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COMMUNITY ADVISORY COMMITTEE MINUTES 
							Committee Name:  Environmental Sustainability Advisory Committee
							Date: May 2nd, 2017
							Time: 6:30 P.M.
Present:  Sheila Cary-Meagher (Trustee), Paula Gallo (Evergreen), Pamela Gough (Trustee), Debby Martin (Manager, Evergreen), Lisa Milne (Community Member), Jessie Sawyers (Teacher Candidate, OISE), Kristen Schaffer (Teacher Candidate, OISE), Linda-Sue Thomas (Retired TDSB Principal), Rachelle Winton-Dean (Community Member)
TDSB: Richard Christie (Sustainability Office), Kristen Evers (Sustainability Office), Peyton Leung (Teacher), Annie Slater (Vice-Principal), and Kathryn Winton (Teacher)
Guests: Heidi Campbell (Evergreen), Deb Doncaster (Earth Day Canada), Christy Health (Community Member), Linda Naccarato (Earth Day Canada), Miriam Porter (TDSB/Evergreen), Brenda Simon (Earth Day Canada), and Jenn Vetter (TDSB/Evergreen)
Recorder: Serita Lawson (Sustainability Office)
	ITEM
	DISCUSSION
	RECOMMENDATION/MOTION

	Call to Order/Quorum 
	Meeting called to order.

Welcome and introductions.

	

	Approval of April 4th Minutes
	The minutes of April 4th, 2017 were approved.

	

	Introduction to OPAL
	The ESAC Community Co-Chairs suggested that the committee may want to explore writing a Play Policy to help support teachers in promoting outdoor learning. This policy could then be presented to the Board of Trustees.

The evening’s presentations from Earth Day Canada, Evergreen and the TDSB are intended to help inform ESAC’s discussion on developing a Play Policy for the TDSB.
	

	OPAL pilot and next steps
	Brenda Simon, Director of Play Programs, Earth Day Canada

· 46% of children are getting three hours or less of active play per week, including weekends
· Only 5% of children, ages 5-17, are active enough during the school day to meet healthy active guidelines
· Many teachers, especially FDK teachers do not have the resources they needed to run play-based inquiry or do not know how best to use the resources available to them.
· The Outdoor Play and Learning program (OPAL) was rolled out to 250 schools in the UK
· The basic ingredients of play are: supervision and social supports, materials or “loose parts” supply and environments that are interesting and challenging; OPAL focuses on the first two
· Play policies must include risk benefit; they should address difficult questions

TDSB’s OPAL Pilot:

· Has been piloted at 6 TDSB elementary schools
· Earth Day Canada led school teams and assisted with the development of play policies through workshops
· Activity levels are higher  students are moving
· Fewer office visits during recess  students are developing problem solving skills
· Various levels of physical literacy being exhibited
· STEM education
· Mixed-age play
· Builds collaboration/community within schools
· collecting loose parts is challenging 

Peyton Leung, a teacher at one of the OPAL pilot schools, shared the following:

· A site-specific play policy engaged the whole community
· Program helped encourage students to take responsibility
· Is changing the school’s culture of play
	

	Supporting teachers through Outdoor Play and Learning workshops
	Heidi Campbell, Senior Designer and Paula Gallo, Project Manager, Evergreen
· Recommended to apply “pop-up play” before implementing permanent structures to see how students use the space
· Identify assets on playground (eg. shade trees) and work with what you already have 
· Participatory design is key aspect of design process incorporating the views of all space users into the design
· Evergreen delivers teacher workshops to help build capacity back at school
· Currently working in partnership with the York Region School Board to deliver workshops on loose parts
· Through workshops, teachers are provided with ideas to translate back to their outdoor spaces
Resources:




Outdoor Play and Learning Video Series
Outside Play – An online tool to help parents and caregivers gain the confidence to allow their kids to engage in more outdoor play. 

	

	Board support for school ground greening
	Miriam Porter, School Ground Design Consultant, TDSB/Evergreen
· 15 years ago the TDSB and Evergreen established a partnership to provide practical support and services for EcoTeams as they work toward greening their schools.
· Three Evergreen Associates work out of the Sustainability Office.
· OPAL and Evergreen’s Outdoor Play and Learning workshops help to augment the school ground greening work being done at the TDSB:

	Earth Day Canada’s OPAL Program
	Evergreen’s Outdoor Play & Learning Workshops

	· Maximizing play value 
· Risk benefit analysis 
· Play Literacy 
· Establishing spaces that are both interesting and challenging 

	· Guidance on how to bring children outdoors
· Providing school staff with an understanding of space 
· Spatial programming – how to design and play for flexible outdoor play and learning environments
· Spatial and nature literacy 



· School ground greening projects at the TDSB include: tree planting, garden projects, outdoor classrooms and play and learning environments
· [bookmark: _GoBack]When designing new spaces at the TDSB, Landscape and Child Development (resource linked below) is used as a guide.
· School ground design projects are intended to meet the emotional, physical, social, and cogitative developmental needs of students through the implementation of both fixed (things that are installed) and moveable parts (loose parts)
· These design projects plan for different types of play/needs of students - gathering, individual, experimental, ecological and active spaces.
· Through school ground greening, the TDSB offers schools fixed components; OPAL and Evergreen provide schools with the support to help animate their spaces.
Resources:


 Landscape and Child Development: A Design Guide for Early Years - Kindergarten Play - Learning   Environments: A TDSB/Evergreen publication
EcoSchools Photo Gallery: Particularly the Kindergarten Features and Kindergarten Areas galleries.

	

	New Business



	
	

	Any questions from May 2nd meeting should be directed to ESAC Community Co-Chairs and will be discussed at the June meeting:
kristendschaffer@gmail.com
Jessiemaysawyers@gmail.com


	Next Meeting Date
	June 6th, 2017 at Central Technical School (Room 208)

	

	Adjournment 
	Meeting adjourned at 8:38 P.M.
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1 The Enchanted Forest

The Douglas fir, once towering in the coastal forest, lies on its
side like a slumbering giant. Two boys barely as high as its trunk
scramble onto one rotting end and gaze up the long length of its
back. The deep ridges of bark are slippery in the damp spring air.
One after the other, the children spread their arms, gingerly plant
their boots heel-to-toe, and make their way to the other end, pick-
ing up speed as they go.

“Come on!” Their calls echo through the cathedral of trees as
they pivot to retrace their steps.

Across the clearing, a swarm of 5- and 6-year-olds climb over
logs and clamber onto mountains of red pulp left by decaying
cedars. Grubby fingers dig in the dirt for bugs. Superheroes leap
from stumps. The children bend and stretch, lift and carry.

In the nook of a decomposing trunk, Chloe assembles twigs
and knotted bits of wood. “A fairy house,” she whispers.

Rylan, with corn silk hair poking out from under a blue hoodie,
piles sticks and boughs over a nearby hollow.

“Who wants to help me build my den?”

Chloe builds a fairy house (Diana Nethercott for the Toronto Star)





Forest Kids

The children’s playground is a riot of forest debris, mounds of
earth, caverns and uprooted trees. Beneath their feet, mossy roots
run like twisted cables across the squishy floor. Hulks of dead logs
are strewn in all directions as if Mother Nature has been playing
pick-up sticks.

A skinny trunk, smooth with age, juts across the clearing,
pinned at one end and, at the other, suspended above ground. A
small girl straddles it, pushing her pink rubber boots off the earth
below. Up and down, up and down, goes her teeter-totter.

Someone else has found nature’s monkey bars.

“Ms. Lockerbie, can you please spot me on this tree?”

This is playtime for an unusual kindergarten class at Sangster
Elementary School in Colwood, B.C., a suburb west of Victoria.

When the 8:40 bell rings each weekday morning and the rest of
the school goes indoors, the 21 children in Nature Kindergarten
head out across the grassy field behind the school, through a gate
in the chain link fence and into the adjacent forest lands owned by
Royal Roads University.

They stay for the morning. Every day — rain, shine, fog or chill.
When the wind kicks up, they head to the saltwater lagoon or the
sheltered beaches on the nearby Strait of Juan de Fuca to watch
birds and look for gifts the tide has delivered.

Afternoons, they are indoors with the usual kindergarten fare
— the book trolley, play kitchen, paints and glue, the alphabet and
their artwork adorning the walls. Most of what they learn will be
linked to what they discovered in the woods that morning.

The two-year pilot project, launched in fall 2012, is modelled
after forest schools that have long flourished in Scandinavia, Ger-
many and Britain, where young children learn through free play,
movement and hands-on experience in nature. Outside, they rely
on their senses, observe the changing of the seasons and are driven
by their own curiosity about the world around them.
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Sangster Elementary’s Nature Kindergarten is unique in Cana-
dian public schools. So it’s not surprising that the experiment is
being closely watched across the country.

In this outdoor classroom, students have to tilt their heads back
and look way, way up to see the ceiling, where the soaring Douglas
firs link their bristly arms, leaving gaps like missing puzzle piec-
es for the sky to peek through. If they squint, beams of sunlight
through the trees look like arrows streaking to the forest floor.

The carpet of rotting wood and plants throws up a fine dust
that smells like fruity sweetness and earth. Chickadees gossip as if
they’re at a tea party.

Look down, and the floor is littered with treasures. Slimy slugs
hide under leaves. Spiderwebs glisten, shelves of fungi cling to
trunks. Pine cones dot the ground and ferns extend their leafy
arms.

In the soggy weeks of November, worms were everywhere. The
children were captivated; the two teachers took their cue. In small
groups, they observed, counted, compared and measured worms.
They found out what worms eat, how long they live and why they
are good for the Earth. They even “interviewed” a worm and imag-
ined what it would be like to be one. Back in class, they put apple
cores and crumbs from snack time into a worm composter.

These are the lessons that beckon as the children burst into the
portable behind the school’s main building on a spring morning,
sign in and head to the carpet with a storybook, clad in outdoor
gear. They’ll be here only a few minutes, long enough to say good
morning and go over the rules.

It’s just before nine when teacher Lisa Lockerbie and early child-
hood educator Erin Van Stone line up their groups and head out.

The temperature is 6C on this spring morning, expected to
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reach a high of 11. But the kids know it’s always a few degrees
cooler in the forest. They’ve taken thermometers there to find out.

They wear long underwear and fleece under rain jackets and
rain pants, and have hiking boots on their feet, all provided by the
school. Their backpacks carry first-aid kits, snacks and dangling
orange whistles — cougar whistles they’ve been trained to use only
when in danger, never for play.

Once they step through the gate past the “Welcome to Royal
Roads University” sign, Van Stone’s group descends in a line along
the path into the trees. She walks backwards, casting an eye.

It must be an unwritten rule that kids can’t walk in the woods
without sticks. The children dart into the underbrush, collecting
them the way squirrels gather nuts. They scurry and seize, then
spot a better one. They can never have too many.

One child brandishes a magic wand, another carries a unicorn’s
horn. There’s an orchestra conductor’s baton, and many drum-
sticks put to clattering use. Some days there are guns and swords
(as long as no one points them). Look at this funny shape — a
saxophone!

“Chickadee-dee-dee!” There is no bell in the forest, but Van Stone
calls out the signal that tells her stragglers to hurry and catch up.

She stops halfway down the hill, where the children drop to
their knees. The temperature is falling. The air is pungent.

As they wait, she starts the group off with the first line of a story.
The children take turns adding a sentence. It goes something like
this. Once there was a girl called Ella. She lived in the forest. She
liked sticks and birds . . .

Down the trail, whoops of the other group ricochet through
the treetops.

Children in the forest have long been a theme of fairy tales
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and other stories, from “Little Red Riding Hood” to The Hunger
Games. The forest is a place of enchantment and danger, heroes
and villains. Hansel and Gretel. Narnia. Winnie-the-Pooh’s Hun-
dred Acre Wood.

It’s also a place of transformation, where Dorothy met the Cow-
ardly Lion — and the wicked flying monkeys — and followed the
path that ultimately led her home.

In folklore, there are beasts, witches and fairies in the forest. In
reality, it can be a place of cougars, bears and bees, as the children
at Sangster have learned.

They’ve also learned that the forest can be a wise and generous
teacher, teeming with life. If only you stop to look.

Branches are like letters of the alphabet. Stumps are cylinders,
and it’s easy to spot every other shape.

The children scratch numbers and letters in the dirt. They count
a flock of birds in a tree, then figure out how many are left when
three fly away. Spiders that trap bugs in their webs and trout that
feast on freshwater shrimp in the nearby creek provide a close-up
view of the food chain. They watch skunk cabbage, horsetails and
daphne transform through the seasons.

Scarlett clutches fistfuls of needles and red earth. As she walks,
it spills onto the trail like Hansel's bread crumbs. Alex, who has
lively brown eyes and a Spiderman toque, bangs his stick rhythmi-
cally against a fallen cedar as he passes by.

“It sounds like a woodpecker;” says a classmate. The kids fan
out to test their own sticks. Listen! They make different sounds,
depending on whether you hit a big tree or a hollow stump. Why
do woodpeckers rat-a-tat-tat on trees?

Now everyone is clustered around a rotting log, where an insect
has been spotted burrowing in the debris.

“What do wood bugs do?” asks Van Stone. Soon they are im-
mersed in a discussion about what happens when plants and ani-





Forest Kids

mals die.

“They decompose, just like the owl and the mouse,” says Eli.
During their six months of nature immersion, they have come
across dead creatures as well as living ones. They are learning
about the circle of life.

Back on the trail, someone who forgot the rule about not run-
ning downbhill topples into the brush. Two playmates pull him
back up.

They've been walking 40 minutes by the time they veer oft the
path and up the hill to this morning’s site. Scarlett is now drag-
ging a fallen bough twice her height. Alex is still banging his stick.
Around a clearing, fallen limbs form a natural boundary. The ter-
rain is full of places to climb and leap and sit.

As they arrive, the children fall silent and disperse themselves
across the landscape like dancers taking their positions onstage.

Quiet time (Diana Nethercott for the Toronto Star)

For the next 10 minutes, the only sounds are chickadees fuss-
ing, twigs snapping, pencils scratching. A little boy sighs as he lies
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back and stares at the sky.

Some mornings theres a theme for quiet time. The children
might be asked to listen and draw what they hear. Or to look
around carefully and discover something new.

Today, they get to choose. Chloe, who has long blond pigtails
and a pink jacket, is nestled into a sunken seat on a decaying log.

Her eyes look into the distance as her fingers sift piles of de-
composing wood. She peels off her gloves and unzips her knapsack
to pull out her “Nature Detective Kit” — a plastic bag containing a
pencil, notebook and magnifying glass.

A few metres away, Tegan slips behind the wall of branches lean-
ing against a sapling, a den she and her friends have been building.

Alex draws music notes and colours them in with his pencil.
He prints “O Canada” in a crooked line. The teachers circulate,
peering over shoulders, quietly helping children sound out words,
asking about their drawings.

“Cock-a-doodle-doo!” Lockerbie stands in the middle of the clear-
ing as the children gather around to start activities.

A canvas carrier is wrapped around the base of a giant trunk, its
pockets bulging with trowels, buckets, nature books, pencils and
measuring tapes.

“Look! A rainbow fungus!”

A couple of girls crouch over a disc clinging to a fallen tree. It
shimmers in the light, and from above, the ridges look like arcs,
one inside the other.

A handful of boys play Star Wars on a cluster of logs. On the
ground nearby, three girls are cross-legged around a crumbling
stump. One minute their small fingers are pulling it apart; the next
they are tapping on top, pretending it’s a giant keyboard. They may
be outside and unplugged, but these are also children of the digital
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age.

Ariana uses a measuring tape to find branches the right length
for the girls’ den. Tegan scribbles on a clipboard. Scarlett flips
through a tattered British Columbia nature guide to see if she can
match plants in the woods to photos.

“Whoal! A spider!”

They stand at attention, watching the creature scoot up a tree.

“Where did it go?”

“Why can’t I find it?”

It’s hard to see because it’s brown like the bark, Ava tells them.
“He can hide so animals don’t eat him.”

“Oh, yeah,” says Tegan. “You mean predators”

“Do you think it's a daddy-long-legs?”

The morning is only halfway through. But already the discover-
ies are piling up. The children barely stop moving. The questions
never end.

10





2 (Crossroads

Toronto’s Active Kids Club (David Cooper/Toronto Star)

The morning I first met Kari Svenneby it was so cold outside that
my pen stopped working. The temperature was -25 C with the wind
chill. It was February 2009, and we stood in a Toronto park, sur-
rounded by children bundled like miniature Michelin men, their
boots squeaking on the snow and breaths coming out in clouds.

Cold gnawed at my fingers and toes. I wished I'd thought to
bring a pencil.

Svenneby, a sturdy Norwegian with a dimpled smile, was the
mastermind behind an unusual weekly play group. Kids, parents
and babysitters met outdoors, year-round, no matter what the
weather.

I was a reporter and this was news.

“Rare species discovered!” the headline in the Star’s Living sec-
tion trumpeted. Below, an editor had dubbed the creature “Kiddus
HavingFunus Playing Outsidus.”

For those of us who grew up dragging toboggans to icy hills,
unsupervised and without helmets, or who recall the days when

11
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snow forts were allowed in schoolyards, this may well have marked
a low point in modern child-rearing.

To Svenneby, it was puzzling. She had arrived in Canada four
years earlier expecting to find families who embraced the cold.
Back in Norway, many young children spent entire days outside
in winter at schools known as forest kindergartens. But when she
went to a Toronto park with her toddler, Maia, she couldn’t find
any kids.

She decided to invite them to an informal gathering. She put
up flyers, created a website to launch the Active Kids Club and be-
came part of a grassroots effort to turn around a predicament that
had been brewing for more than two decades.

It was 1981 when child psychologist David Elkind warned us
about “the hurried child” Twenty-five years later, that child was
plain burnt-out. No time to play, no freedom to roam. He was
weaker, fatter and less connected to the natural world beyond his
front door.

There were lots of reasons: anxious parents determined to give
their kids a leg up by enlisting them in formal programs. An ob-
session with “stranger danger” Baby Einstein and organized sports
for 4-year-olds were in. Going to the park just to run around was
not.

Seniors whod grown up roaming far and wide had grandkids
who weren’t allowed to go around the block.

But more important, kids no longer needed to go outside to ex-
plore. They could wander the virtual world from the kitchen table
or the palm of their hand. And in the process, “screen time” was
fast becoming a leading indicator of how much time they were sit-
ting around.

Adults have always clucked about the next generation. And
they’ve been trying to kick them outside since Lord Baden-Powell
took a bunch of kids camping in the UK. in 1907 and launched

12
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the Boy Scouts.

But this time it smacked of something more fundamental. Our
children were the canaries in the coal mine as digital technology
seeped into every aspect of life, learning and development and kept
them glued to Xboxes, SpongeBob and Mommy’s smartphone.

While all this was unfolding in households, Ontario classrooms
were undergoing a parallel shift. By the mid-1990s, back-to-basics
education was in vogue again and with it, rote learning and stan-
dardized testing. Teachers knuckled under the growing weight of
curriculum expectations. Preparing our kids for the future had be-
come a structured, indoor pursuit.

All this was happening to a generation being enlisted to save
endangered species, fight global warming and protect the environ-
ment. If they were supposed to be saving the planet, the least we
could do was make sure they got to experience it first-hand — and
not just by watching a Planet Earth DVD.

As parents navigated modern childhood, many of us couldn’t help
worrying that things were heading off-course.

My own house clamoured with the energy of four rambunc-
tious boys, who relished racing around in the fresh air. But getting
them out the door required herculean effort some days, especially
when there was no one else outside to play with.

On the sidelines of a kiddie soccer game, I watched adults scold
exuberant 5-year-olds for running around, telling them to sit still
and watch their teammates play.

Meanwhile, kids who couldn’t sit still in class were routinely pe-
nalized, bizarrely, by being kept inside for recess. School drop-oft
zones were more like drive-throughs, a constant stream of slow-
moving cars to ensure no one had to take more than a few steps to
the classroom.

13
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It was hard not to get caught up in the pace. One evening after a
day of being whisked from one activity to the next, my 6-year-old
protested. He couldn’t possibly go to bed, he wailed. “I haven't even
had time to play yet!”

The evidence wasn’t only anecdotal.

Active Healthy Kids Canada, a collaboration of health experts
worried about the impact of sedentary habits, launched an annual
report card to provide a snapshot of kids exercise levels.

Since 2005, it has issued a long string of failing grades, with
only a fraction of children and youth meeting minimum national
guidelines for physical activity.

Play is supposed to be the business of childhood, the chief en-
terprise for learning and development. And if that’s the case, sug-
gested its report last year, then kids are perilously close to bank-
ruptcy.

One of the most cited pieces of evidence came from the Kai-
ser Family Foundation in the U.S. The group tracked media use
among kids aged 8 to 18 and in 2010 reported their screen time
amounted to an average of 7.5 hours a day — more if you factored
in multi-tasking on more than one device.

The grim news piled up like autumn leaves in a windstorm.
And it became a topic that defined my beat as a reporter writing
about family issues. Kari Svenneby, a trained librarian and by now
a mother of two, combed through the research and added links to
her growing website.

No wonder Richard Louv commanded a following eight years
ago with the release of his bestselling Last Child in the Woods, a
hymn to nature laced with nostalgia and armed with statistics
about the price of kids’ disconnection from the natural world.

The book triggered dialogue and a slew of grassroots groups
promoting the outdoors, including the Children & Nature Net-
work, the Child & Nature Alliance of Canada and the Back to Na-
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ture Network.

Before long, helicopter parents were getting a bad name. Now
the buzz was turning to “free-range kids” who were allowed to
wander, and “slow parenting” through unscripted days and time to
daydream and watch the sky.

Last year, Svenneby visited family in Norway for three months.
She found the same pressures felt by Toronto parents had perme-
ated her old neighbourhood near Oslo, in spite of the Norwegian
spirit of embracing the outdoors. Kids were glued to screens, par-
ents chauffeured them to activities, everyone was in a rush. But at
the same time, forest kindergartens were booming, she reported.

And young children who attended spent hours moving about,
breathing fresh air and building habits that would affect their life-
style and allow them to find their place in nature. She sent You-
Tube links so I could see for myself.

Outdoor educators are in favour of getting students of all ages
out into nature. But the early years are a logical place to start. It's
easier to adapt preschool and kindergarten format and curricu-
lum to an outdoor environment. And it fits with new research that
supports play-based learning, which sees play as a key to building
imagination, confidence and cognitive and social skills.

We are at a crossroads. Surveys show Canadians believe be-
ing outdoors improves quality of life, yet the amount of time they
spend there is declining. The school day provides an opportunity.
Full-day kindergarten is being ushered in across Ontario and with
it, rising concerns about how children will fare with so much of the
day spent between four walls. There are huge challenges to finding
enough indoor space.

At the same time, cities are not all traffic lights and cement.
Toronto, the country’s biggest, boasts more than 1,600 parks, rang-
ing from neighbourhood parkettes to rambling landscapes such as
High Park and Sunnybrook. There are many schools within walk-
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ing distance of Rouge Park, which will become the country’s first
urban national park. Ravines and river valleys are plentiful.

The murmuring has become a discussion among a new gen-
eration of educators. This spring, Humber College’s early child-
hood education program sponsored its fourth “Places of Natural
Discovery” conference, exploring how to connect young children
with nature.

Is it so crazy to wonder if a nature-based education movement
could take root in Canada?

Svenneby suggested something contagious was in the air. It was
time to explore whether it might actually catch on.

16





3 ‘You Don’t Have to Have a Forest’

In Germany, they call it waldkindergarten. There are long wait lists
for these woodland kindergartens for children aged 3 to 6, which
can be found in the parks of Berlin and other cities as well as in
rural forests.

Norwegians use the term friluftsliv, or “open-air living,” to
describe this approach to outdoor learning. It's known as “bush
kindy” in Australia and New Zealand, where the phenomenon is
newer. The British call them forest schools.

Here, in the land of blue lakes, rocky shores and pine forests,
we don’t have enough of them yet to worry about a name. But in
pockets across the country, the seeds are starting to sprout. The big
question is whether Canada will prove to be fertile ground.

No matter where you start a conversation about teaching kids
in the woods, odds are the trail will lead to the village of Carp
outside Ottawa, where a determined young social worker named
Marlene Power is on the front lines of this experiment.

Power, 31, grew up combing the shores of her native Newfound-
land, making mud pies and popping sap bubbles in the woods. Two
decades later, she was working at a Quebec daycare and aghast at
how little time the children spent outdoors. She wanted something
different for her own daughter and set about creating it. But in-
stead of looking for a church basement somewhere, she followed
Thoreau and went to the woods.

When she launched Carp Ridge Forest Preschool & Kindergar-
ten as a small, private pilot in 2008, no one had a clue what it was
all about. Outdoor learning in winter? In a climate where January
snow banks are taller than children? Power traversed the region,
taking her pitch to cafés, community centres and schools, explain-
ing to “anyone who would listen.”

17
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In March 2013, on a morning after a major storm, parents
dropped off their tots in the forest as usual, bundled for a typical
day outside in the snow. I watched the five preschoolers roll down
slopes of freshly fallen powder, check buckets on maple trees to
see if the sap was running and look for fresh animal tracks. They
paused to listen to a bird calling and to the drip-drip of melting
ice from the branches. No one seemed to notice the cold. The only
indoor time was in a yurt for a hot lunch and rest period.

These days, people are coming to Power for tips, connections
and to find out how to get something like it in their own neigh-
bourhood. “It’s no longer just people on the fringes,” she says. The
idea resonates with parents from all sorts of backgrounds and ide-
ologies who want their children to have the same memories of the
outdoors that they have.

This month, Ontario’s first licensed outdoor preschool is open-
ing in Guelph, on the sprawling forest and farmland of a Jesuit
centre. (Carp Ridge is not licensed because of zoning rules related
to its location, though that will change when it reopens with local
partners as a licensed facility in an Ottawa location in September,
with plans to eventually accommodate up to 100 full-time, infant-
to-kindergarten children.)

In British Columbia, outdoor kindergartens and preschools are
popping up like mushrooms on a forest floor. The opening of the
Sooke School District’s pilot project at Sangster Elementary last
fall has rippled through the community. At least two Victoria pub-
lic schools are in the early stages of planning them for 2014, and
another has been approved on nearby Salt Spring Island. Down the
road from Sangster, the local parks and recreation department has
opened a nature preschool.

A public school in Sechelt, north of Vancouver, is launching a
nature program for children in kindergarten through Grade 3 in
September.
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East of Vancouver, children at a Catholic school kindergarten
in Abbotsford donned rain suits and rubber boots this year and
spent hours exploring creeks and trails nestled in the shadow of
the Fraser Valley’s mountains.

New BrunswicK’s first nature preschool is launching this fall in
Sussex.

The trend is even taking hold in the heart of New York City.
And if they can make it there ...

Its fair to wonder, though, what forest kindergarten could
possibly have to do with inner-city schools. It’s one thing to pic-
ture your youngster collecting stones on the shores of the Pacific
and quite another to imagine what they might stumble upon in a
downtown park.

One answer can be found in east-end Toronto at Equinox Ho-
listic Alternative School. There’s no forest in sight, or even a ravine.
But in the schoolyard or local parks day after day, the kindergarten
kids spot bugs and birds” nests, and watch the seasons change the
trees. While it doesn’t advertise itself as such, this urban version
of nature kindergarten has been quietly taking children outdoors
since the school opened four years ago on the site of Roden Public
School.

It fits right in with what Power is hoping to encourage through
her new association, Forest School Canada, launched under the
umbrella of the Child & Nature Alliance of Canada. Power notes
that with 80 per cent of Canadians living in cities, it's a concept
that has to be adaptable.

“Forest school is an ethos,” she says. “You don’t actually have to
have a forest”

And children don't need to be in Algonquin Park to see squir-
rels or cloud shapes and feel the wind on their faces.

The philosophy can be applied to a grassy schoolyard corner of
plants and trees that children visit each week. It could be treks to
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the woods of High Park or the Evergreen Brick Works in the Don
Valley.

The point is developing a habit of regular interaction with na-
ture so kids observe changes in the landscape and wildlife. And the
approach is steeped in the principles of child-led learning, which
means rather than having their own agenda, teachers are guided
by what fascinates the students.

On a rainy day, they may end up jumping in puddles, says
Jen Mason, outdoor educator and founder of Maplewood Forest
School in Guelph, where she guides groups from local schools on
nature outings.

The next time they’re back, somebody will ask: where did the
puddle go?

“And there you go, you don’t need a lesson plan,” says Mason,
one of a handful of Canadians certified as forest instructors in the
UK.

They may start digging down to the wet soil, or asking questions
and thinking of experiments related to evaporation. The point is
“it came from the students and it’s a totally fun and memorable
experience in the real world”

The outdoor education field is also paying attention. At its con-
ference this fall, the 40-year-old Council of Outdoor Educators of
Ontario will hold two days of workshops on forest schools.

Power hopes Forest School Canada will link people like Mason
who are quietly embracing this learning philosophy in their cor-
ners of the country, and will help build momentum. This summer,
the two are collaborating on an initiative to train 32 forest instruc-
tors across Canada.

The five-day sessions, to be held in Ottawa and New Brunswick
(discussions are underway for later sessions in B.C.), will be taught
by British trainer Jon Cree, who was at the forefront of the UK.
movement, which began almost two decades ago.
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Cree, 54 and co-author of a book on knife use in forest schools,
was surprised to learn that little kids whittling, splitting wood and
building fires was never going to cut it in Canada.

He’s nonetheless gung-ho about helping to get any forest school
off the ground. They represent “the fastest growing education
movement I've ever come across,” says Cree, an executive of Brit-
ain’s Forest School Association who has been teaching kids outside
for three decades.

“It’s literally gone feral, without any government input”

There are so many forest schools in Britain in different forms
that no one has definitive numbers — 360 in Worcestershire alone
and thousands across England, Scotland and Wales. Tracking
them is one of the new association’s first tasks.

Cree says the trend took off for two key reasons: concern over
kids’ lack of outdoor time and the diminishing health of young
children, and backlash against a top-down education system in-
creasingly geared to standardized tests and focused on outcomes
rather than the learning process.

When Frances Krusekopf arrived in Munich three years ago on
sabbatical with her husband and two kids, she couldn’t have pre-
dicted the keepsake she would soon bring home to B.C.

While her daughter Louisa went to her Grade 1 class, 4-year-old
Niko joined the local kids every day at waldkindergarten, where
his favourite pastimes were rappelling down steep riverbanks and
learning to whittle.

“How could you possibly not have this in Canada?” parents
asked Krusekopf, at the time the district principal of curriculum
with the Sooke School District near Victoria. Forest schools had
been a fixture in Denmark since the ’50s, with other Scandinavian
countries, as well as Germany and Britain, following in its foot-
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steps. She wondered the same thing.

Back home that fall, the province was shifting to full-day kin-
dergarten. Some parents were anxious about how their children
would adapt.

She called Enid Elliot, a long-time professor and researcher at
the University of Victoria who had been championing outdoor
play. When they met for coffee, Krusekopf brought photos of Niko
at waldkindergarten.

Eighteen months later, 21 children raced around the field be-
hind Sangster Elementary as television cameras recorded the of-
ficial opening of Nature Kindergarten. Parents beamed. The pre-
vious winter they had lined up outside the school overnight to
register their kids for one of the coveted spots.

The board committed to a two-year pilot. A big reason was the
arrangement to partner with three post-secondary institutions —
the University of Victoria, Royal Roads and Camosun College — to
document and research everything from the impact on self-regu-
lation and attention, to self-esteem and learning skills. The bulk of
the $105,000 budget was to cover the salary of an early-childhood
educator to join the teacher. Funding came from research grants
and donations, including $60,000 from the Vancouver Foundation
and $20,000 from the RBC Foundation. TD Friends of the Envi-
ronment supplied $2,500 to cover rain suits, boots and backpacks.

At about the time Krusekopf and Elliot were joining forces, Ma-
sha Kazakevich was in her southern Ontario home, glued to You-
Tube. She watched in amazement as tiny Norwegians scampered
in snow and built fires in the woods and thought, “I want that for
my son.”

In June she is planning to open the Guelph Outdoor Preschool,
the province’s first licensed outdoor daycare for children aged 3
to 6. On the vast property of the Ignatius Jesuit Centre, five min-
utes from downtown Guelph, the children will explore meadows,
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streams, wetlands and orchards and grow their own vegetables.

“I thought, ‘If they can have that in Norway, why can’t we have
one here?’ ” says Kazakevich, 37, who has degrees in biology and
health sciences and is working on a master’s in landscape archi-
tecture.

She and her husband, an arborist with a landscaping business,
have sunk everything into the preschool. They sold their Toronto
house and rented in Guelph, hired a team of early educators and
naturalists and reached out to potential supporters in the local food
and outdoor communities. Fees will be $60 a day, including a hot
organic lunch, compared to the average of $50 in the region. Ratios
will be lower with about one staft member for every six kids. As a
licensed centre, it will be able to offer subsidized spots after a year.

Bob Henderson has seen a lot of trends come and go during his
30 years as a professor of outdoor education and environmental
studies at McMaster University in Hamilton and, currently, Brock
University in St. Catharines.

The number of young, passionate people in the field is enough
to make him believe the forest school approach is more than a
ripple on a pond.

Outdoor education goes back more than a century in Canada,
starting with the summer camps in the early 1900s that dotted the
Canadian Shield from the dazzling lakes of Temagami to the pine
forests of northern Ontario and the shores of Georgian Bay.

Boy Scouts, Girl Guides and the YMCA followed the trail to the
bush, along with the junior forest rangers. By mid-century, a hand-
tul of schools had established outdoor programs, and by the 1970s,
outdoor education was in its heyday, fuelled by the environmental
movement. Universities offered programs.

Outdoor centres at sites like the Toronto Islands and Boyne
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River hosted school kids for overnight visits during which they
could bond in the outdoors, study pond life and traverse the land-
scape. Kids loved it. But it wasn’t anchored by curriculum or stud-
ies back in the classroom. So when the cuts came in the 1990s,
many were closed.

Today the focus is on eco-schools, which promote conserva-
tion, waste reduction and “greening” school property. Environ-
mental education is supposed to be integrated into the curricu-
lum, rather than a separate subject.

The Toronto District School Board, the country’s largest, runs
five outdoor learning day centres and five residential ones. But
Henderson stresses the importance of daily exposure to nature in
kids’ own backyards, literally and metaphorically. It's not enough
to take students for a token week of nature immersion to a place
they may never see again. That ends up reinforcing the “otherness
of nature” Instead, he says, “we need to balance the two”
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4 Nature on the Brain

Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of
strength that will endure as long as life lasts . . . There is something
infinitely healing in the repeated refrains of nature — the assurance
that dawn comes after night, and spring after the winter.

— Rachel Carson, 1956

She was a marine biologist and conservationist. But Rachel Car-
son, author of the seminal 1962 book The Silent Spring, also had
the touch of a poet.

Her stirring reflections on nature and the need to protect it
launched the environmental movement. Her vivid images —
ocean waves that “boomed and shouted and threw great handfuls
of froth,” evergreen needles silvered after rain, a moon setting the
water ablaze — still move people to action, generations after she
put ink to paper.

With those meditations, Carson joined centuries of poets and
philosophers inspired by a sunset bleeding across the sky or the
mist rising from a waterfall.

Emerson, Blake, Thoreau, Einstein, Wordsworth. Today, pick
up a book, research paper or pamphlet that has anything to do
with getting kids outside, and their couplets and prose are every-
where.

Our ancestors believed instinctively in nature’s healing pow-
ers. The ancient Romans sought solace from gardens and pools.
The rise of modern cities in the post-industrial age led to national
parks as a source of mental and physical relief.

A hundred years ago, fresh air was prescribed to prevent tuber-
culosis, including at a “forest school” in Toronto’s High Park.
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A “forest school” in H/gh Park (Courtesy Toronto Public Library)

Mothers wrapped babies and tucked them into their carriages
outdoors to nap. By the mid-1900s, the wilderness was considered
a source of rehabilitation for youth with behaviour problems and
those struggling with addiction and mental illness.

There’s even a name for innate human connection with nature
and other living forms of life: biophilia.

But it’s only been three decades or so since science began to
deliver hard evidence. The past five years in particular have seen
an explosion in studies exploring the impact of nature on humans.

Turns out those poets weren't just misty-eyed dreamers, as the
millions of others who have found solace and beauty in the trees,
plants and creatures of the Earth would attest. The natural world
is good for our brains, bodies and mental health in myriad ways.

“There is enough collective evidence saying we need to sit up
straight and pay attention to this,” says Alan Logan, a New Jersey
naturopath and co-author of the 2012 book Your Brain on Nature.

Stress, resiliency, the immune system and metabolism are all
chemically influenced by the way the nervous system responds
to the environment, says Logan, a regular lecturer at the Harvard
Medical School’s Department of Continuing Education.
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His book, written with physician Dr. Eva Selhub, details the lat-
est science of how nature affects humans’ feelings, learning and
behaviour, whether they are gazing at photos of the outdoors or in
a park or walking on a beach.

It demonstrates why, when the 10 girls and 11 boys of Nature
Kindergarten traipse through the forest each morning, they aren’t
just going for a walk. They are engaging their senses, brains and
bodies in ways that will enhance health and learning. They are af-
fected by the views of the landscape, the natural light, the air they
breathe, the dirt they dig in.

“The benefits of nature that have been intuited and written
about through the ages have withstood rigorous scientific scru-
tiny,” writes Ming (Frances) Kuo, director of the Landscape and
Human Health Laboratory at the University of Illinois and one of
the leading voices in the field.

It doesn't have to be every day, as with Nature Kindergarten.
Nor does it have to be for long.

But people who spend time regularly in parks and other green
spaces show marked improvements in well-being and social and
physical health compared with those who don’t, Kuo writes in a
2010 paper that examines the impact of green environments on
health.

The benefits to fitness, mood and cognitive skills aren’t anything
the children would notice as they weave their way through cedars,
hemlock and fir trees. They are too caught up in their exploration.

But a string of studies indicate their levels of the stress hor-
mone cortisol are falling, along with blood pressure and pulse
rates, while serotonin levels increase, reflecting a calmer state. The
brains of people after exposure to nature have revealed blood-flow
and hemoglobin levels in the prefrontal cortex similar to those in
a meditative state. And the result of all these measurable changes
is reduced stress.
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This is important because stress takes a toll on learning, even in
5-year-olds. It can disrupt attention, interfere with cognitive skills
and cause mental fatigue. Scientists believe green space can be an
antidote and protective factor. They have also found that living
close to nature cushions the impact when something distressing
happens in a child’s life.

Lockerbie’s students at B.C’s Sangster Elementary would be tick-
led to know that they aren’t just walking through the forest every
morning. According to Japanese tradition, they are having a bath
in it.

For the past 30 years, the practice of Shinrin-yoku, or “forest-
bathing,” has been promoted by the country’s forest agency, which
urges citizens to retreat from the noise, pollution and crowds of
the cities and seek rejuvenation in the lush woodlands that cover
two-thirds of the country.

By 1990, researchers made a key discovery in the forests of
Yakushima. While exercise is positive for health, no matter where
people do it, they found physical activity in nature packed an extra
punch. They compared people who walked 40 minutes in the for-
est to those who walked at the same intensity in a lab. The outdoor
walkers recorded lower levels of cortisol.

But the biggest leap towards understanding the influence of
green space came with functional magnetic resonance imaging
(fMRI) technology, providing neuroscientists with a window into
the workings of the brain under a range of conditions.

Early scans by California scientists found other evidence of
nature’s soothing balm. When people looked at scenes of natural
beauty, such as coastlines or mountains, it fired up parts of the
brain’s parahippocampal gyrus, triggering the dopamine reward
system, which brings on feelings of pleasure, explains Logan.
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While the connection is still unclear, this may also unleash the
neurotransmitters known as endorphins, providing another mood
booster.

What it suggests, he says, is that nature “is like a little drop of
morphine for the brain”

Other scans have revealed that natural settings light up the an-
terior cingulate and insula, which are key to empathy.

“In all of my teaching, I've never had a class that’s been such a
community,” says Lockerbie, who has taught for eight years, in-
cluding at a reserve in northern B.C. and a forest school in Eng-
land for one summer.

Her students watch out for one another and work as a team.
From the outset, the teachers have emphasized respect, sharing
and kindness, both for safety in the outdoors and to create a posi-
tive learning environment.

But based on the brain scans, could nature somehow be playing
a role when young Scarlett stops to wait for Alex as he rests on the
edge of the trail? Or when one child praises another’s drawing, or
extends a hand to a nervous classmate to help her onto a log?

In some ways, the things that aren’t going on in a child’s brain
when they’re immersed in the outdoors are just as important.

Take the amygdala, which plays a key role in emotions like fear.
Scans have shown that this brain region is more active among peo-
ple in urban settings than those in nature, which can lead to higher
anxiety and impulsive behaviour.

In the forest, children aren’t subject to the sensory overload that
bombards them at, say, a shopping mall or even in a noisy, active
classroom. That means they expend less energy filtering out infor-
mation they don’t need. And that process of putting the brakes on
can be mentally taxing as well as distracting.

But when kids are fully engaged without even realizing it, it’s ef-
ficient for their brains and good for mental health, says psychiatrist
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Dr. John Ratey, an associate professor at Harvard Medical School
and a top researcher into the link between exercise and the brain.

The bonuses are even bigger when children are engrossed in
free play and moving their bodies, he adds.

Parents of the kids in Nature Kindergarten have noticed chang-
es. Megan Wilson says her son Alex used to bounce from one thing
to the next. Now the 6-year-old is more focused. He's also lost his
earlier aversion to getting dirty and isn't nearly so quick to give up
when he encounters an obstacle.

“The change I've seen in him is hard to put into words.”

The benefits can extend to children with special needs. Raech-
elle Wuolle says the program is ideal for her son Rylan, 6, who has
autism and “comes alive in the outdoors” Spending his mornings
in an outdoor environment that accommodates his learning style
and behaviour has boosted his confidence and built a foundation,
says his mother. “He looks forward to going to school every day”

Anecdotally, teachers often observe that children who have
trouble paying attention or sitting still in a classroom tend to do
much better outside, where they have room to move and can usu-
ally find something that fascinates. Now there are studies to back
that up.

Physicians have been exploring how exercise can be used to
treat children with attention disorders. Ming (Frances) Kuo's re-
search at the University of Illinois suggests exercise outside is even
better.

In several studies over the past decade, Kuo, an expert in cog-
nitive and environmental psychology, has found that exposure to
green space can reduce symptoms for children with ADHD. Her
2011 paper, published in the journal Applied Psychology: Health
and Well-Being, tracked more than 400 children and found those
who played regularly in nature had milder ADHD symptoms than
those who played inside or in built environments without green
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space.

Rates of the neurobiological disorder have climbed steadily. It
now affects between 5 and 12 per cent of kids, causing inattention,
impulsivity and difficulty regulating behaviour and emotions.

That means there are children with it in every classroom, which
in turn often means constant disruption. So the implications of
how regular excursions to the outdoors may help those kids is sig-
nificant — not only to them, but to their classmates and teacher.
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Brea th/ng in nature (Diana Nethercott for the Toronto Star)

On the side of the forest trail, a silvery cedar stretches up to an
overcast sky.

“That tree that gives us energy, says one little boy, to a chorus of
agreement. He heard that from an environmental science student
who visited one day. Gazing at the activity around him, it would
be hard to argue.

As they breathe, the children inhale phytoncides, a group of
natural chemicals secreted by evergreens. They can’t smell them,
but as the chemicals enter their nasal passages and move through
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the bloodstream, they affect their mental and physical states — a
sort of natural aromatherapy. Some of these aromatic chemicals
are soothing; others cause arousal, preparing the senses and the
brain to observe and learn. The scent of flowers, meanwhile, can
be both calming and invigorating.

Other unseen forces permeate the forest. There’s electricity in
the air — and not just metaphorically. Forests, waterfalls and oth-
er natural settings have an abundance of charged particles called
negative ions, known to boost metabolism and blood flow, reduce
stress by promoting serotonin production, and improve longevity.
Negative ions, created when energy acts on a molecule and splits
it, thrive near plants and moving water. They are least likely to be
found in enclosed spaces and near electronics.

What the children hear — water burbling in a creek, birdsong,
wind rustling boughs — can affect the blood in the brain and in-
duce relaxation, much like an idyllic symphony, according to Japa-
nese researchers.

Natural light filtering through the trees helps regulate mood
and sleep, which in turn boosts cognition and attention.

Not long ago, a microbiologist at Sage Colleges in Upstate
New York discovered there’s something else that may contribute
to health as the children dig holes or crawl through the under-
brush — bacteria called mycobacterium vaccae, frequently found
in soil. Dorothy Matthews injected it into mice and observed that
it raised their serotonin levels and decreased anxiety. In a follow-
up study, researchers fed mice live bacteria and found it improved
their learning. The creatures found their way through mazes twice
as fast as in previous attempts.

Researchers such as John Ratey have stacks of data demon-
strating that vigorous aerobic exercise stimulates the brain and
enhances memory, focus and higher-level thinking, especially in
older children and adults. But there is little research about the ef-
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fects on younger children, who get their physical activity in differ-
ent forms, or on how outdoor exercise affects their cognition.

A Swiss study of 250 young children published in 2011 found
that aerobic fitness and motor skills were linked to better attention
and spatial working memory, which is the type of memory that
helps children hold multiple pieces of information in their brains
while sorting through it, and plays a big role in learning. While
it makes sense that walking and moving outdoors would have a
similar impact, the researchers didn’t consider outdoor versus in-
door activity.

A smaller U.S. study of adults found that after four days in the
wilderness, they scored significantly higher on tests showing cre-
ative reasoning skills.

That probably wouldn't surprise Sangster Elementary’s Locker-
bie and Erin Van Stone, who have watched their students’ growing
self-confidence and problem-solving skills as they continually ask
questions and go about finding answers. These are building blocks
to learning.

But there’s another way green space is believed to contribute:
through the process of “attention restoration.”

According to the theory developed by psychologists Stephen
and Rachel Kaplan in the 1980s, nature has its own built-in way of
helping humans combat mental fatigue and regain clarity — a skill
that was necessary to survive during the era of living as hunter-
gatherers.

The brain’s prefrontal cortex is the centre of judgment, atten-
tion and decision-making. But in mentally taxing situations, it can
be depleted.

The ancient brain had its own solution: restoration by relieving
the activity in that part of the brain and replenishing it. That can
happen with something as simple as a change of place or visual
perspective, and most important, through “soft fascination” with
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something new. In other words, getting swept up in an experience
that delights and is so automatic that it doesn’t demand mental
exertion.

University of Victoria professor Enid Elliot, who observes
Sangster’s Nature Kindergarten every week, calls it being “in flow””
After 40 years researching and teaching early childhood educa-
tion, “I didn’t know how powerful it would be just watching them”

The notion is something many neuroscientists believe still ap-
plies to the modern mental fatigue brought on by multi-tasking
and technology.

A trip to the forest, with its endless supply of creatures and ob-
jects that fascinate, would seem to hold all the ingredients.

The impact of being absorbed in an activity, especially while
children are moving their bodies, can’t be underestimated, notes
Ratey.

“Whenever kids are lost in active play, they are very mindful.
They are in the moment. The more kids do that and the more pres-
ent they can be in life, the better”
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When Richard Louv coined his three-word phrase to describe the
broken bond between kids and nature, he certainly knew his audi-
ence.

It was 2005 and the world was awakening to the dismal state of
children’s health. Going outside to play had gone the way of the ro-
tary phone. Children knew global warming was threatening polar
bears and how to separate the recycling. But how many had ever
caught a frog or could tell a maple from an elm?

He wanted to light a fire under the grown-ups. In the era of
brands and bromides, a catchy diagnosis was just what was needed.

Louv delivered the perfect one: nature-deficit disorder. Right
on the cover of his soon-to-be bestseller, Last Child in the Woods.

It was, one might say, just what the doctor ordered. And so
evocative that seven years later, its Wikipedia page still begins with
a disclaimer that this is not a real diagnosis listed in any medical
manual.

No matter, though. There were soon legions of believers be-
cause the term so succinctly captured the growing rift between
children and the outdoors, and the declining health and increasing
behaviour problems that go with it.

Soon, Vitamin N (nature) and Vitamin G (green space) were
part of the vernacular. Physicians began writing “nature prescrip-
tions”

You won't find these items in the pharmacy, but they speak to
a shifting belief in the great outdoors for both its healing powers
and the fact it goes hand-in-hand with one of the best medicines
of all — exercise. Nature doesn’t just make you feel better because
it’s pretty. Exposure to it may be an important indicator of physical
health.
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Take the trees that surround the children at Norwegian forest
schools or the children of Sangster’s Nature Kindergarten.

The link between trees and human health is becoming clearer,
and sadly, that’s become evident when we lose them to develop-
ment or disease. Not only do they protect the planet from global
warming, they also filter smog and pollutants like carbon mon-
oxide, lead, nitrogen dioxide and ozone, making the air safer to
breathe, according to a 2012 report from Trees Ontario called “A
Healthy Dose of Green.”

Those pollutants have been linked to respiratory illness, cardio-
vascular disease, diabetes and cancer.

By the time an invasive beetle called the emerald ash borer
killed 100 million trees in southwestern Ontario, Michigan and
Ohio, the U.S. Forest Service made another ominous discovery.
Trees weren't the only things dying from the blight. So were Amer-
icans.

Over an 18-year-period, researchers found that areas of infesta-
tion had 15,000 more cardiovascular deaths and 6,000 more deaths
as a result of respiratory problems than uninfected regions, even
when demographics were factored in. No causal link was proven,
but the study, published in the American Journal of Preventive
Medicine, was important in associating trees with human health.

Studies have found similar correlations between health and na-
ture, including a recent one in The New England Journal of Medi-
cine that looked at almost 1,000 European children and found
those who grew up on farms were 30 to 50 per cent less likely to
have asthma.

And remember the phytoncides emitted by evergreens, which
are associated with lower stress hormones? They are also believed
to boost immunities by stimulating production of antioxidants
that prevent cancer and cells that fight tumours and infections like
influenza and colds.
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Most of the research in this new area of investigation has been
limited to adults, but it applies to kids, too. Health Canada tracked
575,000 Ontario adults over 35 who had lived in 10 urban areas
between 1982 and 1986 and found those nearer green spaces lived
longer, even when the findings were adjusted for income, ambi-
ent pollution and characteristics of the neighbourhoods. While
the authors cautioned that further research is needed, the study,
released last year, is one of the first to show a link between green
space and long-term physical and psychological health.

The forests of Japan, which have provided persuasive research
on mental health benefits, have also been the source of some com-
pelling findings for physical health.

One study looked at how exercise in the forest affected blood-
glucose levels of adults with diabetes. It compared people who
took a half-hour walk in the forest to those who walked or cycled
in urban environments. The forest walkers saw their glucose drop
significantly more, suggesting there are benefits from physical ac-
tivity in green space that go beyond the exercise.

Or, as Logan and Selhub write in Your Brain on Nature, “Green
exercise is exercise squared.”

For children, the most important health benefit of being outside
may be how it lures them into moving their bodies.

Kids aged 5 and up need at least an hour a day of moderate to
vigorous physical activity, making their hearts pump and leaving
them slightly out of breath and a little sweaty. Preschoolers need at
least three hours of accumulated activity a day in a range of activi-
ties and settings.

Too many children fall short of the minimum required for
healthy development, according to the research group Active
Healthy Kids Canada. Energetic outdoor play is critical in revers-
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ing that trend because children in the outdoors often can't resist
chasing and racing and tackling the challenges of slopes, rocks,
stumps and open spaces.

As Norwegian expert Ingunn Fjortoft puts it, “The vegetation
provides shelters and trees for climbing. The meadows are for run-
ning and tumbling”

In a frequently cited 2001 study, the early childhood specialist
compared children who played one to two hours a day in a forest
kindergarten setting with kids playing the same amount of time
in traditional playgrounds. Over a nine-month period, the forest
group improved significantly more on a range of tests for balance,
speed of limb movement, flexibility in knees and thighs, standing
jumps, arm and shoulder strength, beam walking, running agility,
speed and cross-co-ordination.

Erin Van Stone with her students (Diana Nethercott for the Toronto Star)

This wouldn’t be news to Sangster Elementary’s Erin Van Stone,
who watches the 5-year-olds in Nature Kindergarten take turns
shimmying across a suspended tree trunk.

When they first started coming to this site 10 days earlier, the
children treated it “like a danger zone,” she says. “But they mas-
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tered it in two days.”

Both teachers have noticed a big difference in the children’s
strength, energy and endurance on the walking trail since Septem-
ber. And with it, their self-confidence as they’ve discovered what
their bodies can do, and learned to assess risk.

But kids don’t have to be in a forest to learn those skills, suggest
kinesiologists at University of Tennessee, who last year made some
findings relevant to the many schools in North America that have
“greened” their schoolyards and created natural “playscapes.”

The researchers observed children at an early years centre in
their traditional playground of metal and plastic equipment. Then,
they documented what happened after the apparatus was replaced
with natural elements like stumps, water, shrubs, plants, pathways
and a variety of natural surfaces.

Turned out the children more than doubled the time they spent
moving versus sitting, engaged in more movements such as run-
ning that boost heart rates, and spent more time climbing, jump-
ing, balancing, lifting and carrying, which strengthen bones and
muscles and develop motor skills.

This is part of the joy of free outdoor play, says Harvard psy-
chiatrist Ratey.

“There couldn’t be anything better for the brain.”

Continual physical activity increases blood flow, protein and
oxygen to the brain, which promotes brain power by fuelling the
growth of neurons and synapses, he explains in his 2008 book,
Spark: The Revolutionary New Science of Exercise and the Brain.

He argues it’s part of biology and evolution. As primitive for-
agers, humans were always moving their bodies, activating the
“moving brain” that is intricately connected with the “thinking
brain” used for abstract thought and communication. Civilization,
and especially technology, have transformed people into sedentary
creatures so quickly that biology hasn't kept up. We still need to
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move our bodies to keep the brain healthy.

Ratey’s findings about how aerobic activity boosts memory, at-
tention and the brains executive functions like planning and de-
cision-making have sparked an outburst of exercise programs in
schools. But his current work, to be published in a book next year,
will include the impact of exercise in nature, including outdoor
play.

Young kids may not do formal aerobics such as running around
a track, but he stresses that movements like jumping, rolling and
balancing are critical to physical and cognitive development.

“We really are just like a Swiss army knife, and we have to exer-
cise all the parts”
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6 From Fringe Movement to
Fertile Ground

Look.

Be aware of wonder.

Share everything.

These are three of the essential tools of life included in Robert
Fulghum’s famous essay, “All I Really Need to Know I Learned in
Kindergarten.”

Frances Krusekopf and Enid Elliot are passing them on. The
first two could be principles of the Nature Kindergarten they
spearheaded at Sangster Elementary. And when it comes to the
details of their groundbreaking program, they are happy to share.

They tell their story to audiences and workshops in Canada and
as far away as New Zealand. Their kindergarten’s website tracks its
evolution from conception in early 2011 to delivery last fall and
current status as a thriving program. They've posted exchanges
with educators around the world and links to the latest research
about early learning and the outdoors. There are regular updates
from the teachers on how the children spent a rainy morning and
their questions and observations about plants in springtime.

Still, Krusekopf and Elliot have a kindergarten caveat for en-
thusiasts eager to start their own: don’t be a copycat. Not because
they mind. But because it probably won't work.

“We do have things we can offer, but we don’t want to offer a
template,” says Elliot.

For a forest kindergarten to be truly effective, adds project
manager Krusekopf, it must reflect the local geography, commu-
nity and school board.

“Our feeling is if you like the idea, take the idea. But give your-
selves enough time to adapt it to your own context.”
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While the ethos may be similar, the form it takes will be vastly
different for kids in a B.C. rainforest and their urban counterparts
gathered in a Scarborough schoolyard.

The only way a forest school movement will move from fringe
to fertile ground in Canada is if organizers understand that, say
champions such as Marlene Power of Forest School Canada.

But is this idyllic vision realistic or too good to be true? And in
a cash-strapped system, should it be a priority?

Across Canada, most parents scramble to find licensed child-
care that doesn’t bankrupt them, never mind one in the woods.
School boards are laden with bureaucracy and short of funds,
while teachers are under pressure to cover a growing curriculum.
So it would stand to reason that some might quickly dismiss the
touchy-feely ideals of forest kindergarten.

Quite the contrary, it turns out. “It's a great subject, and one
I think is very important,” says Martha Friendly, executive direc-
tor of the Toronto-based Childcare Resource and Research Unit.
In a system that lurches from one crisis to the next, discussion of
the role of outdoor play and nature is one of “the essential pieces
that’s missing,” she says, even though it should be a pillar of early
learning because of the benefits for physical activity, learning and
cultural identity.

“To me, it’s fundamental, like food.”

In Ontario, children in licensed daycares for more than six
hours a day are supposed to spend two hours outside. But that
could include walking in a line holding a rope, or being pushed in
strollers to a park. And no one knows how much outside time kids
in informal arrangements like home daycares are getting.

Friendly says interest in this topic among early childhood edu-
cators is burgeoning. “I think people are dying for something to
make it better”

Public education advocate Annie Kidder is also enthusiastic
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about the forest kindergarten approach, because of the implica-
tions for kids’ health and their engagement through hands-on
learning. Outdoor learning could play a key role in understand-
ing connection to nature, citizenship and how geography shapes
identity, she says.

It’s time to rethink the narrow focus on test results and compet-
ing in the global economy, continues Kidder, executive director of
People for Education in Toronto. While literacy and numeracy are
important, so is our connection to the larger world. “It’s all part of
a need for a new look at how we define education, how we measure
success and what we are doing in our schools that leads to that”

In Ontario, schools are recognizing the importance of connect-
ing to the outdoors and responding in different ways. The growing
eco-schools program includes “greening” of school grounds as one
of its mandates.

It’s a start, because at least it gives teachers a nearby space where
they can take children outside.

A 2012 survey of 480 schools in the Toronto District School
Board found that 386 had outdoor classrooms or gardens — up 30
per cent from a year earlier.

Many outdoor educators would much rather see children in
Toronto’s ravines or extensive parks and trails than in expensive
spaces designed by urban planners, regardless of how “natural”
they appear. Some teachers take classes on weekly walks, while
others are partnering with nearby conservation areas or outdoor
centres for regular visits so children can observe nature’s rhythms
through the seasons.

Collaborations between school boards and local conservation
and community organizations have been key to the success of the
forest movement in Britain.

In the heart of the Don Valley, where highway ramps intersect
with woodland walking trails, the organizations Evergreen and
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Outward Bound Canada are reaching out to schools with kids
who don’t have access to cottages or summer camps and helping
connect them with nearby nature through regular hikes and play-
based activities.

It's an example of “forest school ideals” in an urban environ-
ment, says Evergreen program director Cam Collyer.

But finding a location is only a starting point. Equally impor-
tant is the role of teachers and early childhood educators.

Enid Elliot chuckles as she recalls one of the first local newspa-
per stories about Sangster Elementary’s Nature Kindergarten. The
illustration featured a desk plopped in the middle of a forest.

“That’s not what were trying to do,” she says, shaking her cork-
screw curls.

Forest kindergarten isn't about moving classroom dynamics
outside. It's a different way of teaching and learning, a process
driven by the children. “It’s your confidence to be a learner along-
side the children, it'’s about sharing the power;” says Britains Jon
Cree, a certified forest school leader who has taught more teachers
than he can remember.

Instructors don’t have to know every species of tree and flower
or be environmental experts. But they do have to be willing to give
up dictating the lessons and instead support children’s queries and
act as guides.

Nature Kindergarten teacher Lisa Lockerbie goes where the
children take her. She was trained to keep her eye on “prescribed
learning outcomes”— in other words, results. But in the forest,
once her students are caught up in a topic, whether it’s snails or
clouds, she can harness their enthusiasm and incorporate literacy,
math, science and problem solving.

“If you know the curriculum well, then you spot the opportuni-
ties,” she says. “It’s been a change for me. But it's way easier than I
thought it would be. The kids are further ahead because it’s all so
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real and relevant to them.”

In the forest, they don't sit and practise their ABCs. But most
are printing sentences in their nature journals because they are so
eager to record how a plant changed from one week to the next or
to describe a bird’s nest.

Six months into the project, she can’t imagine returning to the
classroom full-time.

“We get asked, ‘Come on, there’s got to be mornings when you
just don't feel like it?” ” says Lockerbie’s teaching partner, Erin Van
Stone, an early childhood educator. “That never happens. It’s so
much fun”

Elliot says the outdoor learning experience has impact well
beyond kindergarten because children take those positive memo-
ries with them, along with a sense of themselves as confident and
competent learners. It becomes part of their “learning disposition.”
And the problem-solving skills and independence they learn ease
the transition to a regular classroom.

“I hesitate to say it’s great for everybody, but I think it’s great
for alot”

While many teachers are keen on the concept, not all are com-
fortable. The challenges of simply getting 5-year-olds dressed and
out the door can be overwhelming. At Sangster, the teachers spent
several weeks laying the groundwork and routines, and preparing
the children to take responsibility for dressing, carrying and keep-
ing track of their gear — another piece of the problem-solving and
independence the approach promotes.

The early years are seen as prime time for nature immersion
because it fits more easily with curriculum, and because the move
to full-day kindergarten means theres more opportunity. But
there are other initiatives to boost outdoor time in older grades.
Last year, the David Suzuki Foundation collaborated with Nipiss-
ing University’s Schulich School of Education to create a book of
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outdoor lesson plans aligned to the curriculum to help teachers
take Grades 4 through 6 classes outside. Guides for kindergarten
through Grade 3 and middle school will come out later this year.

The Back to Nature Network also co-ordinated a guide for
teaching in nearby nature.

By spring, however, the Suzuki group realized material wasn’t
enough. Teachers needed to be taught how to use it. So in April,
they held a two-day seminar for about two dozen of them from
GTA boards.

If you talk about forest kindergarten long enough, the issue of
demographics is inevitably raised, however gingerly. Skeptics note
the idea is largely driven by an educated, middle- and upper-mid-
dle-class cohort whose kids go to schools where they don’t have to
worry about finding syringes or condoms. Many grew up going to
cottages and on ski trips, so are naturally inclined. It’s part of their
history and lifestyle.

Belfountain Public School northwest of Toronto, for example,
is a widely touted model of environmental and outdoor education,
where kids spend plenty of time in the gardens and woods. But
the surrounding community has common ideals and resources to
draw on and faces few of the challenges of the inner city.

The disparity is noted by Mark Lasso, principal of Roden Public
School and Equinox Holistic Alternative School, which are on the
same Toronto site.

Lasso enthuses about the Equinox outdoor kindergarten and
the school’s focus on “experiential” learning in all grades. Older
kids at Equinox are regularly in the ravines with nature educators
from the PINE Project, based in High Park. Hes seen notably few-
er behavioural problems among the students, who get more out-
door time than those at other schools.

But at his first open house as principal last fall, he noticed a
stark difference between the two student bodies. The Equinox
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crowd was white, privileged and from sought-after neighbour-
hoods like Riverdale and the Beach. Roden’s is largely South Asian
from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds.

“My question was how do we make (Equinox) more diverse?
How do we get more families from Roden interested?”

Pam Miller has been passionate about outdoor education since
she was a new teacher taking her Grade 3 class for weekly walks by
the Humber River 20 years ago. But she’s not optimistic that forest
schools or outdoor kindergartens will get a foothold.

“I don’t think it’s ever going to get widespread adaptation,” says
Miller, instructional leader for eco-literacy with the Toronto Dis-
trict School Board. “It will still be considered alternative”

While it may be hot among the creative classes downtown,
there’s not much sign of interest in her multicultural suburban
neighbourhood in Mississauga.

There are still a lot of parents who don’t see the value in their
kids playing in the dirt when they are supposed to be studying
hard so they can become a doctor, she says.

But Maria Crowther and Kelly McKinney don't buy that argu-
ment.

They are from different cities and generations but share a belief
that all kids can thrive in the outdoors and that, with a little expla-
nation, most parents will be on board.

After Crowther heard about outdoor classrooms at a confer-
ence a year ago, she was determined to set one up for her kinder-
garten classes at Blaydon Public School in northwest Toronto.

But she took one look at the slew of fancy “playscape” cata-
logues on the market featuring green spaces that cost tens of thou-
sands of dollars and knew it was out of the question for her high-
needs school. So she set to work hunting and spreading the word,
rummaging at garage sales and gathering discounted or donated
wood and supplies. Last September, about a dozen staff and par-
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ents gathered one Sunday afternoon and built a stump circle, log
benches, a sandbox, a music centre and a water area. The school
supplied the fence and a storage shed. It cost her less than $1,000.
And every day since, the kindergarten classes, including children
with special needs, have been outside at least 75 minutes a day, and
all morning in warm weather.

Behaviour problems have diminished, literacy has improved
and parents are keen, she says. Other teachers are asking to use
the space.

“If we can do it, anybody can,” says Crowther, 60.

Kelly McKinney, 27, is motivated by her own memories of na-
ture. Her parents split when she was a child and they didn’t have
much money. But she had rich experiences wandering through
the woods behind each parent’s home in Hamilton and on regular
outings with them to parks and conservation areas. It's what ulti-
mately led her to teachers college at Queen’s University’s outdoor
and experiential education program and a visit to Britain to take a
forest leader training course.

For the past few years, McKinney has been running a forest
school summer program for at-risk kids in Hamilton, in a four-
hectare woodlot surrounded by schools, sports fields and a play-
ground. She’s watched as some of the children, many from new-
comer families, transformed from being fearful — “We can’t go
in there, there are killers in there!” — to becoming its protectors,
identifying plants and animals, and building confidence and rap-
port with their surroundings. She’s seen them become more co-
operative and discover new talents. They’ve also been a conduit to
getting their parents interested in the outdoors.

These trailblazers, however, are still in the minority. Even en-
thusiasts such as Kari Svenneby say despite the abundant green
space in Toronto, a forest kindergarten culture will be hard to cul-
tivate without a major shift in attitude among educators, parents
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and policymakers.

Her daughter Maia’s public school is walking distance from a
Lake Ontario beach and a ravine. “To me, those are the ideal out-
door classrooms.” Yet the classes rarely go.

Kari Svenneby, daughter Maia and a new friend (colin McConnell/Toronto
Star files)

And in winter, the kids aren’t allowed to use the sledding hill.

She stresses that Scandinavian forest schools are about celebrat-
ing a spiritual connection with nature, and about play and joy in
the outdoors. Colorado educator and environmentalist Louise
Chawla calls such connections as “ecstatic places” that spark imag-
ination and creativity.

This should be foremost, says Svenneby. “It is not about preach-
ing about (saving) the outdoors.”

Ultimately, forest kindergartens are one part of a bigger move-
ment to reorient children to the outdoors, so that going outside
comes naturally — to play in the park without instruction, to walk
or bike to school, and as a regular part of the school day.

Listening to the visionaries and advocates, I felt both inspired
and wistful. Who could argue against story time on a forest floor
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or children skipping through meadows to learn about grasshop-
pers? But one could also dismiss the idea as driven by grown-ups’
nostalgia for their free-range past. In the end, rather than trying to
recapture the good old days, perhaps they are creating a vital new
version of what used to be.
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7/ The Trail Home

Time for a break (Diana Nethercott for the Toronto Star)

In a clearing in the forest, the children sit quietly in a circle. They
are colourful specks beneath a soaring canopy of fir, cedar and
hemlock, a backdrop of tree trunks that reach for the sky. Youth
and innocence surrounded by wisdom and history.

Underneath them are seats made from folded newspapers in-
side plastic bags.

A sunbeam through the trees hits a fallen cedar like a spotlight,
illuminating particles kicked up from the forest floor that spin and
dance. A ship’s horn sounds in the distance.

This is story time in the forest. Lockerbie is reading aloud from
a book about creatures that hatch. As she vocalizes the rhyming
hints, the children shout out guesses. A chick! An alligator! Some
lean forward on hands and knees as if they might sprint in excite-
ment; others are rapt while scratching in the dirt or piling ever-
green needles.

Down the hill on the trail, a woman is walking her Lab. The dog
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stops and looks up the hill at this circle of children, perks its ears.
The owner calls the Lab once, loudly. Then twice, even louder. The
children are attuned to forest sounds, but they are engrossed in the
story. Not one of them turns his or her head.

After snack time, they collect apple cores and food scraps and
toss them in a bag for the worms in the classroom composter. A
teacher takes the girls to the bushes, then any of the boys who need
to go.

Halfway through the morning, after the hike to the woods and
playtime, their energy levels have shifted into a quieter learning
mode.

Someone points to a log and asks Eric if he can tell from the
needles what kind of tree it is. A hemlock, he says. “You can tell
because it’s lacy”

Tegan’s head is back and she’s pointing. “I see a nest up there”

“Where? Oh, there”

“Whose is it?”

“An eagle’s?”

“A bald eagle’s?”

“An owl’s?”

They remember what an owl in the forest sounds like. Ms.
Lockerbie told them the other day.

“Who-cooks-for-you-u-u-u-u.”

Soon 19 children are hooting in unison.

“Shhh. Let’s see if the owl will answer us.”

“Maybe if we close our eyes, our ears will hear better”

All is quiet but the chickadees. Then everyone is giggling.

At the top of the site, children sprawl on groundsheets, clutching
coloured pencils, brows knotted as they set to work with their pine
cones, leaves, needles and magazine pictures. They are working
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on things they have noticed about spring: the changes in plants,
weather, birds.

Chloe, pencil poised, explains how bees get nectar from flow-
ers. Ariana and Alex are talking about how the sun helps plants
grow. “I know what it’s called,” says Ariana. “Photosynthesis.” She
says it slowly, pronouncing every syllable.

Scarlett is drawing birds flying home for the summer.

Van Stone wonders if she knows the word for that.

“Hibernation?”

“Close”

“Migration!”

Down the hill at the opposite end of the site, eight children are
arranging themselves in rows separated by lines of sticks on the
ground.

Everyone who likes swimming best goes in that column, says
Lockerbie, pointing. Four children hop over the sticks and line up.
Everyone who likes climbing goes in another one. And everybody
who likes both goes in the third column. A flurry of movement.

This is a human graph. A moving math lesson. They compare
the graph. Which column has the most? How many more people
like swimming than climbing?

They are hopping and spinning, moving their bodies and leap-
ing across the sticks while they count and calculate.

Soon it will be time to start the walk back up the big hill to the
school. But first they gather around in the clearing to say huy ch
q'u to the forest. This is thank you in a Salish language. One of the
principles of Nature Kindergarten is to learn about local history.
Once a week, one of the Sooke board’s aboriginal educators comes
to teach them about local customs.

At 11:15, the children line up for a head count, one of the few
times they stand in formation, before heading to the trail.

As they scramble and skip, Hayden finds a stick shaped like the
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letter T. Soon his classmates are shouting. “Tree! Turnip! Turtle!”

Someone else finds a Y. “Y-O-U!”

Kids pause to scratch letters and words on the path. A few oth-
ers use their arms and bodies to turn themselves into letter shapes.

“Wanna play with me?” Alex asks Jackson. He launches into an
elaborate storyline for his game, which involves the small stone in
his hand possessing magic powers.

Chloe is lagging. She stops to point out a tiny white flower bud
hiding in the bushes. Then she sees five stones embedded in the
mud. Don’t they look just like a dog’s paw?

The sticks have turned into microphones. Pint-sized rock stars
are performing, their voices bouncing along the trail.

Andrea is at the front of the line, a bough in each hand, waving
her arms like wings and making bird songs.

The hill is steep. Legs are slowing down. Backpacks are a little
heavier.

“Chickadee-dee-dee,” rings out from up the path, and the lag-
gards sprint to catch up.

Alex stops and sprawls out on his back by a bush. Scarlett hangs
back, waiting. She offers a hand to pull him up.

“You're a good friend, Scarlett,” calls Van Stone from up the
path.

At 11:44, reaching open sky and sunshine, the children spill out
of the woods, re-energized. The chain link fence is in sight. Now is
the moment to empty pockets, drop fairy wands and microphones,
relinquish the gifts of the forest until tomorrow.

What belongs to the forest stays in the forest.

The bell rings. The children of Nature Kindergarten slip through
the gate and bolt towards the portable, peeling off coats and gloves
and hanging up backpacks. Seconds later they have dispersed,
kicking soccer balls, racing around the field. They've walked al-
most two kilometres up and down hills for an hour and spent the
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morning moving and exploring and inhaling forest air. But there
isn’t the slightest sign they are too tired to play.

Full of ener: QY (Diana Nethercott for the Toronto Star)
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Appendix

Resources cited in the eRead, by order of appearance:

Chapter 1:

Sangster Elementary School:
http://www.sd62.bc.ca/sangster/Home.aspx

Sangster’s Nature Kindergarten:
http://naturekindergarten.sd62.bc.ca/

Chapter 2:

Kari Svenneby’s Active Kids Club:
http://www.activekidsclub.com/

The Hurried Child: Growing Up Too Fast Too Soon, by David
Elkind http://www.amazon.com/The-Hurried-Child-Growing-
Edition/dp/0738204412

Active Healthy Kids Canada annual report cards on children’s
activity levels: http://www.activehealthykids.ca/

Kaiser Family Foundation report on media use:
http://kff.org/other/poll-finding/report-generation-m2-media-in-
the-lives/

Report from Humber College’s Places of Natural Discovery Con-
ference:
http://www.humber.ca/sustainability/sites/default/files/P%20
0%20N%20D%20%20Conference%202013%20Humber%20Col-

lege.pdf
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Last Child in the Woods by Richard Louv:
http://richardlouv.com/books/last-child/

Children & Nature Network:

http://www.childrenandnature.org/

Child & Nature Alliance of Canada:
http://childnature.ca/

Back to Nature Network:

http://www.back2nature.ca/

Chapter 3:

Carp Ridge Preschool & Kindergarten:
http://www.carpridgelearningcentre.ca/preschool.html

Davis Bay Elementary School, a public school in Sechelt, B.C.:
http://dbeweb.sd46.bc.ca/

St. James and St. Ann’s School, a Catholic kindergarten in Ab-
botsford:

http://stjameselementary.ca/images/stories/outdoor kinder.pdf

To Tir na nOg Forest School in New Brunswick:
http://www.tirnanogforestschool.com/

Equinox Holistic Alternative School parent council site:
http://equinoxschool.ca/

Forest School Canada:
http://childnature.ca/forestschoolcanada

Evergreen:
http://www.evergreen.ca/

Maplewood Forest School:
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http://www.maplewoodforestschool.ca/

Council of Outdoor Educators of Ontario:
http://www.coeo.org/

The Forest School Practitioner’s Course, an initiative to train 32
forest instructors across Canada:
http://www.forestschoolcanada.ca/home/practitioners-course

Britain’s Forest School Association:
http://www.forestschoolassociation.org/

Guelph Outdoor Preschool:
http://guelphoutdoorpreschool.com/

Chapter 4:

Your Brain on Nature book:
http://www.yourbrainonnature.com/

Ming (Frances) Kuo’s 2010 research paper for National Recre-
ation and Park Association:
http://www.nrpa.org/uploadedFiles/nrpa.org/Publications and

Research/Research/Papers/MingKuo-Research-Paper.pdf

Dr. John Ratey:
http://www.johnratey.com/

Ming (Frances) Kuos 2011 ADHD paper in Applied Psychology:
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1758-
0854.2011.01052.x/abstract

Mycobacterium vaccae research:
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23454729
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Swiss study of 250 5-year-olds:
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2431/11/34

Attention restoration theory by Stephen Kaplan:
http://willsull.net/resources/KaplanS1995.pdf

Chapter 5:

Trees Ontario report “A Healthy Dose of Green™:
http://www.treesontario.ca/files/Healthy Dose of Green Publi-

cation.pdf

U.S. Forest Service study on emerald ash borer in American Jour-
nal of Preventive Medicine:
http://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(12)00804-5/ab-
stract

New England Journal of Medicine study about asthma in Euro-
pean kids:
http://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NE]Mo0al007302

Health Canada study of longevity and people living close to green
spaces:
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22483437

Ingunn Fjortofts frequently cited study of outdoor play:
http://wayniac.s3.amazonaws.com/ResearchonNaturalPlayYards.

pdf

Spark: The Revolutionary New Science of Exercise and the Brain by
John J. Ratey with Eric Hagerman:
http://www.amazon.com/Spark-Revolutionary-Science-Exercise-
Brain/dp/0316113506
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http://www.treesontario.ca/files/Healthy_Dose_of_Green_Publication.pdf

http://www.treesontario.ca/files/Healthy_Dose_of_Green_Publication.pdf

http://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(12)00804-5/abstract

http://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(12)00804-5/abstract

http://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMoa1007302

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22483437

http://wayniac.s3.amazonaws.com/ResearchonNaturalPlayYards.pdf

http://wayniac.s3.amazonaws.com/ResearchonNaturalPlayYards.pdf

http://www.amazon.com/Spark-Revolutionary-Science-Exercise-Brain/dp/0316113506

http://www.amazon.com/Spark-Revolutionary-Science-Exercise-Brain/dp/0316113506



Forest Kids

Martha Friendly at Childcare Resource and Research Unit:
http://www.childcarecanada.org/

Annie Kidder and People for Education
http://www.peopleforeducation.ca/

Ontario EcoSchools program:

http://www.ontarioecoschools.org/

Outward Bound Canada:
http://www.outwardbound.ca/getText.asp?type=Pages&ID=68

David Suzuki Foundation collaboration with Nipissing University
on curriculum:
http://www.davidsuzuki.org/what-you-can-do/connecting-with-

nature-education-guide/

Back to Nature teaching guide:
http://www.back2nature.ca/resources-research/education

Belfountain Public School:
http://www.lst-1st.ca/en/projects/education-sustainable/schools/

whole-school-models/belfountain

PINE Project:
http://www.pineproject.org/

Maria Crowther of Blaydon Public School, with slides and expla-
nation: http://www.tdsb.on.ca/wwwdocuments/programs/ecos-
chools/docs/FDK%20Blaydon%20PS%20PPP.pdf

Kelly McKinney forest school summer program:
http://www.sproutcamp.ca/

Louise Chawla of University of Colorado:
http://www.ntnu.no/documents/10458/19133135/Chawlal.pdf
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Star Dispatches Subscriber Feedback

Wed love to hear what you think about our Star Dispatches
eReads! How did you enjoy this week’s offering? What would you
like to see in upcoming eReads? Our reader input will help sculpt
the program’s future, so we want to know what you think.

Simply click here to tell us.
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POSITION STATEMENT ON ACTIVE OUTDOOR PLAY

Position

Access to active play in nature and outdoors—with

its risks—is essential for healthy child development.
We recommend increasing children’s opportunities for
self-directed play outdoors in all settings—at home,
at school, in child care, the community and nature.

PREAMBLE

We conducted two systematic
reviews to examine the best
available scientific evidence on the
net effect (i.e, balance of benefits
vs. harms) of outdoor and risky
active play. Other research and
reviews were also consulted.

The Position Statement applies to
girls and boys (aged 3-12 years)
regardless of ethnicity, race, or
family socioeconomic status.
Children who have a disability or
a medical condition should also
enjoy active outdoor play in
compliance with guidance from

a health professional.

CONTEXT

In an era of schoolyard ball

bans and debates about safe
tobogganing, have we as a society
lost the appropriate balance
between keeping children healthy
and active and protecting them
from serious harm? If we make too
many rules about what they can
and can’t do, will we hinder their
natural ability to develop and
learn? If we make injury prevention
the ultimate goal of outdoor play
spaces, will they be any fun? Are
children safer sitting on the couch
instead of playing actively outside?
We need to recognize the
difference between danger
and risk. And we need to value
long-term health and fun as
much as we value safety.

Position Statement on Active Outdoor Play

Risk is often seen as a bad word—
by parents, neighbours, care
providers, insurance providers,
schools and municipalities.

But in play, risk doesn’t mean
courting danger—like skating

on a half-frozen lake or sending

a preschooler to the park alone.

It means the types of play children
see as thrilling and exciting, where
the possibility of physical injury
may exist, but they can recognize
and evaluate challenges according
to their own ability:? It means
giving children the freedom to
decide how high to climb, to
explore the woods, get dirty, play
hide 'n seek, wander in their
neighbourhoods, balance, tumble
and rough-house, especially
outdoors, so they can be active,
build confidence, autonomy and
resilience, develop skills, solve
problems and learn their own
limits. It’s letting kids be kids—
healthier, more active kids.

EVIDENCE

» When children are outside
they move more, sit less
and play longer312—
behaviours associated with
improved cholesterol levels,
blood pressure, body
composition, bone density,
cardiorespiratory and
musculoskeletal fithess and
aspects of mental, social and
environmental health.’3-22

»

Outdoor play is safer

than you think!

o The odds of total stranger
abduction are about 1 in
14 million based on RCMP
reports.?® Being with friends
outdoors may further reduce
this number.

o Broken bones and head injuries
unfortunately do happen, but
major frauma is uncommon.
Most injuries associated with
outdoor play are minor.243

o Canadian children are eight
times more likely to die as a pas-
senger in a motor vehicle than
from being hit by a vehicle when
outside on foot or on a bike.32-3

There are consequences to
keeping kids indoors—is it
really safer?

o When children spend more
time in front of screens they are
more likely to be exposed to
cyber-predators and violence,
and eat unhealthy snacks.?5-%
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o Air quality indoors is often
worse than outdoors,
increasing exposure o
common allergens (e.g., dust,
mould, pet dander), infectious
diseases, and potentially
leading to chronic
conditions.40-43

o In the long-term, sedentary
behaviour and inactivity
elevate odds of developing
chronic diseases, including
heart disease, type-2 diabetes,
some forms of cancer and
mental health problems.*4-53

Hyper-parenting limits
physical activity and can
harm mental health.54-57
When children are closely
supervised outside, they

are less active,*58-68

Children are more curious
about, and interested in,
natural spaces than pre-
fabricated play structures.®®-7°
Children who engage in
active outdoor play in natural
environments demonstrate
resilience, self-regulation
and develop skills for dealing
with stress later in life.80-%
Outdoor play that occurs in
minimally structured, free
and accessible environments
facilitates socialization

with peers, the community
and the environment,
reduces feelings of isolation,
builds inter-personal skills
and facilitates healthy
deve|Opmen1.4'5°'7°'7°'83'99'1°3

RECOMMENDATIONS

»
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Position Statement on Active Outdoor Play

Parents: Encourage your
children to engage more fully
with their outdoor environments
in a variety of weather conditions.
When children are supported to
take risks, they have more fun
and learn how to assess and
manage risk in all areas of
their lives.282104

Educators and Caregivers:
Regularly embrace the outdoors
for learning, socialization and
physical activity opportunities,

in various weather conditions—
including rain and snow. Risky
active play is an important part
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of childhood and should not be
eliminated from the school yard
or childcare centre.

Health Professionals: Be
influential! Promote every child’s
connection with nature and the
outdoors—identify outdoor

play resources and partner

with municipalities, parks,
nature-related organizations,
parent groups and children to
support this process.

Injury Prevention
Professionals: Find a balanced
approach to health promotion
and protection that considers the
long-term dangers of a sedentary
lifestyle along with the acute
potential for injury.

School and Child Care
Administrators: Choose
natural elements over
pre-fabricated playgrounds and
paved areas—and encourage
children to play in, and help
design, these environments.
Media: Provide balanced
reporting—sensationalizing
stories about predators and
danger elevates fear; cover
success stories related to outdoor
and risky active play.

Attorneys General: Establish
reasonable liability limits for
municipal governments—

this means Joint and Several
Liability Reform.

Provincial and Municipal
Governments: Work together to
create an environment where
Public Entities are protected from
frivolous lawsuits over minor
injuries related to normal and
healthy outdoor risky active play.
This protection would no longer

restrict Public Entities to using the
Canadian Standards Association
CAN/CSA Z614 “Children's
Playspaces and Equipment” as a
guide for the design of outdoor
play spaces and as a requirement
for the funding of these spaces.
An increased investment in
natural play spaces in all
neighbourhoods is encouraged.
Schools and Municipalities:
Examine existing policies and
by-laws and reconsider those
that pose a barrier fo active
outdoor play.

Federal and Provincial/
Territorial Governments:
Collaborate across sectors

to find ways to improve children’s
access fo risky active play in
nature and the outdoors.
Society: Recognize that children
are competent and capable.
Respect parents’ assessments of
their children’s abilities and their
decisions to encourage self-
directed play in nature and the
outdoors. Allow all children to
play with and form a lasting
relationship with nature on their
own ferms.
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This Position Statement was
informed by the best available
evidence, interpreted by a group of
Canadian experts representing

14 organizations, and reviewed
and edited by more than 1,600
stakeholders. Details of the process
are published in the International
Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health
[www.mdpi.com/journal/jjerph].




http://www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph
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PLAY AND LEARNING OUTDOORS IN WINTER

EVERGREEN Workshop for Elementary Teachers and Early Childhood Educators

Experience a professional learning opportunity designed for educators
who are interested in learning how (and why!) they can incorporate
nature-based learning into their winter practice. Evergreen facilitators will
engage participants in a creative sampling of activities and inquiry-based
approaches in our imaginative outdoor play and learning environment, and
will integrate practical natural learning connections to the current Ontario
Curriculum.

Dates Thursday, April 13,2017

Time: 8:30 AM - 3:30 PM

Cost: $70 (+HST) including lunch
Location: Evergreen Brick Works

Registration: https://evergreen.campbrainregistration.com/

What are the key elements of our approach?

e Place-based: building a foundation of knowledge through a
focus on local nature, culture and community

e Play-based: supporting children's  developmental needs and
supporting their cognitive, physical and emotional responses to the
world around them

¢ Ecological: providing children direct contact with nature

e Hands-on: creating a compelling learning setting through multi-
sensory, direct experience

e Arts infused: breathing Llife into learning through  creativity,
compelling narratives and arts activities

e Integrated: weaving together expectations from  across  the
curriculum through ecological themes and engaging experiences

Participants will receive:

e An individually curated pre-workshop resource selection.

e The Evergreen resource Outdoor Play and Learning in Early Childhood
Settings, which includes an overview of the benefits and pedagogical
approaches of outdoor learning and a sampling of activities.

e Qutdoor Play and Learning Certificate

For more information contact Paula Gallo at pgallo@evergreen.ca
416-596-1495, #253




https://www.evergreen.ca/get-involved/evergreen-brick-works/visitor-info/getting-here/

https://evergreen.campbrainregistration.com/

mailto:pgallo@evergreen.ca



		Dates Tuesday, February 21, 2017

		Registration: https://evergreen.campbrainregistration.com/

		Participants will receive:
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School Ground Greening at the TDSB

15 years ago the TDSB and Evergreen established a
partnership to provide practical support and services
for EcoTeams as they work toward greening their

schools.
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School Ground Greening at the TDSB

Evergreen | TDSB Associates
Jenn Vetter
Gail Bornstein

Miriam Porter
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Outdoor Play and Learning — Loose

Parts Play

* Maximizing play value

e Risk benefit analysis

* Play Literacy

e Establishing spaces that are both
interesting and challenging
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Outdoor Play and Learning Workshops

Guidance on how to bring children
outdoors

Providing school staff with an
understanding of space

Spatial programming — how to design and
play for flexible outdoor play and learning
environments

Spatial and nature literacy
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School Ground Greening Projects

 Tree Planting

 Garden Projects (flower, herb, and food)
 Qutdoor Classrooms

 Play + Learning Environments






Tree Planting
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YORKWOODS PS - GARDEN PROJECT
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Play and Learning
Environments
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Our Process
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A Design Guide for Early Years—Kindergarten Play-Learning Environments

Second Edition 2013
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School Ground Greening Projects
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ECOLOGICAL

SECOND STREET JMS - AFTER - KEY SPACES





ECOLOGICAL

SECOND STREET JMS - AFTER - MOVEABLE COMPONENTS
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J.G WORKMAN - PARTICIPATORY DESIGN






JOHN G. WORKMAN PUBLIC SCHOOL - FDK OUTDOOR DESIGN
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TOROMNTO DISTRICT SCHODL BOARD
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F 41839634407

DESIGMED BY:

GAIL BORMETEN, DAVID DUHAN, MIRIAM PORTER &
KATEY CRAWFORD

DATE: SEFTEMBER 28, 2016
REVISION #: 4
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Viability Review

A Viability Review occurs when a school-funded
project involves:

* Creating a Master Plan (a vision for your school ground
revitalization over multiple years)

* Large projects that require a significant capital investment
(involve detailed design solutions and extensive
construction)
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Desigh Consultation

A Design Consultation occurs your project involves:
* Planting trees, shrubs, and gardens
* Developing a design concept (seating or other features)
* Sourcing funding
* School funded project

* Answering questions regarding plants and stewardship

*ili}Sb.on.ca






Current Projects

* Designing

Kindergarten outdoor play and learning
environments

* Program resources

Storage Resource , Stock Tank Resource, Loose Parts
Brochure

* Feature development

Features that promote upper-body activity and a
wider variety of gross motor skills
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Resources
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environments ensuring that children have the abliity
to be the creators, Innovators, and animators of
_ open-ended piay.

» .
_L Structured Play and Free Play ’

stmduud Play: Flnymat has a structured,
olmclsn and Intended use. Pldy environments
with equipment and fixed features limit
creativity and Imagination.

« Free Play: Play that Is sif-directed.
providing open-ended play. Loose parts are
non-prescriptive elements that allow children
to manipulate, create, and discover within

* thelr play environments.
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different types of play to occur In one space.
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