, Maynard argues:

“Further, as Forest School activities appear to span
different areas of learning including language, literacy and
communication skills (e.g. stories and rhymes about the forest),
mathematical development (e.g. finding sticks as long as your
arm and thicker than your thumb) and creative development
(e.g. mixing colour palettes), it may be that one of the main
benefit of this approach for young children working within a
statutory curriculum framework is that learning is embedded in
meaningful and often real life activity (Maynard, 2007, p.326).

By providing children plenty of opportunities and time
for project-based learning inspired by nature and their natural
curiosity, authentic learning and assessment are occurring all

the time in Forest School programs.
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Theme 3: Participants stressed
the importance of further funding

opportunities to integrate more training
and quality programming.

The final theme identified through analysis of the
interviews, and one that came up multiple times, was the
importance of further funding and training opportunities for
educators so that they may continue to do this type of work and
expand in the future. In speaking with participant B, I learned
that one of the major challenges she confronts in her work is
that often times funding is inconsistent, limited, and highly
specific. Therefore, the people who run the program cannot
always use the money the way they would like. Participant
B explained that often times their organization will receive
a donation, but the donor will specify which age group and
project it is to be used for, or require certain deliverables. She
explains, “So that is a big challenge with fundraising. A lot of
the times the deliverables are so specific that it doesn’t allow
us to offer what is most meaningful [...] It would be great to
have open-ended funding, but that is what any non for profit
would say.” This finding is important because it indicates the
importance of openended funding for these types of programs;
where the educators can have more control over how to allocate
the funds to improve the nature-based programming. When
Iinquired further, participant B explained that with more
open-ended funding, her program could have the opportunity
to expand the curriculum, hire more educators, and offer the
program to more children. Participant B stated “So it is really
important for us to have that money to develop new curriculum,
to have that sort of time and energy to develop more meaningful
connections. We have a good suite of programs but we always
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want to grow and are always hearing from teachers about new
things they want to do and we want to be able to provide that
since we are one of the only nature centres in the city.” She also
pointed out that transportation is often a barrier for getting
children to their centre, and therefore with additional funding,
more children could be brought to the site and exposed to
nature. Participant B explained, “transportation would be
huge because students that live in the downtown core are able
to access the TTC but if they live somewhere like Markham or
Richmond Hill or somewhere further afield where taking TTC
doesn’t make that much sense then there is a financial barrier to
getting here to afford a bus.”

In contrast to Participant B who works for a non-profit
organization that relies on philanthropy and corporate
donations, participant A is independently running her own
Forest Kindergarten and does not receive any donations
or funding beyond tuition. After university, participant A
sought out and paid for her own Forest School training in
the United States before beginning her own program. When
asked what supports she would find most helpful to continue
to do the work she is doing, she responded, “Financial support
would be awesome so I could get further training, possibly
offer scholarships and make a decent wage (a lot of my work
is unpaid).” This statement reveals a lot of information, as
participant A explained that with financial support she could
not only receive more training and improve on and expand
her skill set, but also provide more children the opportunity to
take part in Forest School by offering scholarships. Much like
her initial Forest School training, much of the work she does
in her program today is unpaid and completed by participant
A on a volunteer basis. This finding could possibly imply that
if participant A and other educators were able to receive more
consistent financial support from running these types of
programs, more and more educators may consider beginning
their own Forest School programs, and thus more children
would have access. As participant A affirmed when discussing
how to get more educators in Ontario involved in Forest School
programming, she responded “Look at the teachers, EA’s,
etcetera as first stop - going from top down won't be as effective
as inspiring the educators to start at the ground level and work
up for changes.”

CONCLUSION

Through my discussions with my two participants, I found
that in respect to my main research question, how can teachers
integrate the aims of the Forest School movement into their
Ontario elementary school classrooms, the answer is far more
complex and multi-layered than I initially envisioned. While
both participants come from strong nature-based education
backgrounds and have a wealth of experience and knowledge



on the topic, they varied slightly in some of their responses

and reflections. There was however high levels of overlap in
their joint beliefs that children need meaningful, plentiful,
child-directed and unstructured time outdoors each day. This
might look different in all classrooms, but the major takeaway
for educators should be, as evidenced by both the sentiments
shared by the participants as well as researchers on the topic,
that adult intervention during these periods should be limited
and thus give children plenty of opportunity to explore (Richter
& Molomot, 2013). Both participants emphasized this as a key
way to incorporate elements of Forest School into even the most
traditional classroom. Further, it is important to emphasize
that in terms of curriculum integration tying into this dedicated
outdoor time, both participants stated that Physical Education,
Science, and Language were the easiest subjects to integrate in
an outdoor environment, with careful long-term planning all
subjects have the potential to be incorporated.

In terms of my second major theme relating to holistic
assessment in an outdoor education setting, this finding holds
the most promise and potential for further exploration. As
both participants emphasized: children deserve authentic,
holistic assessment opportunities and time to explore subjects
through project-based learning. Both educators also had a
common dedication to teaching children in and about nature
in meaningful and enriching environments were evident in
their honest, thoughtful, and insightful responses. This holistic
approach to assessment ties in to the primary aims of Forest
School and related programs which aim to help children develop
selfesteem, confidence, and independence in children first
and foremost (Maynard, 2007). These ideals can and should
hold true in both an outdoor and indoor classroom setting.
Children should be given plentiful opportunities to express
and demonstrate what they have learned and share their
understandings in meaningful ways. The unique opportunity
for holistic assessment presented in the outdoor setting can
potentially serve as a model for all assessment and push
educators to think more creatively in how we evaluate our
students. Meaningful inquiry-based lessons, opportunities for
observation, and project-based and interest -driven assessments
can be incorporated into all subjects and all environments.

The final major theme addressed in this chapter, and
highlighted by both participants, is the need for ongoing
and open-ended funding and financial support to support
efforts to offer more outdoor education programming to more
children, expand curriculums, and allow educators to pursue
further training opportunities. In general, the research that
has so far been conducted in this arena has found that Forest
Schools and similar programs can have significant positive
effects for children, but more work still needs to be done
and more attention drawn to this area of education in order

for more funding to become available. With more research-
based evidence of the positive effects, and particularly, into
the feasibility of incorporating Forest School elements into
traditional public school classroom settings and connecting

it directly to provincial curriculums, it is my hope that more
support for these types of programs in public school districts
will continue to occur. The findings presented here will be
further discussed and their significance highlighted in the
following chapter as they are put into conversation with the
existing literature. Additionally, chapter 5 will include further
implications of this study in relation to myself as a teacher
and researcher, recommendations for stakeholders, lingering
research questions, and potential directions for future research.

BROAD IMPLICATIONS

The present study has important implications for
educational reform. In broad terms this study should serve as
areminder to administrators and curriculum planners that
nature-based learning can have significant positive effects
on student learning and growth when educators are well-
trained and supported in this type of work. Consistent with
the conclusions of multiple studies (Maynard 2007; O’Brien,
20009), the present study finds that child-directed or student
driven learning outdoors has an important role to play in
our schools and has the potential to enrich student learning
by increasing their independence, confidence, and overall
interest in school. The study also provides insight into the
issue of addressing students with varying learning styles,
intelligences, and exceptionalities by finding that nature-based
teaching can often more easily accommodate these students
by providing more opportunities for interest-driven learning
and holistic assessment opportunities. Both Maynard (2007)
and Davis, Rea and Waite (2006) also found that in a Forest
School setting educators have the potential to address multiple
intelligences, such as kinaesthetic and naturalistic learners,
who may not do as well in a mainstream classroom with more
ease. Policymakers, administrators, and curriculum planners
should take heed to these findings and consider expanding and
supporting this type of programming because of their potential
as another inclusive classroom environment suitable for many
students. By supporting and funding these types of programs
in publicly-funded schools or outdoor education centres, or
providing more funding for teachers to seek out training, more
children will be able to gain access to the benefits of nature-
based learning. In terms of pre-service teacher education
programs, the findings of this study indicate that with more
direct instruction and pre-service training opportunities in
outdoor education and associated programming during school,
educators may be more apt to take their students outdoors to
engage in this type of learning throughout their careers.
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CLASSROOM TEACHERS

Given the results of this study and other literature touched
on in Chapter 2, classroom teachers should feel emboldened
to begin incorporating outdoor lessons into their short and
long term plans. Take your students on a silent nature walk
around the neighbourhood and ask them to reflect on what they
observed with all of their senses. Watch a tree in your school
yard and have students complete a sketch of it every few months
as a way of discussing the changing seasons. Go outdoors
for your science block for a week, see what your students
are curious about, and shape an inquiry-based unit around
their natural interests. Enlist help from parent volunteers or
students in teacher education programs if you are not feeling
comfortable being outside alone with a larger group. The results
of this study in particular indicate that with careful planning,
creativity, and establishing boundaries you can entrust your
students to explore their environment and with that gain a
sense of independence and confidence in themselves. This
sense will hopefully then translate back into their work inside
the classroom and with the world around them. For teachers
feeling overwhelmed, stressed, and weighed down by the vast
amount of curriculum expectations they are already in charge
of covering, remember you can find an approach that works for
you and mix in structured and unstructured outdoor time and
increase it as you gain confidence. As discussed at length in
this paper, many studies have linked consistent, quality time
outdoors during the school day where children are engaging in
and with nature to positive effects in student behaviour, self-
esteem, attention span, social skills, and overall communication
skills (Lindemann-Matthies & Knecht, 2011;Maynard, 2007;
O’Brien, 2009;) This should be encouragement enough to get
your students outside and exploring as much as possible.

ADMINISTRATORS

Administrators in specific schools and school boards have
a major opportunity to support this type of work by simply
encouraging and supporting classroom teachers in their schools
who want to begin conducting their classrooms with the aims
of Forest Schools in mind. By providing encouragement and
support, more teachers will likely feel the confidence to begin
taking their children outdoors more and inspire other teachers
in their school to do the same. Administrators can also support
this type of work by approving funding, even in small amounts,
to allow teachers to complete training in Forest School teaching
on their own time or bringing in Forest School educators for
a professional development training workshop in their own
schools. Although the participants interviewed in this study
cited funding as the most important way they could feel more
supported to continue doing the work they are immersed in,
the goal of the funding was so that they may complete more
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training and get more children involved in their programs.

Administrative support in any school for this type of work, even
without funding, could lead the way towards more teachers
integrating nature-based learning into their practice and thus
achieve the goal of increased opportunities for students.

TEACHER EDUCATION PROGRAMS

Finally, teacher education programs have a unique
opportunity to encourage more nature based learning by
mandating or offering more specific training to pre-service
teachers in this area. Teachers who receive no such training
during the course of their pre-service training and end up
working in a school that does not already have a focus on
outdoor education are going to be far less likely to initiate these
types of programs on their own. This might be due to lack of
confidence in their ability to do so, fear of what this type of
programming actually means and looks like in a practical way,
or quite simply they may have never heard of Forest Schools
and their corresponding educational philosophies. Additionally,
teacher education programs can continue to offer more field
placements in outdoor education centres and similarly minded
programs. By making this type of option available to more
students during their practicum experiences, future teachers
again will have more exposure to nature-based programming
and be more likely to incorporate it into their own classrooms.
Teacher education programs can also continue to cover this
topic more broadly in a variety of courses and place a greater
emphasis on inquiry-based teaching and holistic assessment
which will in turn better prepare future teachers to conduct this
type of work.

Read the entire paper here: https://tspace.library.utoronto.
ca/bitstream/1807/72268/1/Perez_Cara_L_201606_MT __
MTRP.pdf



EDUCATOR PROFILE

Practitioner Profile for
Forest & Nature Schools

What is your name and currentjob title?
Jennifer Mason - Vice Principal Hepburn School,
Facilitator for Child and Nature Alliance of Canada

How have you embraced the outdoors
specifically through a Forest & Nature

School Approach in your practice?

During my time at Asquith School, I first began embracing the
outdoors every afternoon with my kindergarten students. I
was fortunate to have supportive administration, as well as my
engaged educational associate, Colleen. Colleen and I found
ourselves taking on a new adventure in pre-kindergarten,

and over time, spent the majority of our time outdoors (aside
from the extremely frigid days - but we would still venture

out for less time). As students moved on beyond kindergarten
and pre-kindergarten, we found them yearning to still join us
outdoors. From that, Outside After School was born and I began
offering an hour and forty five minute session twice a week for
elementary students. That program traveled with me to my
current home in Hepburn. We have 12 acres of forested land
within town limits that we utilize. Setting up stick stoves to
roast treats, whittling, building shelters, exploring field guides
to learn about our environment and open play are some of the
activities that fill our days. I have also been fortunate enough
to join our high school Outdoor Education class in hopes of one

day teaching this course.

What is your favourite part about the
Forest & Nature School approach?

The seven relationships - play, story, risk, power, trust, learning
and land. Balancing these relationships is key to the Canadian
Forest School philosophy with the child at the centre of those
relationships. I appreciate the holistic approach that is true for
someone that is one year old or ninety nine years old - these
relationships are long lasting.

Have you noticed changes in students or

Jamilies using this approach?

The feedback from families I have had the honour of working
with has filled me with joy. Listening to caregivers share that
their child is no longer shy, willing to take risks, has overcome
their fear of bugs; the list is endless. The stories and memories
I have of the many children I have played and learned alongside
of is evidence enough for me to know that this way of living and
learning is beneficial for all, even if they don’t know it at first.

What would be your piece of advice for
educators wanting to learn more about this

approach to teaching and learning?

Try something. It doesn’t need to be perfect, you don’t need all
of the gear, and it can be ten minutes. Everyone needs to start
somewhere and it is better to begin in tiny increments and
build upon that than to not begin at all. This way of educating
naturally lends itself to mental and physical health, spiritual
well-being and academics; the more you practice, a beautiful

balance will reveal itself. Trust in the process.

Are you ever worried about covering “the

curriculum” while using this approach?

I find I go beyond any given curriculum when I work in this way.
The natural world is an invitation waiting for us to learn from

it and there are many ways to engage with this. As educators,
we are co-learners alongside the children and I truly believe the
outdoors offers us endless lessons as long as we slow down and
use our senses to take them all in.

What are 3 books that you would
recommend for Forest and Nature School
practitioners?

1. Natural Curiosity 2nd Edition: A Resource for Educators:
Considering Indigenous Perspectives in Children’s
Environmental Inquiry

2. Nature Preschools and Forest Kindergartens

3. Timbernook Tips Podcast
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The phone call on a February afternoon in 2016 had been
completely unexpected; 67 acres of native prairie grassland was
for sale right next to Swift Current. My husband and I had been
searching for the perfect spot to call home for fifteen years,
and one random phone call made us the proud owners of an
overgrown pasture and a power box.

While my husband and teenage twins excitedly discussed
new houses and barns and motorbike trails, my attention was
already locked on to the large treed coulee to the south.

As an outdoor educator and science teacher at the high
school in Swift Current, I had been advocating for land-based
education for decades. Not just the extracurricular “week in a
tent” somewhere fun, but the opportunity to teach my high school
science curriculum out on the land. This new coulee five minutes
from my high school seemed ideal; its steep rugged slopes, aspen
trees, mixed grass native prairie and spring-fed creek provided a
wonderful teaching space. My students were thrilled to come out
to our coulee for their coursework, and it didn’t take long before
environmental impact assessments, species identification and
watershed delineations became their new lingo. And then, just as
we were getting into a groove, COVID hit.

The first four months of the lockdown saw my outdoor
teaching and learning come to a screeching halt. My students,
like everyone else, struggled with isolation and all of us
frantically tried to make quality learning happen online.
Outside of work, our family toy store business had to radically
readjust to online sales and door-to-door deliveries, and my
mom was diagnosed with multiple myeloma. I had two choices
in the spring of 2020; keep my Type A brain so incredibly busy
it didn’t have time to fixate on all of the “wrong”, or possibly
have a complete mental breakdown. The first choice seemed
a much better option, so I finished my Forest School Level
Three certification from the UK (online of course, with hours
of uploaded video “evidence”), headed into our coulee with a
chainsaw and a rough idea for an outdoor classroom design,
and slowly began to piece together a nature program with
Forest School influences. “Forest School” didn’t seem fitting
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looking at our small aspen grove, but we had 67 acres of native
prairie to work with, so the Sage Creek Prairie School became
our new venture.

Little people had not been on my radar since I was a
teenage lifeguard, but my own two kids had thrived in the
outdoors so I set up an impromptu “Forest School” session
for some friends and their little ones. Any hesitation I had
about this type of learning so vastly different from high school
science instruction disappeared in the first few minutes as we
rediscovered all of my favorite childhood activities...running up
and down the deer trails, stopping to look in a nest or down a
hole, jumping into a puddle, and climbing a tree. That first two
hour session wasn’t designed to meet any curricular objectives,
but it was incredible to see how much learning was taking place.

I debriefed the session with a good friend, and she decided this
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sounded like an adventure worth having. Locating insurance
was our next hurdle, and then we jumped into the Sage Creek
Prairie School with both feet.

Our first season was very successful and very busy; we
decided to host three age groups in five different sessions
including our preschool Forest School Sessions, our elementary
“Kids in the Coulee”, and our teen Bushcraft Sessions. Every
session we posted filled up instantly, so behind the scenes we
raced to develop and update our social media, make
sure the right forms and policies were in place as
our programs evolved, develop new structures
and try to keep one step ahead in our
programming.

A grant we had applied for was
awarded in the late spring, so we used it
to purchase new fruit trees and shrubs for
our food forest. Due to our location on the
prairies (and right in the center of prairie
food production and agriculture), we decided
to make permaculture and food security one of
the pillars of our evolving program.

Around this time, a past student working for Sask
Wildlife notified me they were looking for female instructors
to teach bushcraft at their spring and fall Women’s Outdoor
Weekend, and a new partnership was formed that has
continued into its second year. We have now been to four WOW
weekends and have instructed sessions on fire lighting, knife
work, and shelter building to groups of women looking to

“let’s say yes,
and then figure
out how to make
it happen’.

g
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expand their outdoor knowledge. Breaking down barriers for
women and girls to participate in outdoor activities has become
one of our proudest achievements so far.

Our second season started in 2022 with brand new
structures including a composting toilet, new outdoor kitchen,
new trails through the trees, and a propane fire ring for dry
times, plus new play spaces such as a mud kitchen, a huge
water table, a story tent, and a new sandbox. School groups
began requesting visits, and community groups such
as the Girl Guides, the Newcomer Welcome
Center, and various church youth groups also
booked times. While my teaching partner

received her forest school training, I headed
north on our first backcountry canoe trip
and spent three days south of Missinipe
paddling through the boreal forest with
a group of teenagers. Next, we hosted
our first adult Saturday morning sessions
featuring our local medicinal plants, food
security, and bushcraft skills. Our local school
division teachers and Metis guest of honor joined
us for Truth and Reconciliation Day, which we spent on
the land learning how to offer outdoor opportunities as part
of regular classroom programs. A new partnership with our
local Rotary allowed our Family Resource Center to schedule a
week of camp with us, allowing lower income families to have
an authentic outdoor experience as well. Removing economic
barriers to participation in outdoor activity is now forefront on
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our agendas as we end our second season.

As we catch our breath after hundreds of participants
and many different experiences this past year, we realize that
our informal motto has become “let’s say yes, and then figure
out how to make it happen”. This has led us to some amazing
opportunities, but has also required us to have Plan A, B, C,
and D always in our back pockets. As a formal educator, I have
never been pushed so hard out of my comfort zone as we move
away from formal assessments and regimented strategies,
instead letting our kids decide what is important for them
to learn or spend time doing. I have also never experienced
such overwhelming joy, pride and gratitude at being able to
take others onto the land and give them more opportunities
to reconnect with nature. We have been so lucky to have a
community ready to trust us with risky play, cooperation, and

increased connection to our prairie and its wild inhabitants.
As I'look at the increasing mental health crisis for kids, I can’t
help but wonder what would change if all of them had access
to outdoor learning. As food prices go up, and food security
becomes unpredictable, our focus on our food forest and
“planting and growing our own” becomes even more relevant
to ensure everyone in our community has access to nutritious,
locally-grown produce.

Planning for our third season is now well underway with
more opportunities for skill development, mindfulness, risky
play, and increased resilience. With each new experience we
learn, adapt, and apply our knowledge to make our sessions
even better; we are enthusiastically looking forward to starting
again in the spring of 2023 and seeing what comes next for us at
Sage Creek!
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FAMILY EXPERIENCE

PROJECT PLAY YQR

For decades, there has been increasing concern
over changes to childhood, especially around what
many perceive to be a loss of play. For my master’s
research, I worked with caregivers of young children
to explore play and examine what facilitates and
hinders play. We learned about a lot of structural
factors to play, and some findings indicated a
need for free, public, low-barrier, unstructured
offerings that centre play. The research led to the
eventual founding of Project Play YQR, a non-
profit organization. Our mission is to increase
access to play, which we conceive as any activity
in which the process of doing said activity takes
precedence over any outcomes associated with it.
While simple, securing funding and offering projects
that emphasize slow, unhurried processes can be
difficult in a product-oriented Western society.
Nevertheless, with the support of generous and
thoughtful funders, we have developed a website
and play resource, curated annual winter outdoor
photo art galleries that highlight winter play, and
continually host free gatherings with coffee, food,
and transportation provided. Our main project,
Communities at Play, funded by KidsFirst and the
Saskatchewan Health Authority, involves gathering
mostly outdoors but also in Regina Public Libraries,
the MacKenzie Art Gallery, and the Regina Early
Years Family Resource Centre to enjoy coffee, food,
books, art, and good company (including flora and
fauna).

We are grateful to have received a Truth and
Reconciliation grant from the South Saskatchewan
Community Foundation to offer an Indigenous-
led outdoor play contribution to the community in
partnership with the City of Regina. That project
is currently in design under the shared leadership
of Jeff Cappo, Erin Kramer, Nicole Morrow, and
Tammy Ratt.

We attempt to foster kindness and care in
the local community by ensuring ample access to
opportunities for play and nurturing attention and
respect for play across generations and lifespans.
Play is far from frivolous. It is an integral part of
being and living alongside one another and a critical
component of community care.

Whitney Blaisdell

Executive Director, Project Play YQR
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POETRY

MISKASOWIN ASKIHK POEM,
ECHO VALLEY, JUNE 2023
The sun is warm,

it keeps me warm.

The memories of

a cooling breeze,

flowing water,

and continuous yelling
will be forever lasting.
Thunder, lightning,
warm laughs.

Peaceful.

The smoky haze

over the lake in the heat,
paddling in straight lines,
feeling connected.

Sleep, I did not.

Cold, I was. Tired, I am.
Happy, I will be

when we get home.

Kool place, yeah!...
Being real awesome and
deadly with my besties.
Water’s wet.

The grass is dry.

The sun is hot, so am I.
The fire burns.
Stomachs are full.

Not only are the flies flying
but the mosquitoes

are making people
crying.

Picking wood ticks

off of people

is now my passion.

Ekosi
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SPOTLIGHT

On Wednesday, June 22, 2022,
Saskatchewan residents had the chance to
walk on the land that they worked together
to collectively purchase. The land is called
Lonetree Lake and is located approximately
an hour and 45 minutes south of Regina
and consists of 629 hectares of endangered
grasslands and wetlands. The day began in
a good way with a pipe ceremony, a story,
and teachings from Elder Pete Bigstone
of Ocean Man First Nation. Then the
attendees had the chance to go on two
guided walking tours of the land with a
local rancher, and with Elder Bigstone to
learn about the cultural significance of the
area. Nature Conservancy of Canada (NCC)
board members and biologists were along
as well, describing some of the important
ecological features of the land.

NCC explains: “NCC’s Lonetree
Lake property includes native and tame
grassland, seasonal creeks, wetlands and
shoreline habitats. The area is also a haven
for wildlife listed under Canada’s Species
at Risk Act, including burrowing owl
(endangered), piping plover (endangered),
loggerhead shrike (threatened), barn
swallow (threatened), American badger
(special concern) and northern leopard
frog (special concern). Grasslands are one
of the rarest and most at-risk ecosystems
in the world and are a critical part of
Saskatchewan. They filter our water, help
prevent flooding and droughts, sequester
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THE LONETREE LAKE PROP
THANKS IN PART TO REGULAR CITIZENS

carbon and, for thousands of years, have

provided sustenance for humans. They

are also vital stopover sites for migratory
birds and provide habitat for waterfowl and
species at risk.”

The Lonetree Lake property purchase
all started in 2021, when the provincial
government in Saskatchewan decided to
give SGI rebates of around $285. Marc
Spooner, a publicly engaged citizen in
Regina and University of Regina professor
in the Faculty of Education, believed that
it would be more impactful for community
members to pool their money together
and do something to feel the power of the
collective. He had people make suggestions
of what to pool the money together for and
the action that came to the top was to put
the money towards the purchasing of land.
He started a facebook group called Field
of Dreams and got 940 followers. Spooner
quickly contacted some organizations,
and decided to partner up with the Nature
Conservancy of Canada, a not-for-profit,
private land conservation organization.
Nature Conservancy of Canada took the
lead to find other private and public donors,
to help match and grow this exciting
project. Spooner explained, “Remarkably,
our group has raised $103,500 toward
protecting the vibrant habitat found at
Lonetree Lake. I'm excited to tour the
property with NCC and the Field of Dreams
Group. It will be a special moment where

ERTY PURCHASED

SGI REBATES

we can say that, together, we helped
conserve this area for people and nature.”

NCC explains where all of the funding
for the Lonetree Lake property came from:
“The generosity of private donors such as
the Field of Dreams group and the estates
of Margaret Smith and Norman and Sophie
Headford help make a long-lasting impact
for nature by providing match funding for
the financial support of several government
partners. The Government of Canada is
a major contributor through the Natural
Heritage Conservation Program, part of
Canada’s Nature Fund. The Government
of Saskatchewan contributed through the
Fish and Wildlife Development Fund. The
project was also supported by funds from
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.”

This project shows the power of a
group working together to do something to
help nature and all of the wild inhabitants.
Hanging on to hope is vital as we move
forward together in a future that is healthy
and more just for all people and places.

REFERENCES:

Field of Dreams facebook group

https://globalnews.ca/news/8940659/
saskatchewan-residents-sgi-rebate-funds-
grasslands/

https://www.natureconservancy.ca/en/where-
we-work/saskatchewan/news/Lonetree-Lake.
html



FAMILY EXPERIENCE

CYPRESS HILLS BAT RESEARCH EXPERIENCE

SARA BURNS

Ian and I went to the Cypress Hills Biology Station last
July. We went to visit biologists from the University of Regina
Brigham* Bird and Bat Lab while they were working on
numerous research projects studying various aspects of the
behaviour and ecology of bats. We were very fortunate to be there
for the capture, measurement, and release of 3 of Saskatchewan’s
species of bats! We caught a hoary bat, then a silver-haired bat,
and then a little brown bat.

*Dr. Mark Brigham'’s lab is interested in the behaviour and ecology of
temperate insect eating bats and nocturnal insectivorous birds called
goatsuckers. His students and he study how these organisms cope with
environmental constraints (e.g., cold, drought, loss of habitat). This
includes addressing questions about prey selection, prey detection
abilities, the influence of moonlight, habitat selection and the nature of
torpor use. https://birdandbatlab.weebly.com/
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Sara has a Fish and Wildlife Technologist diploma from Fleming College
and a Master’s in Biology from Queen’s University. She loves scientific
research and has studied various aspects of bird and bat physiology,
ecology, and behaviour. She loves sharing her love and curiosity of nature
with her two children Ian (6) and Ella (4).
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PHOTO ESSAY

LAND-BASED

APPROACH TO EDUCATION
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Plant ientification and medicine picking

TANYA MCCALLUM

More and more educators are looking for alternative ways
to engage their students. Therefore, there has been a growing
interest in Land-based education, Forest, and Nature schools. If
one understands what exactly land-based education is, they will
take the right approach on how to implement land-based learning.
Many may view land-based education as another outdoor education
program, but there is more to that conception. Land-based
education recognizes the deep connection Indigenous people have
with the lands they occupy. It is not a trend; it has been here since
time immemorial. It is a way of life for Indigenous people.

Land-based education is a model of education that allows
students to learn on the land. It gives the learners an opportunity
to develop an interdependent worldview while engaging in
activities for mental, spiritual, emotional, and physical growth. An
interdependent worldview is one that places value on relationships:
human to human relationships, human to plant/animal, human
to land, etc. One prime example is how Indigenous people have an
active relationship with their food because the land and food are
the core of what it is to be Indigenous.

Land-based education is an informal way of learning, it can
take place out on the land and in the classroom setting. Many
view this type of education as all about hunting, fishing, camping,
and so on however that is only a fraction of what it entails. People
see this on the surface without recognizing the deep underlayers
to what learning is taking place. For instance, students learn
about themselves, their relationship to the water, air, land, their
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connection to their ancestors and language.

This learning doesn’t have to always take place outside. There
are ways one can bring land into the classroom. A prime example is
when teaching the primary grades about aquatic diversity and they
are too young to go into the water systems such as lakes, rivers, or
ponds to scoop up macro invertebrates. One can bring the macro
invertebrates into the classroom in tubs and the students can see
and learn about life forms in our water systems.

Learning about the lands we occupy also comes with
familiarizing ourselves with the animal and plant species that
are native to our territory. Whether it’s through literature, movies
or playing with figurines, far too often we expose our students to
species that they will never encounter while out in nature. It is
imperative that we teach our students about our native animals,
birds, and plants and what these species have to offer in terms of
food and medicinal purposes. With land-based education this type
of learning about food sovereignty is achievable.

When we examine the formal education system and the
curriculum it follows, we often think of subject areas and
assessments with a teacher centered approach. Far too often, as
teachers, we continuously feed our students excess information
through assigned work. When I take a step back, this approach
makes me question, exactly how much of this content do the
students retain and does it pertain to who they are today and who
they want to be in later life? What we teach in the formal education
system is not always relevent to their identity, meanwhile we expect
them to regurgitate what they learn through exams.



Deer harvest

With land-based education, assessment isn’t a big factor. When
a child is ready to excel on a certain skill, it will come in time, it is
all about repetition and experiential learning. It’s like the spiral
curriculum we follow in our schools, where a student meets the
same concept at certain times during their time in grade school. In
land-based, we assess visually at their individual growth on a skill
and we assess on their social and community growth as being part
of a group.

What makes land-based education unique is that it is an
informal way of learning with a child-centered approach. In many
instances, the child becomes the teacher. It is all about empowering
the child. All students are unique, and each comes to school with
their own knowledge and skill sets. They have dreams, talents, and
interests. As a land-based teacher my role is to help build on their
strengths so they can become independent thinkers through land-
based education.

Once the students are aware of the interconnectedness that
occurs in nature and how we as human beings are a part of the
web of life, they will learn to respect nature, and what it has to
offer. Land-based education encompasses many areas in a child’s
education and is the key to learning environmental stewardship
and sustainable ways of thinking and being. In addition, it

responds to environmental changes, & contemporary issues such

Aquatic Diversity, bringing land indoors.

Knowledge Keepers are at the heart of land-based education.

as Climate Change, the pandemic, changes in the economy, food
security, and so on. During these times, Indigenous people turned
to their traditional knowledges. For example, take food security
and food sovereignty the cost of food has skyrocketed and in many
cases families aren’t able to afford healthy foods. With land-based
education we can teach our students about food sovereignty by
growing our own foods and instilling in them proper harvesting
practices.

As aland-based educator my goal is to use land-based
education as a framework to fulfill provincial curriculum outcomes.
My role as a land-based educator is to assist teachers who want to
connect land-based education to curriculum. In addition, I plan
and implement holistic land-based activities: camping, fishing,
hunting, gathering, hiking, canoeing, kayaking, and outdoor
lessons. On a typical day, I work with students using a balance
of inside and outside activities for mental, spiritual, emotional,
and physical development. I want to ensure students are strongly
rooted culturally and linguistically from within their communities
so they can walk in multiple worlds. Land-based education is the
foundation for cultural identity and language development. We
must take schooling out on the land or bring the land into the
classroom, so the youth can become connected to who they are,
while learning the very best that education has to offer.

J, I':
Garden harvest

Doing our part in nature, garbage pick up
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THIS IS MY PLACE

CHERYL HYMUS-FRASER

I take a long breath in while I look
around the neighborhood green space
called Les Sherman Park. Near the base
of one tree, a couple of children are
meticulously rolling out clay as thin as
they can and making imprints of leaves.
Up another tree, three new friends are
sitting carefully on branches, eating their
snacks, with their jackets and lunch bags
hanging down from nubs. Another group
of older children are pretending to carry
an imaginary hybrid animal across the
field from one bushy area to another, while
others are communicating to each other
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about what is happening to the imaginary
vet. The youngest little child is making a
very special soup in a mud kitchen. As I
exhale, I think to myself, “this is exactly
the type of educational work I wanted to be
doing with kids”.

I am excited to share some of the
nature programming that I have been
a part of in Regina since I completed
my Forest and Nature School (FNS)
practitioner course in September 2021
and started my own nature programming
organization called Woodhaven. I have
been offering programming for 3 to 6
year-olds who are accompanied by an

adult caregiver/co-learner and a one-

week summer camp for children aged
5-12. These programs have been run in
partnership with my local Community
Association at urban green spaces in our
neighbourhood.

Forest and Nature School (FNS) is
a practice of providing opportunities
for children to engage with and learn
in natural settings. Children and
educators build relationship with the
land by embracing a philosophy based on
interacting with and learning from the
natural world. This relationship helps both
teachers and learners develop and grow.



The FNS approach is place-based
and a group repeatedly visits the same
natural space to build familiarity and
deepen connection to what is in that
space - trees, rocks, soil, water, critters. A
group experiences the space in different
weather, and experiences other changes
over the course of repeated visits. For the
preschool programming we came to the
same urban green space on 6 consecutive
Friday mornings - some were warm, some
were rainy, some were cold and snowy -
sometimes there were birds, sometimes
there were bugs, sometimes there weren’t
many critters to be seen. Familiarity with
a space invited these little ones to increase
their comfort in being independent in
the space, and it allowed them to learn
different things about the space (like
which rocks are best for sitting or where
the most exciting pine cones can be found)
and to share this knowledge with others.

One of the most important
teachings in FNS is the importance of
acknowledging the original communities
that learned from and lived on this land.
FNS is not a brand new philosophy -
concepts with similar values such as
traditional land-based learning have been
around for centuries.

FNS through the Child and Nature
Alliance of Canada embraces a philosophy
that uses Six Relationships to learn,
explore, and grow. These relationships are
1. Relationship to Land, 2. Relationship
to Story, 3. Relationship to Trust, 4.
Relationship to Play, 5. Relationship
to Risk, and 6. Relationship to Power
(https://childnature.ca/about-forest-and-
nature-school/).

Educators working with FNS
philosophies draw on children’s curiosity
and interests to guide the learning
process. In the spring preschool program,
the children noticed a Common Grackle
sitting on a clutch of eggs in a nest in one
of the trees along the path. Over several
weeks, we returned to that tree and
learned many things about Grackles and
even got to observe the young birds in the
nest after they hatched.

FALL 2024
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FNS focuses on building outdoor skills,
such as fire building, building confidence
and physical literacy, and applying the
Leave No Trace philosophy. Children
also have the opportunity to use tools for
woodworking, and gain experience on how
to use tools safely. We use things in nature
such as sticks, stones, and mud as part of
creativity and play.

Watching the children grow and learn
using the FNS philosophy has been an
amazing process to be a part of. Children
were able to build connections with
nature and with each other. At times this
happened through activities I facilitated
as the FNS educator, such as tool making,
storytime, tea making, etc., but often it
was through their organic play that was
inspired in a nature-based setting. One
of the goals for programming is not only
that it is child-led but that children have
opportunities to be FULLY immersed in
their play.

In the spring preschool nature club,
the children enjoyed hiking along the
creek and they identified a keen interest in
observing and learning about birds. This
became the focus of the 6-week program
and each week we learned more about
birds, plants, and flowers along the trail.
The repeated access to the same space
really made a difference to the children’s
confidence and physical literacy in the
space. Some of the children that were more
withdrawn at first were actually leading
the hike by the final week!

The fall nature club was most
interested in exploring and playing in the
trees and grass. They identified that they
had fun using their creativity with the
“loose parts” (twigs, rocks, mud) in their
play. We made forts out of sticks, used
tools to make a wind mobile with things we
found in nature, and learned about edible
plants in the park.

In the summer nature program for
children ages 5 to 12 we focused on our
5 senses and had opportunities each day
to create and explore in a nature-based



setting with our senses. On the day that
we explored touch we made leaf plaques
out of clay. We explored taste by making
sun-tea from bell flowers. We explored
sound by learning the different rhythms
for the drum of woodpeckers. The children
got to know the trees they loved to climb
and would ask to spend time in a different
area of the park based on the best trees for
climbing and sitting upon.

I want to allow children to find their
own stories of who they are as people who
spend time outside. I am privileged to get
to be a small part of their identity creation
where they gain confidence and skills in
the outdoors. I emphasize stories in my
practice and often choose stories that
share an Indigenous worldview of the land.
I created story rocks with paintings of
various living and nonliving things painted
on them and invited children to use the
story rocks to create their own stories.

In our fall preschool program when
the children were collecting items for
our nature wind chime, we discovered
a carpenter ant hiding out in a piece of
rotting wood. We learned that carpenter
ants are very hard workers! As a group, we
decided to return the wood to the space
it was found so the ant could continue its
tasks. It was a beautiful moment to witness
the empathy, kindness, and curiosity the
children had towards the ant. During our
next session, we read a story about an ant
and we visited the space where the ant
had been, and we noticed many other ants
in space nearby. We learned some very
interesting things about carpenter ants,
including the fact that they take hundreds
of tiny naps each day! The children were
delighted!

It has been a wonderful opportunity
to be able to write and share some of
the adventures we have been having at
Woodhaven. Our next program will be
running this winter and it will be exciting
to explore nature in a new season with the
preschool program.
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KAREN MCIVER

In October of 2019 a superintendent with
Regina Public Schools gave my name to
the cultural liaison for the school division
to help brainstorm ideas about what land-
based learning could look like in our school
division. I come from a background of outdoor
& environmental education, having formerly taught in
an integrated, outdoor, experiential education program for
grade 11 students in the school division called Trek School. My
teaching partner, Rob, and I had our students for the full day,
every day, for a semester of their grade 11 year. We integrated
Biology 20, Social Studies 30, Geography 20, Phys-Ed 20,
Communications Media 20 as well as offered a math class
for whichever level of math they needed. This program was
thanks to the hard work of program initiators, dreamers, and
former Trek School teachers Rory O’Hagan, Rob Notenboom,
MacKenzie Sawchyn, Stephanie Salloum. I was able to teach in
the program for 3 years and saw significant shifts in student
perspectives towards the more-than-human world and within
themselves. All of this is to say that I was very excited about
the opportunity to discuss land-based learning in our school
division.

I knew that I wanted our school division to bring back a
program like this again, even if it was not me as the teacher
involved. Land-based learning, grounded in Indigenous

28 (OFLAND &LIVING SKIES ~ FALL 2024

worldview, is the best for the wellness
of people and the environment. Shortly
after the Trek School program was
discontinued, I completed my Masters
of Educational Foundations degree, and
learned a lot about social and ecological
justice in relation to outdoor education
programs, more specifically land-based education.
I was lucky enough to have some of the leaders of land-

based education and environmental education on my

thesis committee including Dr. Alex Wilson and Dr. Marcia
McKenzie. With my past experience and new knowledge

of land-based pedagogies, I was thrilled to begin meetings
with our school division’s cultural liaison, Jeff Cappo, in
2019. Together, we collaboratively put together some ideas
based on my past experiences and his instructions from
school division superintendents and director. We made sure
to centre traditional Indigenous knowledge, Cree language
(n€hiyawéwin), and advocate for an Indigenous knowledge
keeper to be part of the program. I love reading research in
the field of land-based education, and so I poured through
case studies of programs being offered elsewhere on turtle
island, most specifically Land-Based Learning A case study
report for educators tasked with integrating Indigenous
Worldviews into classrooms With practical applications
from the Ha H'a Tumxulaux Outdoor Education Program of
B.C. School District No. 20 (Kootenay-Columbia) April 2017.



“It’s basically finding yourself or finding oneself on the land, and finding
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a connection to the land and how you connect to it in your own way...

At the same time we were brainstorming, we found out that
the high school in Regina called Campus Regina Public (CRP),
which offered many half-day, integrated programs, most often
related to a career-specific field, was working on developing
a partnership with the University of Regina and the First
Nations University of Canada to offer dual credit options to
high school students. We worked with administrative staff at
CRP to brainstorm how this new land-based program could be
based out of this school and be involved in possible dual credit
options through FNUniv. CRP was an ideal location as it had
bussing running from period 2 until period 5 each day from
all high schools in the city.

Our land-based group presented our ideas to senior
administrative staff at the board office as to how we believed
Regina Public Schools could lead land-based learning in the
school division, beginning with a high school program. To our
delight, our ideas were all accepted and we were all anxious to
get the ball rolling in the next school year.

Dun Dun Duuun! March 2020 hit, and by April 2020 it was
decided that the new land-based learning program would
be placed on hold until things were better with Covid. At
long last, in October 2021, I got an email that the division
would like to continue our discussions and hopefully get the
ball rolling beginning in the Fall of 2022. Yay yay yaaaaay.
The work continued with CRP administration, Indigenous
Education staff and supervisor from the board office, and a
couple of teachers involved.

Flash forward to today, and currently we are in our third

semester of the program. In June of 2022, Tanja Maxie-Poitras
joined the team and together we began planning for the fall.
Tanja is a n€hiyawéwin teacher, an Indigenous studies teacher,
and has a Master’s degree in land-based education. Our
colleague Tammy Ratt suggested the name for the program to
be miskasowin askihk: Finding oneself on the land.

This land-based learning program is a program for grade
11 and 12 students in any Regina Public School. It is based out
of Campus Regina Public, and students get bussed to us from
period 2 until period 5. Between myself and my masterful
teaching partner, Tanja, we teach the students 5 high school
credits that we integrate together. Students earn credits
towards their graduation requirements including:

« Cree (n€hiyawéwin) 10/20/30

» Environmental Science 20 or Earth Science 30

« Wildlife and Habitat Studies 20/30

« Indigenous Studies 20/30

« Phys-Ed 20/30

During the second semester of last school year (Winter
2023), students were involved in a pilot program where they
were eligible to earn 2 university credits, including Cree 100
and Indigenous Studies 100.

We teach the program through project-based learning and
on-the-land experiences. We integrate our subject matter
as much as possible, often using themes of water, air, land,
and living things to reach our outcomes. Our class takes an
overnight trip each month. We go to locations such as Echo
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“We educate these students on what we know from the scientific

Valley, Cypress Hills, Beaver Creek, and Moose Mountains.

While on our overnights we have themes and all of our
experiences connect. For example, we just came back from the
Moose Mountains area where we stayed overnight at Saskairie
Camp. Our trip theme was colonialism from Indigenous
Studies & Aspen Parkland from science/wildlife studies.
We made sure to get students to observe the topography,
road signs, types of economic development, and changes in
vegetation on the drive. We planned an experience where we
discussed what it would look like if the land had universal
rights. In groups students wrote 3 universal rights of the land.
We then had a group discussion about the rights of the land.
This connected very closely to our hands-on experiences of
sawing a fallen aspen branch to create a bushcraft mallet
for chopping kindling, as well as our porcupine quill station
where they removed porcupine quills from a roadkill
porcupine and heard stories about the porcupine. Respect
towards animals, plants, the land, and eachother is one of
our main focuses in the program. Before we left on the trip,
students created goals for themselves and had to write them
down in simple néhiyawéwin sentences. As a follow up, they
had to reflect on these individual and group goals. Students
did all of the meal planning, having to make sure their
plans matched the food guide suggestion, and they cooked,
prepared, and cleaned up as part of their phys-ed credits.

We teach all of our curriculum outcomes with land as
the first teacher. We ask students, what did you learn about
yourself from being on the land? What did you learn about
the relationships between living things? How can we deepen
our connections to the land, so we only want what’s best for
it? This is not an easy task. It takes students several land-
based experiences, and reflections to understand how to
connect to the land. They have to be taught how and they
have to practice. It is an awe-inspiring experience to see how
the youth grow and develop this connection throughout the
semester.

Gary Gott has been our Indigenous knowledge keeper of
the program for the first two semesters. He was quoted in
a CBC article written by Louise BigEagle on June 21, 2023
about the miskasowin askihk program that, “It’s basically
finding yourself or finding oneself on the land, and finding a
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connection to the land and how you connect to it in your own
way... We educate these students on what we know from the
scientific perspective and also from the spiritual and cultural
perspective.”

In the same article, a past student Leah Prosper, who was
in grade 12 last year said she applied [to miskdsowin askihk]
because she wanted experiences she didn’t get growing up in
the city.

She said one of her favourite things to do so far in the
program was hide tanning. It was hard, but she loved to learn
something her ancestors have been doing for hundreds of
years. She said it can sometimes be difficult going to school
because of the treatment some Indigenous students get from
teachers and others. ‘The curriculum, you know, there’s
always like a little bit of racism in it. So like this, it’s a reason
for us to be proud, I guess, and to find a reason to actually love
education rather than dread going to school every day.”

In their final exam, we asked them “What did you learn
from the water? What did you learn from the air? What did
you learn from the living creatures? What did you learn
from the soil and rocks?” One of our students, Jaydee Lerat
explained:

The watershed of Saskatchewan taught me much about
balance, both mentally and physically. While on the
beautiful waters of echo valley I learned that it is ok to be
uncomfortable. I have always been scared of big bodies of
water and I still am to an extent, but I learned that there is
something amazing hiding in fear, curiosity. Paddling in a
canoe alongside the riparian area made me question a lot
about my environment like what were the species that lived
here and what did they do to contribute to the ecosystem?
How many species here are native and how many are
invasive? And most importantly I questioned how am I
affecting the land and water around me physically and
spiritually? Am I treating the land with the most respect? Of
course I'm sure I've done things wrong and forgot to show
respect but I tried. I remember one of the first connections to
land I felt was giving tobacco to the water before canoeing. I
was anxious about canoeing since it had been awhile since I
did it. I had little to no confidence in myself or in my ability to
keep balance since I have a tendency to be uncoordinated so



1did something different. I put my confidence in the water
to help me and keep me safe. I put my confidence in that the
water would teach me something about myself and help

me grow to be more self confident. I remember canoeing
and feeling safe, like the water was taking care of me and
being patient to teach me. I remember once I got the hang
of it I started having fun. Seeing geese swim around and
preparing to migrate away from the cold, seeing and having
fun with my classmates who I barely knew at the time by
splashing them and messing around. These helped me find
something within myself and taught me in order to truly
learn you need to be challenged and uncomfortable and that
it’s ok to be uncomfortable.

Another student, Ash Latta, wrote about what he learned
from the living things:

Before this program I didn't like pretty much any insects
(T was scared of a lot of them) and I did not think about them
as actual living things very much that were important, but
taking this class allowed me to see insects in a different
light, I now can see that every single insect is valuable to the
ecosystem. When we were out in the fields picking sage, I
saw many different kinds of insects and a few spiders. While
we were out, sometimes I would notice that the sage that I
was about to pick had insects sitting on them and I would
leave them be and pick other sage plants. nikitdpahtan
manicos more often and watching what they do as well as
being more careful around them. Even spiders which I still
am not a huge fan of, I will take them out of my house with
a cup so that they can go back to their habitat and continue

to help the environment...Plants have also taught me plenty
like when we went on a trip to go do some sage picking after
we finished picking sage we all separated to go lay on the
ground to connect with the land. I found a place that was
away from everyone and surrounded by trees. I layed down
and closed my eyes feeling the grass beneath me and the
tree looming above me protecting me. As it started to rain

I could hear the drops of rain lighty landing on the leaves
and then onto my face. I could feel the earth all around me
growing and dying. I felt at peace with myself letting my
thoughts go into the ground like the roots of a plant. Plants
have taught me to let myself take time to grow and to learn
to grow in any condition. Animals taught me to help others
but also remember to help myself which is something I have
struggled with.

Youth can be profoundly influenced in a positive way
if they are taught how and given the time to find their
connection to the land. That connection has always been
there, and we as teachers in the land-based program get the
opportunity to work with youth to help them reignite their
relationships to the more-than-human. The program took
many people’s ideas, passion, hard work, and commitment.
We are very much looking forward to how many students
we can reach in the future using the land-based pedagogies
we've learned.

REFERENCES:

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatchewan/traditional-
knowledge-keeper-cree-sask-1.6882597

OF LAND & I.IV_ING SKIES 31

-



DIALOGUE

Forest/Nature School (FNS) is an educational approach
that many believe to have originated in Europe. “No such thing
as bad weather” and other supposedly Scandinavian aphorisms
abound! Indeed, when Forest School Canada first began
offering Forest/Nature School training to educators in 2012,
it was based on the UK model. But Indigenous Peoples have
been educating their children on and with this Land currently
called Canada since time immemorial. When non-Indigenous
people don’t acknowledge that or center Indigenous voices
(which we didn't, for a long time) we perpetuate the erasure and
appropriation of Indigenous knowledges and expertise on their
Land. And so, since 2012, our understanding of FNS and, in
turn, our professional learning programs have undergone many
shifts to reflect these truths, and to center the question: How
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can we ethically teach and learn on and with this stolen Land?
In relationship with Indigenous individuals, communities,
and organizations, we have learned to center the Land in our
work by taking a regionalized approach. This means that our
professional learning facilitators only work on/with the Land
with which they have a personal relationship, and that the way
a typical day at FNS (or FNS training!) unfolds looks, sounds,
and feels differently, depending on/because of where it is taking
place. It also means that we now only host professional learning
events when a local Indigenous Elder and/or Knowledge Keeper
can be present for the majority of the in-person training. (Our
year-long certificate course begins with 5 days in-person,
on the Land, followed by about 10 months of online, self-
directed, facilitator-supported learning.) CNAC facilitators are




learning to hold safer and braver spaces for diverse groups of

participants, and to follow the lead of Elders and Knowledge
Keepers, offering their own experiences as and when they are
called for.

So, what is FNS? The answer to that question will probably
depend on who you ask! At CNAC, we believe FNS can take
place in any outdoor space, including urban greenspace,
playgrounds, forests, prairies, mountains, shoreline, and
tundra. (For that reason, “Forest School” is a bit of a misnomer!)
No matter the place or the name, developing a reciprocal
relationship with the Land and an understanding of ourselves
as a part of the natural world is at the heart of FNS for us, and
we believe this is best nurtured through a process of regular
and repeated sessions in the same outdoor space. FNS is led by
educators who share power with learners through play-based,
emergent, and inquiry-driven teaching and learning methods.
They see children as innately competent, curious, and capable
learners. FNS programs provide ample time and space for
children to dive deeply into their play, because we value play in
and of itself, not just as a vehicle for learning. FNS practitioners
view risky play as an integral part of children’s learning
and healthy development, and a big part of the professional
learning we offer is around supporting children to navigate risk.

Fundamentally, FNS is an educational approach that values the
process as much as the product; how we get somewhere matters
more than where we go!

FNS is an educational approach that has been growing
in popularity in Canada over the last decade. While the exact
number of programs is unknown, we estimate that there are
likely around 500 FNS programs across the country, including
those that are incorporated into conventional early years
settings, public elementary schools, and private programs.
When we began offering professional learning programs in
2012, we offered 1-2 courses per year. In 2023, we offered a
total of 30 courses and workshops to 750 educators across the
country. When we consider that each educator will likely work
with an average of 30 students each year, that’s an annual and
ongoing impact on 20 000 children!

A growing body of research supports the positive physical,
mental, and psychological effects of active outdoor play and
learning. We support educators, parents, and other adults
interested in supporting children outdoors, to do so, and to do
so in a way that centers our responsibilities to the Land and
First Peoples.

For more information about Forest and Nature School

Training, check out www.childnature.ca

FALL 2024 OF LAND & LIVING SKIES 33



CURRICULUM BROUGHT TO LIFE

PLAY-BASED LEARNING

REPRINTED FROM THE FOREST SCHOOL CANADA GUIDE “FOREST AND NATURE SCHOOL IN CANADA: A HEAD, HEART, HANDS APPROACH TO OUTDOOR LEARNING” JUNE 2014.
HTTPS://CHILDNATURE.CA/WP-CONTENT/UPLOADS/2017/10/FSC-GUIDE-1.PDF

A child or youth at play in the outdoors is busy building
social skills, learning to be reflective, understanding the limits

FO R E ST AN D N ATU R E of his/her actions and bodies. Children engaged in nature play

are encouraged to solve problems through creative solutions and
S C H O O L | N C A N AD A: make decisions, while learning to trust their intuition. Nature-

A Head, Heart, Hands Approach to Outdoor Learning based play, rich in stimuli, allows children to rely on their senses
to make sense of the world around them. Children communicate
through play, build relationships through play, articulate needs
through play, and most importantly have fun through play.
Learning that emerges through play is meaningful because of
the authenticity of those playing—the play occurs on their terms,
guided but not dictated by an educator. A common definition of
play in FNS can be defined as “a process that is freely chosen,
personally directed, and intrinsically motivated. That is, children
and young people determine and control the content and intent
of their play, by following their own instincts, ideas, and interests
in their own way for their own reasons.” (Hughes, 2013).

Play is explicitly recognized in Article 31 of the Convention
on the Rights of the Child (adopted by the General Assembly
of the United Nations, November 29, 1989), which declares:

* Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and leisure, to
engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age
of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.

* Parties shall respect and promote the right of the child to
participate fully in cultural and artistic life and shall encourage

the provision of appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural,
artistic, recreational and leisure activities.

Play is important for the healthy development of children

physically, emotionally, and mentally. Play is essential both

to human development and to our survival as a species. Play WHAT DOES THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

has long been k toh ignificant role in buildi . .
as fong been knowh to have a signiticant rofe i bulicing Researchers have identified various types of play, and each

can be demonstrated by children in FNS groups. In fact, all
sixteen types of play identified and accepted by the National
Standards for Playwork in the UK are evident in FNS groups.
Fourteen of these are discussed below:

* SYMBOLIC PLAY involves children using “symbols, objects,

communication and social skills, aesthetic appreciation,
creativity and problem solving, and scholars have highlighted
its role in the development of the flexible and non-specialist
behaviour necessary for our species’ survival as ecological
and other conditions change. —Play Wales (2003) What Does

this Mean? Learning for children is grounded and expressed . e . ey
. ” . designs or signs” to “represent people, ideas or qualities
through play. As Jean Piaget once said, “play is the work of .
. , ; o (Kilvington & Wood, 2010, p. 44). In Forest and Nature
children.” A play-based pedagogy recognizes the holistic nature . .
. School groups, children can use sticks and rocks to represent
of play and centres around the development of the whole child; j
) o ] ] ; everything from fire hoses, to swords, money, or food. They can
it treats a child’s emotional, physical, and social selves as e » 1
. . also use them to represent “little people,” like younger brothers
interwoven and encourages depth of experience. .
and sisters or other-world people.
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* EXPLORATORY PLAY is play that “accesses factual
information about an environment and engages with the area
or thing and, either by manipulation or movement, assesses its
properties, possibilities and content” (p. 44). This is an obvious
one for Forest and Nature School—kids explore constantly
(under rocks, in decomposing logs, in branches, in tall grass, in
the ground, etc).

* SOCI0-DRAMATIC PLAY is an opportunity for children to enact
real and potential experiences (p. 44). Groups of children in FNS
often enact personal real-life situations, like bedtime or family
holidays, in which they rotate roles of parent and child and deal
with difficult siblings.

* DRAMATIC PLAY, in contrast, is an opportunity for children
to act out events that are not part of everyday life. These include
“scenes from others’ lives or from the television or theatre ... or
being famous footballers or a band “ (p. 44). Children in younger
FNS groups like to act out animal rescue scenarios, in which
they find a lost squirrel or rabbit and care for it. Older students
often create elaborate stories that they continue to enact from
session to session.

 SOCIAL PLAY includes “any social or interactive situation
which contains an expectation on all parties that they will
discuss and abide by certain rules, customs or protocols” (p. 45).
Unless a child chooses to play independently, almost all play in
Forest and Nature School is social play. Children agree on the
activity, where it will be played, how it will be played, what will
happen, and how to deal with challenges. For instance, a group
might develop an elaborate “bakery” in the woods and build it
each time in the same place. Each child in the group would then
take on different established roles in the “bakery”— like baker,
cleaner, front counter—and, together, have great and heated
discussions about who is supposed to what, when, how, and what
rules should exist for changing jobs to make it fair for everyone.
With so many children involved in one play scenario, it might
seem likely to end in disagreement; yet, in our experience, the
children all follow the rules they created together, and they can
play quite happily this way for an entire session.

* COMMUNICATION PLAY involves “using words, nuances or
gestures for example, mime, jokes, play acting ... singing, debate,
poetry” (p. 45). This is common in older groups, and students
who are more reserved are more likely to participate in this type
of play at Forest and Nature School.

« CREATIVE PLAY (inventive play) “is about focused but
spontaneous creation with a wide range of materials and tools”
(p. 45)—and Forest and Nature School can be very creative.
Young children often make beautiful 2- and 3-dimensional
designs using pinecones, sticks, bark, and stones that they find
on the forest floor. Often, the children then use these to decorate
a house or structure they have built in the forest. Children also
regularly use natural materials to make music.

* DEEP PLAY is play in which children conquer fears by
working through what they perceive to be high risk physical
or emotional experiences (p. 46). In FNS, deep play fear-
conquering most often occurs in connection to climbing—
climbing trees, or climbing over tangles of logs and branches.

« FANTASY PLAY is play that is completely unreal. FNS groups
sometimes create stories and role-playing games involving
superheroes or magic, and kids imagine they have special
powers like flying.

« IMAGINATIVE PLAY is play in which “the conventional rules
that govern the physical world do not apply, but is based on
reality” (p. 46). There is an enormous amount of imaginative
play at Forest and Nature School. Many of the children start
their sentences with the word “pretend.” Children imagine the
forest and its elements to be anything that fits the story or game
they want to weave. Not only do people and objects take on
imaginary roles, but these are constantly in flux—the children
regularly discuss and agree upon changes to the scenario. For
example, a fort structure might have started out as a ship and
the children its crew—a ship that later morphs into the island the
ship landed on, while the crew becomes those people who live on
the island. Through the imaginations of children in a FNS group,
you’ll find the ground you are standing on changes frequently:
what starts out as water will quickly change into lava, and you’'ll
need to join the group on an imagined island for safety.

* LOCOMOTOR PLAY is active play. This is another obvious one
for Forest and Nature School. Kids play hide and seek, climb
trees/logs/rocks, hang from grapevines, walk around gathering
materials, make and use pretend (and sometimes real) ziplines,
roll down hills on the way to the site, and balance on fallen logs.
Forest and Nature School play is active

* MASTERY PLAY involves “taking (and feeling) control of the
physical and affective ingredients of the natural environment” (
p- 46), for example “digging holes and tunnels in earth or sand;
changing the course of streams; gaining a new skill, for example,
ajump across a river” (p. 46). Certainly, young people in FNS
groups dig holes, build using natural materials, make channels
to drain or connect puddles, and gain new skills in terms of
climbing, balancing, navigating steep hills.

* RECAPITULATIVE PLAY “displays aspects of human
evolutionary history” (p. 47). While, at many Forest and Nature
Schools, fires aren’t allowed on site, children will regularly build
fires, pretend to light them, and create shelter villages around
them. Even though some children are sadly prevented from
actually lighting fires, they pretend to build fires with surprising
regularity. They build shelters, in one form or another, in almost
every session.

* ROUGH AND TUMBLE PLAY involves testing physical limits,
play-fighting, and chasing. Within certain student-generated
safety guidelines, rough and tumble play also has a place at
Forest and Nature School.

FALL 2024 OF LAND & LIVING SKIES 35



RESOURCES

LAND AS RELATION
TEACHING AND LEARNING
THROUGH PLACE,

PEOPLE, AND PRACTICES
BY MARGARET KRESS, KAHENTE
HORN-MILLER

A critical and timely collection,

. Land as Relation introduces readers

to an intersectional approach to
Indigenous space and land-based

s p¥
P WHATH T
Al ¥

education. Indigenous and ally-

partnered contributors, from elders
to emerging and established scholars, share teachings and
scholarship grounded in Indigenous knowledge and philosophy.

These diverse perspectives on Indigenous pedagogies are
intersected with content surrounding Indigenous languages,
sciences, mathematics, arts, health, and governance. Divided
into three parts, this text defines the interrelatedness of global
Indigenous land protectors and educators, and the significant
impact of Indigenous knowledges, language, and ceremonies on
the collective social, spiritual, and physical wellness of all living
beings.

Land as Relation demonstrates that Indigenous
resistance and renaissance is essential for learners
everywhere to understand how a collective notion of
land education contributes to walking in harmony and
balance, not only for themselves, but for their families, the
larger communities that they are a part of, and the world.
This collection is an accessible and engaging core resource
for undergraduate and graduate students of education,
Indigenous studies, geography, and environmental studies.

LAND BASED EDUCATION
A TEACHER RESOURCE
GUIDE FOR SCHOOLS IN
SASKATCHEWAN.

The Land Based Education
 framework, presented by the
| Saskatchewan Indigenous Cultural
: Centre, has been developed over
the years to revitalize First Nations
culture and First Nations people’s
relationship with the land. Through
the involvement of a community’s local members,
teachers, Elders and leaders, this framework is designed to help
achieve the students potential and to inspire a positive future
for themselves, their families, and their community.
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WHEN THE TREES
CRACKLE WITH COLD:
A CREE CALENDAR -
PISIMWASINAHIKAN

A bear sleeping safely
in her den, Kohkom telling
a story by the fire, the trees
crackling with cold—we
are all connected to the
seasons and the cycle of
nature. The calming rhythm of the words echoes
the rhythm of the land in this timeless picture book about the
moon calendar of the northern Cree, and its warmly rendered
watercolour illustrations bring Saskatchewan’s north to life.
When the Trees Crackle with Cold is written in English and
the northern Plains Cree y-dialect, inviting Cree and non-Cree
speakers alike to explore the traditional moon calendar.
Educator Information
Recommended Grades/Subjects: K-5: English Language
Arts, Science, Social Studies.
Written in English and northern Plains Cree y-dialect.

% FOREST SCHOOL
~ ADVENTURE

- BY NAOMI WALMSLEY & DAN

. WESTALL

‘ Written by two British

4 Dbushcraft experts and rooted
“4_ . inthe teaching methods of

the renowned Forest School
outdoor education model, this
book is filled with ideas to help
children connect with nature.
It presents an array of outdoor crafts, games and
other activities for children from 3 to 10 years of age, while also
teaching survival skills such as fire-making, knot tying, knife
safety and sharpening, shelter-building and fashioning basic
tools, as well as gathering and cooking food from nature.
Projects range from building a bird feeder and bug hotel
to leaf printing and making three-dimensional maps, all from
natural materials. Recipes include nettle tea, dandelion syrup,
fruit leathers, fire-roasted toffee apples and ponassed trout.
An inspiring and practical guide to helping a new generation
rediscover the joys of playing outside.
Softcover, 8 1/2” x 10”, 175 pages, 2018.



ey THE ESSENTIAL GUIDE
* .. %  TOFOREST SCHOOL AND
= NATURE PEDAGOGY

This book is a complete guide to
Forest School provision and Nature
Pedagogy and it examines the models,

PAAF T Rt

jn Cree methods, worldviews and values that
underpin teaching in nature. Cree
and Robb show how a robust Nature Pedagogy
can support learning, behaviour, and physical and emotional
wellbeing, and, importantly, a deeper relationship with the
natural world. They offer an overview of what a Forest School
programme could look like through the year. The Essential
Guide to Forest School and Nature Pedagogy provides ‘real-
life’ examples from a variety of contexts, sample session plans
and detailed guidance on using language, crafting and working
with the natural world. This accessible resource guides readers
along the Forest School path, covering topics such as: the
history of nature education; our sensory system in nature;
Forest School ethos and worldview and playing and crafting
in the natural world. Guiding practitioners through planning
for a programme, including taking care of a woodland site and
preparing all the essential policies and procedures for working
with groups and nature, this book is written by dedicated Forest
School and nature education experts and is essential reading for
settings, schools, youth groups, families and anyone working
with children and young people.

WILD THINGS
OVER 100 MAGICAL OUTDOOR
ADVENTURES

BY SCHOFIELD, JO

Have you ever wanted to find
fairies in the garden, meet a unicorn,
s i abames g ride a dragon or share a picnic with a

AdEsares

g ;:r’( mermaid? Just because you've never
= Y, {

seen these magical creatures doesn’t
mean they don’t exist!

The Wild Things of stories and the imagination
are everywhere, but they’re shy, secretive, sometimes
camouflaged and only reveal themselves to true believers.

This fantastical guidebook will help you track dragons,
create fashions fit for a fairy, brew magic potions, build snow
unicorns, discover trolls and go on night hunts to capture Moon
magic. Search forests, meadows, fields, ponds, rivers and the
seaside, as well as everyday places like school playgrounds, local
parks or among the pots on the patio.

You can discover the mysteries of nature all year round and
at any time of day or night. So switch your imagination on, use
your senses, brush up on your magic skills and take a giant leap
into the world of the Wild Things.

POETRY

6 Finalists for the Official Bird of Regina competition
November, 2023. miskasowin askihk class wrote poems
for each bird as part of their arguments to convince

the class to vote for their bird they were assigned to
represent.

Red breasted nuthatches

Short tailed songbirds

Travel through canopies

Sticks to tree trunks and branches

Search for bark furrows for hidden insects

The Canada Goose
Shows empathy and caring
Makes noises like honk

Pelicans are cool
This is why you should pick them
They are graceful fliers

Black capped chickadee
Very fast and furious intelligence
Big brained, remembers all

Peregrine falcon
Very fast and fierce
Beware the Duck hawk

Friendly Gray Partridge
Chestnut Patch on their belly
Very good parents
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at the Northern Lights Bluegrass Festival in his favourite forest activity.
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