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Abstract 
 

We are situated in experiences – many not of our own choosing, especially as children.  

These experiences have profound effects on our worldviews, our relationships, and our 

holistic learning and development.  “Young children experience their world as an 

environment of relationships.  These relationships affect every aspect of learning and 

development…If we believed that knowing requires a personal relationship between the 

knower and the known, our students [children] would be invited to learn by interacting 

with the world not by viewing it afar” (Palmer, 2007, p.8).  It is, therefore, of prime 

importance for educators to consider the influences of the environment as an integrating 

context of children’s lives and learning.  Furthermore, I argue that embedding the richness 

and diversity of the natural world in the classroom and implementing a nature-based 

pedagogy will lead to important benefits for children – benefits that include expanding 

children’s worldview development, strengthening their relationships with one another, 

supporting their holistic learning and development, and supporting their dispositions for 

learning.  This research draws upon deep ecology as the theoretical framework and 

employs narrative inquiry as the methodological approach, along with ethnographic 

methods of data collection.  Throughout the thesis, readers will be invited to explore a 

collection of photographic essays.  These photographic essays will showcase an evolving 

relationship between children and the world of nature as experienced throughout a year in a 

Canadian preschool classroom.  
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Think like a Tree 

Soak up the sun 

Affirm life’s magic 

Be graceful in the wind 

Stand tall after a storm 

Feel refreshed after it rains 

Grow strong without notice 

Be prepared for each season 

Provide shelter to strangers 

Hang tough through a cold spell 

Emerge renewed at the first signs of spring 

Stay deeply rooted while reaching for the sky 

Be still long enough to hear your own rustling. 

-Karen I. Shragg 
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Introduction 

Walk the land, both silently and exclaiming.  Learn the names of what we 

encounter there, even as we linger in sensuality and delight.  Tell stories and make 

rituals about what we experience in the world beyond walls.  Invite children to 

weave that green and growing world into their hearts.  And in all this, work with 

the same tender and fierce protectiveness against the extinction of experience as 

we work against the extinction of leatherback sea turtles and Siberian tigers.  

 (Pelo, 2012, p. 49) 

The Tree as a Metaphor 

 I begin my thesis writing by reflecting on curriculum and instruction as a “lived 

experience” that scaffolds and transcends to new learnings and to an understanding that 

continues throughout life. 

 

As Rousmaniere (1997) reminds us, “Often the stories we remember and tell 

about our own schooling are not so much about what we learned but how we learned and 

with whom” (Rousmaniere et al., 1997 as cited by Boler, 1999, p. 18).  Upon reflection of 

curriculum as lived, I visualize the metaphor of curriculum and educational experiences 

as a tree.  The various parts of the tree symbolize the knowledge, character traits, 
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learnings/development, and teachings that as a combined totality impact and shape 

educational outcomes and children’s lives, cultivating and supporting a culture of 

learners. 

 The seeds are the essence of the experiences and opportunities – the 

underpinnings or continued grounding from the relationships initially supported between 

worldviews established by a child’s home life, familial and cultural influences, and the 

connections to educational experiences. Roots are established when the connections of 

the child’s experiences are nurtured and supported. The trunk of the tree is the identity 

and sense of place that supports children to understand who they are and are becoming as 

learners in the educational system. The branches elicit growth and strengthen upon the 

opportunities, experiences, and curriculum that education can potentially influence, 

enhance, and support as children learn and develop.  The buds and blossoms are the 

graduation or completion from grade level to grade level or perhaps the new learning that 

is scaffolded or begins as the buds change and develop into leaves or blossoms, which in 

turn again invite paths that will take children to further understandings and new learnings.  

Completing the tree are the pages from which the paper is produced, upon which children 

reflect upon how the experiences have influenced and supported them as their lives 

unfold. 

 The tree continues to thrive and flourish as new curriculum is lived into 

adulthood. Some leaves die and fall off while others remain constant, continuing to 

nourish children’s new understandings, goals, and dreams. Nurturance from the 

environment and nature allows and invites children to continue to cultivate multifaceted 

relationships with themselves, others, environments, learning, and cultural and familial 
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understandings, as well as with a greater power that they are coming to know – a sense of 

place. 

 My research initially began as an action-based research in the latter part of my 

career, while teaching in the inner-city with Pre-kindergarten children. As I reflected 

upon the narratives shared by the children, both in photographs and stories, I began to 

realize that the nature-based pedagogy I was integrating both in and out of the classroom 

could offer endless possibilities for implementing curriculum, for supporting the holistic 

development of young children, and for cultivating a culture of learners. I became aware 

that the approaches I was using in the classroom did not appear to be utilized by other 

educators. In fact, my colleagues began to inquire about my pedagogy when they noticed 

the positive changes in my young learners – in the children’s maturity and social-

emotional development, in their dispositions for learning and learning styles, in their 

skills and development, and in the relationships that this pedagogy supported.   

 

Dissemination of Key Terms – Environment, N(n)ature and Worldview 

 I begin to try to define the key terms – environment, N(n)ature and worldview 

disseminated throughout my research with reference to my approach of nature-based 

pedagogy.  Recognizing my own worldview, I also understand the limitations of the 

English language I use in describing and referring to the world.   

The challenge of defining what is meant by environment and N(n)ature is 

complicated by a body of research literature that often uses the terms interchangeably or 

in parallel.  However, as an educator, I define the environment as sensorially rich and as 

wherever one is learning, be it indoors, in a classroom, or outdoors in the natural 
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environment.  As defined by Rivkin (2014), the environment “is unique in its ability to 

respond to the enormous depth with which children engage and it reveals a continuing 

dialogue that unfolds between the environment, the child and the educator” (p. 183).  

Nature can also be described as a critical and important context for teaching and learning, 

including the materials, artifacts, props, and experiences one has; as stated in the 

following paragraph: 

Nature offers a uniquely rich setting for children to interact and explore. The ideas 

that children explore in the environment, are a part of the conceptual fabric that 

underpins our world immersing children in an interconnected system and sharing 

big ideas…having an on-going dialogue with the environment that supports them 

as they learn. (Rivkin, 2014, p. 184)  

As shared in the previous quotes, both terms, environment, can be used interchangeably 

as the place in which we learn and the relationships that are developed with a sense of 

place and with natural materials, artifacts, props and experiences. 

 To further complicate defining these terms is the idea of “Nature” vs. “nature.”  

Nature, with a capital N, is directly linked to the context and worldviews, while I define 

nature, with a lowercase n, as specific to the materials, artifacts, and props collected from 

the outdoors.  The parallel of the terms is often grounded in the connection to and 

relationships with both outdoors and the physical environment.   

 In defining worldview, this too is complicated by varying philosophies of ethics – 

anthropocentric views, biocentric views, indigenous views coupled with extending moral 

values.  The ways in which I suppose worldview is through an integrated system of 

thoughts or perspectives in referencing many works to collect seeds of understanding.  
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Worldviews are “sets of basic beliefs, images and values that shape how we understand 

the world around us.  They affect our interactions with other people and our 

environment” (Cunningham, 2014, p.25).  In referencing Cunningham’s work, “each of 

us has a worldview that is shaped by and in turn forms and interprets our actions and 

experiences” (p.25).  Through the complex set of perceptions, feelings, beliefs and 

attitudes about the world, we develop clearly formed opinions composing our actions and 

reactions throughout our lived experiences and relationships.  It is through these 

variances of worldview that interpretations and understandings about environment, 

nature, spirituality, culture, and religion which we need to recognize and respect. 

To establish a common ground,  I have used the term nature-based pedagogy as 

the inclusive term for my positioning and support of this positioning with a quote from 

Palmer (1998) who expresses succinctly what I posit to be the underlying principle for 

using nature-based pedagogy and the environment as an integrating context for learning 

with children: 

Supportive interactions are the basis for relationship building. Young children 

experience their world as an environment of relationships. These relationships 

affect every aspect of [learning] and development.  If we believed that knowing 

requires a personal relationship between the knower and the known, our students 

would be invited to learn by interacting with the world not by viewing it afar. (p. 

8)  

And so begins my thesis…a narrative of interrelated stories, experiences, and 

relationships. 
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Chapter 1: My Narrative Beginning 

I begin my research from the position of an experienced educator with 22 years of 

learning and working alongside children. Throughout my career, I have had the privilege 

of working in two prairie provinces in Canada, in five school divisions with experiences 

teaching Pre-kindergarten, Kindergarten, and grades two, six, seven, and eight. I have 

taught in schools in both rural and urban areas, ranging from inner-city to middle-class 

neighborhoods, and I have worked with children from diverse cultural backgrounds and 

with a wide array of abilities. 

 I also approach this research from my position as an individual whose early and 

continuing experiences with the natural environment fulfilled my learning and 

development and ultimately became the foundation for my worldview, sense of place, 

identity, and self-concept as a human being, a mother, an educator, and a researcher.  

 As I approached the last few years of my teaching journey, I began to notice that 

some of the children demonstrated a disconnect from each other, a disconnect from the 

natural environment, from their familial cultures, from their community, and from 

learning.  I began to notice what seemed like the negative influences of technology, the 

depletion of cultural values, the increase of aggressive behaviours among children, and 

the absence of social connections and interactions among children and families, their 

neighbourhood, their community, and the world (Strife & Downey, 2009, p. 105).  I 

began to search for ways to reconnect children with nature both in the classroom and 

outdoors, with the intention that this would expand their worldviews, strengthen their 

relationships, and support their holistic learning and development. 
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 What I have come to understand throughout my career is that many of our 

characteristics, behaviours and ways of knowing stem from the ways in which we were 

raised and the storied experiences and environments that we were offered in our early 

years as young children.  Our dispositions for learning are influenced by early life 

experiences – for me it was the deep connections to the natural environment, interest in 

natural materials, and my interaction with the outdoors.   

 

Research Rationale 

“Educators [bring to teaching and learning with children] whatever tools you have 

accumulated along the way, from your experience and upbringing, your own 

education, and the professional training you have pursued” (Bilton, 2015,p. 185). 

As educators, we need to continually reflect on and re/define teaching practices 

and approaches that are meaningful, relevant, and effective, while at the same time, we 

face constant challenges to “fix” the so-called ‘inadequacies of children’ (Heydon & 

Iannacci, 2008, p. 46-81).  In fact, it is when curriculum and pedagogy are disconnected 

from children’s natural dispositions for curiosity and making sense of their experiences 

that such problems as disengagement, lack of motivation, and an increase in aggressive 

behaviour may arise (Kuo, p. 4, as cited by Rivkin, 2014, p. 9).  I begin to wonder: what 

if educators approached education differently and placed an emphasis on nature-based 

pedagogy, a conscious inclusion of nature and the natural environment in which  children 

learn?  How might this approach enhance relationships as children and educators work 

together as co-constructors of knowledge? 
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 Children come to school with a desire to wonder, inquire, and understand the 

world in which they live. Children are natural meaning-makers with a strong desire to 

know through their whole being and to establish a “sense of knowing” (Wilson, 2013, p. 

3).  It is critical for educators to facilitate children’s “inborn sense of wonder” (Carson, 

1956, p. 55).  The role of education is to embrace children’s wonders, desires, inquiries, 

and capabilities and to expand on those quests in an effort to support their needs, 

strengths, culture, perspectives, and contributions within society.  The natural 

environment is a sensual and engaging space that offers a context for children to 

formulate thought, connect worldviews, strengthen relationships, and develop 

holistically.  “Experiences in the natural world offer tangible psychological and physical 

benefits, help children learn, and build conservation values” (Rivkin, 2014, p. vii). Rather 

than focusing on preparing children and making them ‘ready’ for schools, are schools 

‘ready’ for children?  If schools are to be ‘ready’ for children, then how do schools 

become ready? 

When educators consider the natural environment as a context for learning by 

embedding nature in the classroom and extending learning outdoors, children are able to 

encounter educational experiences that are meaningful, relevant, engaging and 

supportive.  Nature, related to context and worldviews, defines no boundaries in “ways of 

knowing” and is absent of prejudices. Nature is stimulating and dynamic, offering 

possibilities and endless opportunities and experiences for expanding worldview, 

strengthening relationships, and supporting the holistic learning and development of 

children. 
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Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to document and reflect upon my journey in the last 

few years of my teaching career as an early childhood educator.  I was curious to learn 

about children’s worldviews, as I had not come across any current research on 

worldviews and the implications on children’s relationships, learning, and development.  

I wanted not just to acknowledge that children’s worldviews are evident in the classroom 

but also to create or expand worldviews in the classroom.  I wanted to share what I have 

learned by consciously focusing on environment as a context for learning, by integrating 

nature into classroom learning and by bringing children to outdoor “classrooms.” In 

sharing this pedagogy, and by offering possibilities for addressing challenges through the 

ways nature can support holistic development, I also wanted to share my own approaches 

and reflective practices related to how relationships are strengthened by an integrating 

environment and the impact nature has in the process of working and learning with 

children. 

 

Research Questions 

 As educators, we know that research has demonstrated the influence and effects 

of the home environment on the health, holistic development, and well-being of children 

(Wells, 2000; Kuo, 2010; Munroe & MacLellan-Mansell, 2013; and Rivkin, 2014).  In 

the same sense, it is therefore of prime importance for educators to consider the influence 

of the environment on children’ lives and learning.  Furthermore, I propose that 

embedding the richness and variety of the natural environment in the classroom, and 

implementing a nature-based pedagogy, will lead to important benefits for children – 
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benefits that include expanding children’s worldviews and strengthening their 

relationships with themselves, with one another, with their families, with the community, 

and with the natural environment, strengthening dispositions for learning as well as 

supporting their holistic learning and development. Worldview, relationships, and holistic 

learning and development are essential components that have determining factors and 

influences on children’s life-long learning. 

 It is time for our educational systems to start focusing on children’s worldviews, 

the relationships that are nurtured, the identity of children, and their connection to place, 

all of which contribute to academic success. When educators reflect upon the 

environment as an integrating context for learning, as well as on the ways in which they 

view and approach learning with children, opportunities for life-long learning flourish.  

The intricate connections among worldviews, relationships, holistic learning and 

development of people, and planetary well-being are beautifully stated in the following 

quote: 

[Holistic learning] emotional, social, fine and gross motor, creative, and 

intellectual development may be enhanced through exploration and play in 

outdoor settings [and by embedding nature in the classroom environment].  

Mental and physical health benefits are also evident.  Beyond benefits to 

individuals, some suggest that the ongoing health of our planet depends on 

children developing eco-literacy…spending time outdoors and learning about and 

honouring their connectedness to and responsibility for the land reflects their 

communities’ traditional beliefs and values [worldview] (Munroe & MacLellan-

Mansell, 2013, p. 32). 
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The research questions framing this study are as follows:  

• How does the environment as an integrating context for learning with children 

expand children’s worldviews? 

• How does the environment as an integrating context for learning with children 

strengthen relationships? 

• How does the environment as an integrating context for learning with children 

support holistic learning and development of young children? 
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Chapter 2: Establishing the Roots 

 As I mentioned earlier with the metaphor of the tree, the trunk of the tree is the 

identity and sense of place that supports children in understanding who they are and are 

becoming as learners in the educational system. I, too, must explore and reflect on my 

own inner-being and positioning as an educator in hope of developing a greater 

understanding of how the environment as a context for learning with children contributes 

to answering my research questions. By reflecting on my positioning, I am able to 

connect the theoretical lens and methodologies, which correlate to both the tree’s roots 

(from eliciting the nurtured seeds of experiences) and the branches (which elicit growth 

in experiences and understandings), which in return influences the pedagogy I use as an 

educator.  This will lead to the analysis and interpretation of the data collection, forming 

the culmination of the research: identifying the barriers or challenges and leading to 

further studies of how environment as an integrating context for learning expands 

worldviews, strengthens relationships, and supports children’s holistic learning and 

development. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 My theoretical lens is informed by ecological ethics, which “concerns human 

beings’ ‘ethical relationship’ with the natural environment” (Cochrane, 2007, p. 1).  In 

examining the moral obligations humans have with respect to the natural environment, it 

is anticipated that the use of this theoretical framework will also support how children’s 

worldviews are expanded or perhaps even changed, the relationships that are 

strengthened, and how the holistic learning and development of children is supported. 
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A conceptual understanding within ecological ethics is deep ecology, an ecological and 

environmental philosophy that includes the “understanding that as human beings we are 

interconnected with nature” (Naess, 1973, p. 225).  In other words, we are all part of 

relationships that have an effect on others.  Deep ecology’s key concept is described as 

the process of one who develops a sense of ecological self through self-realization and 

the fundamental view of one’s self.  As Naess continues to explain, self-realization is the 

process by which an individual moves from the ego-self to the social self to the meta-

physical self and to the ecological self; this enables and supports a more expansive sense 

of self: an empathetic and moral consideration for others in which “we see ourselves in 

others” (Naess, 1973, p. 226). In self-realization, the progress or transition to ecological 

self becomes possible once we can identify who we are and with whom we identify as 

our awareness of the reality of our world broadens and deepens. As a result, an 

“ecological self of a person is that with which the person identifies” (Naess, 1973, p. 227) 

beyond one’s self. 

 Included in McLaughlin, in his article titled, The Heart of Deep Ecology, he states 

that deep ecology “consists of a number of inter-related factual and normative claims 

about humans and their relations with the rest of nature” (Sessions, 1995, p. 20).  He says 

that this entails viewing the “world as a network of phenomenon [sic] that are 

fundamentally interconnected and independent.  [One] recognizes the intrinsic value of 

all living beings and views humans as just one particular strand in the web of life” 

(Sessions,1995, p. 20).  Naess, the founding leader of deep ecology, simply states that 

self-realization consists of the “ways in which individuals, societies, species and life 

forms realize themselves” (Sessions, 1995, p. 30).  Naess also proposes that self-
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realization guides us in deepening and widening our ecological identities. According to 

Naess, self-realization exists when we find intrinsic worth in all living beings; “we cannot 

help but identify our self with all living beings; the beautiful or ugly, big or small, 

sentinent or not” (Sessions, 1995, p. 225).  Through self-realization, we are able to move 

from the ego-self to the ecological self because we are able to “see self in others” 

(Sessions, 1995, p. 226) and we realize “inherent potentialities” (Sessions, 1995, p. 229).  

Naess concludes that in order to achieve self-realization and an ecological self, an 

understanding of the inherent potentialities of plants and animals must be developed 

when we are interacting with them (Sessions, 1995, p. 230). 

 In light of Naess’ work on ecological ethics and self-realization, I reflect on the 

work of sociobiologists and theologian philosophers such as Wilson and Berry. I continue 

to connect the underpinnings or themes from Naess’s work with the hypotheses’ of 

Wilson (as cited in Rivkin, 2008), where “humans are innately drawn to other living 

things” (p. 5).  He notes that “to be fully human we need to connect with nature” (p. 5) 

and that “we have not evolved beyond nature, we are still inextricably linked, and as a 

species, we must consciously re-engage with the world so that our co-evolution becomes 

positive and protective, not destructive (Berry, 1999, as cited in Rivkin, 2013, p. 5). 

 It is through Naess’ writing that I began to notice the connection to my own work 

in the classroom and my emphasis on environment as a context for learning, on 

embedding nature in the classroom, and on applying nature-based pedagogy by offering 

experiences for inquiry and play-based learning with natural materials and living things. 

Deep ecology supported the inquiry approach I began using in my classroom to extend 

the children’s worldviews and entertain the idea that we all belong to a greater whole.  
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Supporting children’s emotional attachment and connection with nature may transfer 

ecological ethics from childhood to adulthood, which will support environmental actions 

and sustainability (Cutter-MacKenzie & Edwards, 2013). 

 My theoretical lens of ecological ethics and the conceptual understanding of deep 

ecology supports and contributes to building a sense of belonging and identity for the 

children with whom I have worked and the research that I have conducted over the past 

few years.  It is through this lens that I act as an advocate for the rights, needs, abilities, 

strengths, interests, languages, and cultures of the children, especially as related to 

children’s rights to play outdoors (Conventions on the Rights of the Child, Article 29).  It 

is also through this lens that I co-construct learning experiences and establish an intricate 

relationship with the natural environment in my classroom. Ecological ethics will assist 

in guiding my inquiry, my own reflective practices, and my approaches to learning with 

children, and it will strengthen my understanding of how nature-based pedagogy expands 

worldviews, strengthens relationships, and supports the holistic learning and development 

of children. 

 It is intended that this research, with the conscious inclusion of the natural 

environment, be identified as an integral factor of children’s behaviour, experience, 

development, relationship, and worldviews.  I also hope that this research will support 

reflective practices of educators and will create change for sustainable pedagogical 

approaches in educating children.  Through this research, I will also continue to advocate 

for the well-being and rights of all children. 
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Creating a Space to Understand 

 To begin, I decided that it was important for me to gain a deeper understanding of 

worldview: most importantly, my own.  Where did my worldview come from?  What is 

my understanding of worldview?  How have my worldviews evolved over the years?  

How do my worldviews contribute to the way I approach teaching and learning with 

children?  And so I begin to talk a walk of reflection. 

Walk the land 

Practice silence 

Learn the names 

Embrace sensuality 

Explore new perspectives 

Create stories 

Make rituals 

(Pelo, 2013, p. 48) 

I begin to answer my questions by creating a space to understand who I am, where 

I came from, and how this understanding influenced my teaching practices with young 

children.  In answering my questions, I also take some time to reference the First Nations 

Historical Worldview written by the Office of Treaty Commissioners Teaching Treaties 

programs (Appendix C) as a means of trying to understand the worldview of my 

relatives. 

 Throughout my childhood and well into adolescence, I was raised by my 

grandmother, who provided me with many nurturing experiences centred on nature.  

Growing up, life was not easy for me – it was not like the traditional families I saw 
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portrayed in the movies or around me in school.  I was born into a family with many 

dysfunctions, including addictions and abuse.  My parents were striving to change the 

dysfunction of their lives and invested their time and attention into becoming driven by 

their occupations as a means to escape their current reality.  This desire for achievement 

resulted in a disconnect, often absenteeism at home, anger towards others, neglect of my 

sister and I, and it eventually led to their divorce, leaving my grandmother with the 

responsibility of raising me and, five years later, my sister. 

 My grandmother was a survivor herself; she endured much emotional trauma 

from her own marriage, which was permeated by alcoholism and domestic violence.  As 

a means of respite and to protect me, nature and the outdoors became a safe place and a 

context for learning, where my grandmother and I would spend many hours caring for 

plants and creatures both in and out of doors.  While she tended her garden, flower beds, 

plants, and creatures, I would be right beside her, curious and eager to listen to her 

stories, observe her actions, help her with her tasks, and experience her knowledge of the 

many teachings nature had to offer.  My grandmother’s garden and flowerbeds became 

my playground and my school as I did not have opportunities to socialize with other 

children my age. Her knowledge and the lessons of nature became my textbook.  I began 

to develop an understanding that we all belong to a greater whole and that relationships 

are essential to living, learning, and development. 

 I spent most days exploring and experiencing the wonders and lessons of nature – 

planting seeds in the garden, learning the names of flowers, watching insects interact, 

harvesting the bounties of plants, and protecting baby animals from harm as squirrels and 

birds prepared for the change of seasons.  In wandering through the paths that led down 
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the banks to the river, I learned the stories of my mom and uncles’ adventures of hiking 

and swimming in the river.  I also quickly discovered the power and  

effects that nature was 

capable of as I witnessed the 

erosion of the riverbanks and 

the power of the 

undercurrents as broken tree 

branches vanished on their 

travels down the river.  

The outdoors became the learning environment where I explored science, math, health, 

language arts, social studies, and art.  I learned about the benefits of plants and the cycles 

of life, discovered where food came from, took notice of intricate details in the 

environment, learned about the complexity of relationships, became receptive to change 

and began to develop a deep love and appreciation for all things, both living and non-

living.  On a daily basis, my grandmother would explain the names of the flowers, 

describe the medicinal benefits of the plants, and draw my attention to the many creatures 

that had important relationships with plants by helping them grow.  I gained 

understanding of the connectedness and interdependence between people and nature. 

 As I would observe and listen to my grandmother’s gardens perform their 

symphonies, I would often be inspired to sing, dance, or draw as a means of sharing my 

understandings and my connectedness, perhaps supporting my dispositions for learning. 

 

          My	  Grandmother’s	  Place	  
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Over the years, I found the outdoors to be a place of experiences for learning, a space for 

respite, and an opportunity for reflection.  My grandfather, a retired member of the 

Canadian Air Force, was an incredibly intelligent and artistic man who also valued the 

outdoors.  However, the effects of 

experiencing a world war imposed 

on his being and he became 

inflicted with alcoholism.  My 

grandfather’s alcoholism became 

outwardly unbearable at times as 

he would have rages of anger and 

lash out at my grandmother – 

throwing kettles of hot water at 

her, smashing bottles of ink on the floor, and yelling terrible things.  My grandmother 

would quickly and quietly escort me out the door as a means to protect me from 

witnessing the outbursts.  I would sit on the front porch steps anxiously waiting for her to 

join me outside.  Once the rage had subsided, she would join me, take my hand, and walk 

with me to the edge of the garden to look at the valley and then we would swing on the 

swing.  As we would swing, she would tell me stories about my mom and uncles 

exploring the riverbanks below and how they learned to swim in the river.  Other days, 

we would swing and she would say nothing but draw my attention to the songs of the 

birds, the chirps of the frogs, and the rushing river telling of its travels, constantly 

reminding me that we are not alone and that we have many opportunities to learn if we 

take the time to observe and listen.  

View	  from	  my	  Grandmother’s	  Place	  
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 Being outdoors expanded my worldview, strengthened my understandings of 

relationships, and supported my holistic development by inviting me to reflect on my 

experiences, seek guidance from another source much greater than my own power, and 

rethink relationships and how they can influence actions, reactions, understandings, and 

learning.  The outdoors became my place to call home as well as a place to call school.  

Nature created a safe place and the unique materials from which I began to understand 

the many lessons that life had to offer. 

 In my adolescent years, the compassion and relationship I had developed with the 

outdoors expanded to my interest in caring for creatures in my home.  My three favourite 

places to go growing up were the public library, the city’s main park, and the local pet 

store.  On many occasions, I would arrive home with a new pet in hand, a collection of 

flowers in the other, and always a book in my backpack to help me learn more about 

caring for the newly purchased pet or freshly picked flowers in hopes of sharing my 

knowledge with my grandmother, mom, sister, or perhaps even my classmates and 

neighbours. 

 As a young adult in university at the College of Education, I looked forward to 

my summer jobs as a Parks and Recreation Coordinator and Playground Supervisor.  I 

loved being outdoors and tending to the plants throughout the parks, and I delighted in 

offering playground programs for the children in the inner city.  This interest of using the 

environment as an integrating context for learning continued to influence my positioning 

as an educator and what I would soon become – a mother. 

Throughout my career as an educator, I made a concerted effort to always include 

environment as an integrating context for teaching children and consciously included 
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natural and living materials in the classroom.  Over time, my classroom became filled 

with many plants and seasonal gifts/artifacts nature offered throughout the year: 

collections of seed pods, leaves, and insects in Autumn, outdoor play in the snow or 

experimenting with icicles and shadows in Winter, and in Spring, sharing clippings of 

branches filled with blossoms, gardening, and offering messy mud and water play.  The 

environment facilitated an intricate interdependence and connection that the children 

would develop as they lived and learned throughout the year. 

As a homeowner, I continue with my connections to the environment by 

designing and landscaping as well as through regular fitness and exercise activities 

outdoors with our family dog.  I plan my gardens to be in rhythm with the changes of the 

seasons and continue to share the bounties of food that I harvest with my family and 

neighbours.  I am often asked by neighbours to share some of my gardening techniques or 

pose suggestions to their questions.  And I continue to value the green space in the 

neighbourhood by being an active advocate for the care and maintenance of the park 

across the street from where I am privileged to live today.  The natural environment has 

definitely become a place where I thrive and flourish, find safety and sanctuary, and 

identify as a place for enhancing my worldview, strengthening relationships, and 

inspiring my own learning and development.   

 It was not until I became a mother of a young son, however, that I realized the 

potential of the outdoors and nature to influence worldviews, relationships, and the 

holistic learning and development of children, which can often be taken for granted or 

even, perhaps, go unnoticed or unrecognized. 
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 I, too, like my grandmother, ended up in a marriage affected by addictions and 

abuse.  After giving birth to my 

son, I found myself escaping the 

harsh realities of my situation and 

protecting my son from the 

dysfunctional marriage by having 

pets in the house, by going 

outdoors to tend to the various 

gardens, or by playing at the nearby park.  

 As I passed on to my son the love and knowledge of nature that I had come to 

know through my grandmother, I began to notice the impact it had on his views, 

relationships, and development.  The outdoors and nature became my son’s safe place 

and again became a textbook from which he would also learn.   

 Throughout the day, I would share stories with my son that my grandmother had 

shared with me as we tended to our family pets, the plants, and gardens.  During our 

regular trips to the park, we would explore the crisp, crunchy leaves, delight in the songs 

of the birds, observe the tag games the squirrels would play in the trees, experiment in the 

puddles, carefully collect the insects that emerged from the ground, and exclaim in the 

finding of the first clue of new plant growth.  We would spend much time building forts 

and snowmen in the fresh fallen snow and were eager to see how fast our stick boats 

would sail along the street gutters as spring started to arrive.  Examining bugs and 

planting seeds in newly cultivated soil was a tradition much anticipated, along with 

taking walks with our family dog, who dedicated much of her time to making sure my 

Co-‐constructing	  Knowledge	  with	  my	  Son	  
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son was always in her view.  The long, lazy days of summer brought many happy times 

of picnicking at the park and building sandcastles at the beach, always discovering 

something new or reviewing something familiar. 

 These moments and experiences that I was able to share with my son became the 

foundation to how he was developing his worldview as well as establishing a safe refuge 

for escaping the harsh reality that addiction and abuse can pose for people living in 

dysfunctional relationships. I noticed his worldview starting to develop when our devoted 

and much loved family pet passed away.  My son, who was 2 ½ at the time, asked, “What 

happened to our Daisy?”  In response, I drew his attention to the fact that she died and 

her spirit was up in the sky. 

 To my astonishment, my son looked up at the sky and waved, “Bye Daisy. Love 

you!”  Over the next year, he continued to demonstrate his understanding of our dog’s 

passing by creating an outdoor ritual.  As soon as he would arrive in the backyard, he 

would stop, look up to the sky, and wave saying, “Hi Daisy. Love you!” I was intrigued 

by his response and was curious to learn more about his understandings.  I was reminded 

that the natural environment, and the experiences it offers and invites, greatly affect our 

worldviews, relationships, and learning and development.   

 And now, as my son transitions to and through adolescence, he continues with the 

environmental connections offered to him in his childhood as he delights in caring for our 

family pets, respectfully helps his grandfather with chores on the farm or tending to 

cattle, and consciously attunes to the value of environment as a place for health and 

wellness when he chooses to walk home from high school instead of taking the city bus 
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with his peers and looks forward to our trips to the lake.  Once again, the outdoors and 

nature has influenced who we are and offers the textbook for our learning. 

As I continue to work on my thesis and reflect on the research and experiences, I 

once again revisit environment as an integrating context for learning. I gain inspiration 

from the cultural connections and teachings I have been privileged to come to understand 

and apply through the worldviews of the children and families with whom I have worked 

and learned with. I am grateful for the time this thesis allows for reflecting upon what I 

want to advocate for.  I 

continue to learn the value in 

sharing stories and knowing 

narratives.  

Still to this day, I will 

frequently visit my 

grandmother’s place, now an 

empty lot, and I remain 

grateful for the lessons and 

traditions that continue to influence me as reflected in the following words: 

This is our work as parents, caregivers, teachers: to invite children to braid their 

identities together with the place where they live by calling their attention to the 

air, the sky, the cracks in the sidewalk where the earth bursts out of its cement 

cage (Pelo, 2014, p. 43).   

What is the significance in storying my experiences with environment and nature?  How 

does this impact my professional life as an educator? When we narrate our lived 

Lived	  Experiences…Developing	  a	  Sense	  of	  Place	  
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experiences, we can reflect upon our practices to enhance our understandings of how we 

engage in co-constructing learning with children. By reflecting on my lived experiences 

and the lessons taken from environment and nature, I am able to understand why I have 

always made a tremendous effort to use the environment as an integrating context 

throughout my years as an educator and with the children I had the privilege of teaching 

and learning alongside.  As Kellert (2002) notes, “experiencing nature during childhood 

engenders both curiosity and the passion to learn that reflects a willingness to give and 

receive information, facts, and ideas. . . .  Children’s experience of nature provides a 

source of deep and enduring emotional significance throughout people’s lives” (p. 71). I 

also reflect frequently on the statement that Boler (1999) shares, “Education shapes our 

values, beliefs, and who and what we become” (p. xvii).  

 

We are situated in experiences – many not of our own choosing, especially as 

children. These experiences have profound effects on our worldviews, our relationships, 

and our holistic learning and development.  

 

Literature Review 

Environment as an Integrating Context for Expanding and Understanding Worldviews 

I again revisit defining worldview.  Worldview may be defined as how one views life and 

the world. These views, feelings and attitudes are mostly learned early in life.  In return, 

this view assists us in ‘making sense of life,’ as does the storying and re-storying of our 

lives as a narrative. It is how we make sense, comprehend, and interpret life. Worldview 

affects our actions, attitudes, and reactions to everything around us (Kellert, 2005, p. 44).  
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In trying to further understand worldview, I then look at the term “the spirit/sense of 

place” (Kellert, 2005, p. 58).  The spirit of place can be defined as the “satisfying and 

secure relation to one’s physical and cultural environment” (p. 58).  As defined by 

historian Brickerhoff Jackson, the characteristics of the spirit of place include “a 

heightened awareness of familiar environments, a sense of fellowship based on shared 

experiences, and the occurrence and reoccurrence of reinforcing customs, habits, and 

rituals” (Kellert, 2005, p. 58).  Kellert continues to explain that a “sense of place is 

reinforced by shared relationships among people within communities offering a diversity 

of economic, educational, recreational, civic, and environmental services and 

opportunities, engendering a sense of pride and identity” (p. 59).  I wonder if this is what 

may influence worldview: a sense of “enduring relationship and connection” (p. 59), 

perhaps, metaphorically speaking, akin to a person having roots? 

 As I reflect upon this definition and interpretation of worldview, I continue to 

explore indigenous worldviews through the work of Leroy Little Bear.  Little Bear (2002) 

describes worldview as “being in constant motion or having energy, imbued with spirit 

which leads to holistically viewing the world and the connections and cycles that 

develop” (p. 77). Little Bear continues to explain, “If everything is animate, then 

everything has spirit and knowledge.  If everything has spirit and knowledge, then all are 

like me.  If all are like me, then all are my relations” (p. 78).  Little Bear emphasizes the 

view that we are all related. It is from these quotes that I have begun to reflect on my own 

experiences and worldview to make connections. I recognized at an early age that the 

natural environment has a tremendous impact on my life.  To me, nature is a spiritual 

journey of being.  
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 I find nature to be a very big part of my life.  It was because of my own 

worldview and the deep connection with natural world, that I found it necessary to share 

this worldview in living, learning, and teaching with children.  I recognized the need to 

develop culturally responsive practices that honours and embeds the network of familial 

and cultural understandings, community relationships as well as the experiences and 

languages that children bring to the classroom.  I supported and believed in the idea that 

we all belong to a greater whole, and I decided to integrate this idea in my classroom and 

in my approaches with children.  I anticipated that I would contribute positively and share 

what environment and nature offer on the path to expanding worldviews, strengthening 

relationships, and supporting holistic learning and development of children.  I recognized 

and respected that there are different or contrasting worldviews both within school and 

with worldviews children bring to the classroom.  I valued the children’s familial and 

cultural worldviews as I was interested in enhancing my own worldview.  And, I 

anticipated that the children would recognize their own worldview, respect the worldview 

of their peers and see how their worldviews were valued and supported in the learning 

environment., through experiences and with relationships. In considering the importance 

of worldviews and educating children, I reflect upon the findings of Cohen and Horn-

Wingred (1993): 

[E]nvironmental research has demonstrated that there is a reciprocal relationship 

between ourselves and the world of nature, in which our environment frames the 

quality of our development, which in turn affects how we perceive, value and 

structure our view of the world. (p. 104-105) 
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Throughout the literature review, there is a limited amount of literature and research on 

the worldview of young children.  Through Besthorn’s (2005) writings, Beetle, Bullfrogs, 

and Butterflies:  Contributions of Natural Environment to Childhood Development and 

Carson’s (1956) book A Sense of Wonder, worldviews of children can be assumed to 

relate to the current theory of ecological ethics, which have implications for worldviews. 

I have also discovered that Ruth Wilson (1996) started to write about children’s 

“ways of knowing” or worldviews.  Another recent piece of work conducted by Munroe 

and MacLellan-Mansell (2013) provides a comprehensive research that is integral to 

supporting worldviews, particularly of First Nations children. And most recently, 

Rivkin’s (2013) research, The Great Outdoors: Advocating for Natural Spaces for Young 

Children, finds that throughout the last 20 years, international research has confirmed that 

there is a spiritual connection to environment that “responds to the social and cultural 

contexts in which children [learn] and live” (p. 58). However, in order to connect the 

gaps in literature and apply it to education and working with young children, it is 

anticipated that my current research may be of significance in contributing to the research 

on worldviews and may prove to be a essential work for encouraging educators to be 

reflective and intentional about the environments and approaches that they use to co-

create for and with children.   

 

Environment as an Integrating Context for Strengthening Relationships 

 I start the following section of my thesis with this quote: 
 

“To love – a person and a place – means at least this: 1. To want to be near it, 

physically.  2.  To want to know everything about it-its story, its moods, what it 
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looks like by moonlight.  3.  To rejoice in the fact of it.  4.  To fear its loss, and 

grieve for its injuries.  5.  To protect it-fiercely, mindlessly, futilely, and maybe 

tragically, but to be helpless to do otherwise.  6.  To be transformed in its 

presence-lifted, lighter on your feet, transparent, open to everything beautiful and 

new.  7.  To want to be joined with it, taken in by it, lost in it.  8.  To want the best 

for it.  9.  Desperately” (Moore, cited by Pelo, 2008, p. 125). 

 

As stated by Rivkin (2014), “interactions with people and the environment gives a 

feeling of wholeness and a connection to what is beyond ourselves” (p. 70). Relationships 

are essential to children’s development.  By offering, sharing, supporting, and extending 

children’s experiences with environment as an integrating context, children build 

relationships between themselves, their peers, adults, and learning.  The essence of the 

work that educators do with children is the relationship that is built with children. The 

relationships between an educator, the children, and the environment, “all work together 

in a powerful partnership that is responsive and supportive” (Bilton, 2005, p. 194). 

“Building strong relationships with children encourages dialogue and inquiry and are 

essential components of children’s learning” (p. 194).  By using the environment as an 

integrating context for learning with children, children begin to understand “how 

interrelated and interdependent everyone and everything really is; that everything is 

connected with everything else and that they are an integral part of the world around 

them” (p. 192).  Ultimately, when children establish relationships, they are able to 

construct a “mental model of how a complex physical system works” (p. 192).  To 

conclude the impact of environment on relationships, Bilton states, “The more 
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opportunities children have to notice, experience, and investigate their environment, the 

more involved they become with learning” (p. 199). 

 

Environment and nature as an Integrating Context 
 

Children’s worldview, relationships, and holistic learning and development thrive 

and are supported within environments and experiences.  As an Early Childhood 

Educator, I knew and valued the importance and impact the environment had on 

supporting children. I began creating a classroom environment and developed approaches 

to embed curricular outcomes that were built on the principles of early learning and 

driven by the “rhythms of the seasons.”  

 Throughout the classroom, I carefully and intentionally created naturalist ateliers 

(learning centres and invitations for learning/experiences) for the children, both to 

demonstrate my beliefs about teaching and learning alongside children and to provide the 

children with opportunities and experiences with the environment and materials from 

nature.  In addition, my pedagogical stance was and is deeply rooted in the belief of 

“children as capable and competent individuals, learning and development as holistic, 

relationships as opportunities and environments as stimulating and dynamic” 

(Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 5).  With extensive attention to natural 

and aesthetic detail, collections of natural materials, live plants, and creatures were 

interspersed throughout the areas of the classroom in tune with the current season and in 

response to the children’s conversations, comments, interests, and inquiries. 

 The structural presence and influence of the classroom, such as lighting, sound, 

air quality, and colour, was given thoughtful attention as the classroom echoed an 
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outdoor feel with natural lighting, calming sounds of water fountains and aquariums, 

open windows for fresh air, a neutral colour scheme casting focus on the natural artifacts, 

materials, live plants, and creatures, and ensuring that scientific, writing, and creative arts 

materials and tools were always accessible and available to the children.  Being 

responsive to the children’s interactions with the classroom environment, both the overall 

physical space and the materials offered to the children provided endless opportunities 

and experiences for expanding worldview, strengthening relationships, and supporting 

children’s holistic learning and development.  Consequently, the classroom environment 

was constantly evolving as the children and I co-constructed and refined ateliers by 

adding or repurposing related materials, artifacts, and children’s literature.  Nature both 

in the classroom and outdoors became the textbook from which we began to connect both 

approaches and curriculum. 
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For the child…it’s not half so important to know as to feel.  If facts are the seeds 

that later produce knowledge and wisdom, then the emotions and the impressions 

of the senses are the fertile soil in which the seeds must grow.  The years of early 

childhood are the time to prepare the soil.  Once the emotions have been aroused 

– as sense of the beautiful, the excitement of the new and the unknown, a feeling 

of sympathy, pity, admiration or love – then we wish for knowledge about the 

object of our emotional response.  Once found, it has lasting meaning.  It is more 

important to pave the way for the child to want to know than to put him on a diet 

of facts he (or she) is not ready to assimilate (Carson, 2013, p. 100). 

 

Environment as an Integrating Context for Supporting Holistic Learning and 

Development 

 To understand how environment and nature support the holistic development of 

children, it is necessary to refer to the research that specifically focuses on each of the 

four domains of child development: social-emotional, intellectual, physical, and spiritual.  
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Holistic development refers to “all areas of each child’s development that change or 

transform in relation to their new learning, their relationships, and their 

activities…children function as whole persons whose development is affected constantly 

by what happens to them, with them, and around them” (Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education, 2008, p. 6).  As defined by Copple and Bredekamp (2009), “all domains of 

development and learning are closely interrelated.  Children’s development and learning 

in one domain influence and are influenced by what takes place in other domains” (p. 

11).  To further understand this interrelatedness and the environment as an integrating 

context, I refer to the extensive work of Brofenbrenner and his ecological systems theory.  

In his theory, children’s holistic learning and development is influenced and supported by 

a system of experiences, interactions and relationships (Neal, 2013).  Brofenbrenner 

continues to explain how these interactions “influence children’s educational outcomes” 

(Curry Sontag, 1996, p. 321). 

 Social-emotional development, as defined by the Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education (2013), Early Years Branch, in the Essential Learning Experiences includes: 

…being able to successfully interact with others as well as regulate [their] 

emotions and behavior.  For children to gain the knowledge and skills to be 

successful in this area requires early childhood educators to intentionally design 

the environment and experiences to provide numerous opportunities for young 

children to practice and learn from their interactions and experiences. (p. 9)  

“Helping children see the inter-connectedness and relationships of self as part of the web 

of nature” has been identified in the work of Phenice and Griffore (2003, p. 169).  In their 

article (2003), Connection to Nature: Children’s Affective Attitude Toward Nature, 
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Phenice and Griffore state, “nature can enhance social-emotional development such as 

empathy and sympathy mediating a relationship between environmentally friendly 

behaviours, self-esteem and personal control which in return develops actively caring” (p. 

169). To further support social-emotional development, they note that “when children 

have a strong conception of relatedness to earth, there is likely to be a stronger sense of 

bonding with the self” (p.169). Kellert (2002) also notes that “nature strongly supports 

children’s emotional maturation which is where children form emotional interests that 

motivate them to seek and understand ideas” (p. 69) and that “nature is the richest, most 

detailed, and most readily available informational context [children] are ever likely to 

contact” (p.77). 

 Children are highly attracted to nature and its living forms.  Nature is engaging 

and sensual, just like children.  Through the experiences and dynamic opportunities for 

interactions to take place, relationships develop, allowing children to receive and respond 

to information, situations, and ideas. Carson (1956) reiterates that “feelings of interest, 

enthusiasm, and joy typically originate in the natural world, which become motivating 

forces in childhood learning and development” (p. 100). Similarly, Cheng and Munroe 

(2010) note that emotional affinity, empathy, and sympathy develop when children were 

connected to nature (p. 33), while White (2004) continues to advocate for embedding 

nature in educational experiences with children as it is “during early childhood when 

their experiences give form to the values, attitudes and basic orientation toward the world 

that they will carry with them for the rest of their lives” (p. 4).  Children’s experiences 

with nature enhance social-emotional development, which will greatly enhance their 

“ways of knowing” and support their quests for knowledge and learning.  
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 As was mentioned earlier, the intellectual development of children is also 

supported by their contact with and experiences in environment and nature. According to 

the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education (2013), intellectual development 

…concerns the emerging powers of knowing, reasoning and understanding.  

During this important development, the foundations of how and why children 

learn are being formed and therefore educators must nurture a disposition for 

learning, explore those concepts which have meaning to the children and 

encourage children to explore, problem solve, reflect and create. (p. 31) 

Moreover, in the report, Closing the Achievement Gap:  Using the Environment as an 

Integrating Context for Learning, Lieberman and Hardy (1998) note that when children 

are able to use language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies in context during 

nature excursions and outdoor classroom instruction, they gain “improved understandings 

of concepts and content, have better mastery and application of skills and display more 

enthusiasm for learning” (p. 11-12).  The report also notes that “higher leveled critical 

and creative thinking skills developed” (p. 8) and that “the environment serves as a rich 

context which students can gather, analyze and begin to understand many factors and 

nature also gives students a greater sense of community” (p. 8).  It is evident that using 

nature as a context for learning greatly influences the intellectual development of 

children.  Evidently, the approach of using the environment as an integrating context for 

learning supports not only children but also educators, as is evidenced in the following 

statement by Lieberman & Hoody (1998): 

Using the environment as an integrating context for learning holds great promise 

for helping to ‘close the achievement gap’ in reading, writing, math, science, and 
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social studies.  The environment can provide a meaningful context around which 

educators can create a curricular framework that intrigues learners and revitalizes 

teachers (p. 11). 

 Furthermore, when children have experiences with nature, imagination, creativity, 

and wonder become enhanced and contribute to children’s ‘ways of knowing’ and 

spiritual development.  Spiritual development can be defined as “experiences during the 

early childhood years that give form to the values, attitudes, and basic orientation toward 

the world that an individual carry with them throughout their life…and although 

expressed differently, is a component of every culture” (Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education, 2013, p. 24). As early as 1956, Carson referred to the “sense of wonder” and 

how inquiry, imagination, and creativity are fostered by the encounters children have 

with nature.  Nature connects children with deeper meanings and values.  Furthermore, 

Wilson (1996) states that nature also offers children a sense of unity and profound 

mystery.  He continues to say that “positive interactions with the natural environment are 

an important part of healthy child development and that these interactions enhance 

learning and quality of life over the span of one’s life-time” (p. 2).  Fraser (2012) also 

notes that, “bringing the outdoors in heightens children’s awareness of the natural, 

physical and social environments in which they live” (p. 126). 

She also believes that “fantasy and imagination are encouraged as children engage in 

nature explorations” (p. 138).  The environment is extremely important for influencing 

the spiritual development of children and it is left to the educator to create a nurturing, 

engaging, purposeful, and responsive environment that can connect children to nature.  

As Fraser (2012) exhorts, it is educators who 
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…have the power to create environments that teach children to care about nature 

and spark a passion to protect it so that we create a future generation that will see 

how important it is to become guardians of the natural world (p. 138). 

In a different context, nature relates to physical development. Physical development of 

children can be two-fold, both in form of motor abilities and in physical forms of health.  

As defined in the Essential Learning Experiences (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 

2013), physical development is a “vital component in the growth, health and well-being 

of young children” (p. 16).  Fjortaft (2001) confirms that nature supports children’s 

physical development by challenging motor activity. There is a considerable amount of 

evidence that children are becoming more sedentary, have an increased health hazards 

(e.g. obesity) and are experiencing motor problems (Fjortoft, 2001). To support the 

physical development that nature offers children, research suggests that there is a strong 

relationship between the versatile play in the natural environment and the impact on 

motor skills in children.  In terms of children’s physical health, their ability to self-

regulate, and ways to support those with ADHD, Louv (2008) states that “there is a 

growing body of evidence that link physical exercise and experience in nature to mental 

acuity and concentration” (p. 100).  He continues to say that studies have suggested that 

“thoughtful exposure of [children] to nature can even be a powerful tool for therapy” 

(p.100). Munroe and MacLellan-Mansell, (2013) include a comprehensive analysis of 

related literature that supports outdoor play and the impact nature has on children’s 

development and also identify some of the barriers that educators may have that 

discourages them from taking children outdoors.  This piece of research is critical as it 

includes the influences the educator has in creating the environments for children to learn 



 

 41 

in and the approaches they utilize.  This view is further strengthened in the following 

quotes: “During the crucial period of greatest physical growth between the ages of 3 and 

12, children’s muscles, heart, lungs, brains, and other organs are strengthened greatly 

through energetic activities associated with outdoor play” (Munroe & MacLellan-

Mansell, 2013, p. 26), and “active play in these early years has been linked to the 

formation of positive associations with physical activity and children’s continued 

engagement in active and healthy lifestyles into adulthood (Munroe & MacLellan-

Mansell, 2013, p. 26). 

 To conclude the literature on the connections between environment as an 

integrating context and children’s holistic learning and development, I would like to 

consider Crain’s (2003) statement that “rich contact with nature fosters their [children’s] 

development.  It stimulates their senses and powers of observation; it inspires their 

poetry, art work and creativity; and it gives them a sense of belonging to something much 

larger than themselves, to the larger web of creation” (p. 9). 

 
Environment as an Integrating Context and Experiential Learning  

In responding to the approaches for embedding nature in the classroom as a 

means of experiential learning, impacting worldviews, strengthening relationships, and 

supporting holistic development, there are studies currently being conducted on Forest 

Schools in British Columbia and Ontario.  Cutter-MacKenzie and Edwards’ (2013) study 

found that “deep learning helps children engage with content and concepts that relate to 

the type of experiences that are associated with purposefully framed play, because it 
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helps educators think and plan more carefully about the environmental content intended 

for children to learn” (p. 208). 

Experience and content knowledge are connected to experiential learning in early 

learning programs.  I have explored many projects within this approach over the past 

years and have noticed that the children are much more adept at connecting and 

understanding current ideas and new knowledge in order to make sense and apply their 

learning to their day-to-day experiences when using this approach. 
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Chapter 3: Preparing the Soil – The Intricate Landscape of Parts, People, and 

Relationships 

 

Methodological Orientation 

 The following research questions guide my methodological choices:    

• How does the environment as an integrating context for learning with children 

expand children’s worldview? 

• How does the environment as an integrating context for learning with children 

strengthen relationships? 

• How does the environment as an integrating context for learning with children 

support holistic learning and development of young children? 

I positioned my research using qualitative research methods, informed by narrative 

inquiry and incorporating ethnographic methods of data collection. Qualitative research is 

the method of choice as it supports indigenous methods of sharing and preserving 

information or storied research. Through the dissemination of narrative inquiry, I intend 

to utilize my analysis as a metaphor for using voice/words as the “scattering of seed” 

(defined in Wikipedia, January 2013): to spread my own and children’s voices, words, 

and opinions to an audience.  My hope is that through this metaphor, I will enhance my 

reflective practice of learning with children, which in turn will strengthen my 

pedagogical understanding and approaches in working and learning with children.  By 

sharing the narrative inquiry with others, I intend to share these seeds of knowledge. 

 People are storytellers by nature: “Stories provide coherence and continuity to 

one’s experience and have a central role in our communications with others” (Lieblich & 
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Tuval-Mashiach, 1998, p. 7).  Through narratives, we are able to “explore and understand 

the inner world of individuals” (p. 7).  Our educational experiences are formed by the 

way in which we “story” the experiences to explore and understand education.  When we 

storytell and share these experiences, we are able to also share an understanding of our 

own identity as we are held to what we make of reality. 

 Narrative inquiry is defined by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) as the “story of 

experience and relationship” (p. 2).  They note that “humans are storytelling organisms 

that lead storied lives” (p. 2). They reference the works of John Dewey and note his 

influence on utilizing ‘experience’ as the key term of inquiry that allows educators to 

better “understand educational life” (p. 2); they also note that Dewey believes that 

“experiences are in relation to a social context” (p. 2) and that experience “helps us to 

think through such matters as an individual child’s learning while also understanding that 

learning takes place with other children, with a teacher, in a classroom, in a community” 

(p. 2).   

 Narrative inquiry, then, is a way of “understanding experience” (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000, p. 20).  These experiences are stories that are lived and told and provide 

an understanding of the relationship both within and beyond the experience.  

Congruently, indigenous methods of storytelling also support narrative inquiry in the 

telling and retelling of story to share and understand experiences. Narrative inquiry 

assists us in thinking about “the longingness, the ways our lives and work are composed 

over time, allowing one to attend to the experiences of the children and learn about the 

ways the children’s stories would unfold” (Clandinin et al., 2009, p. 22).   
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In early learning, educators value, document, and assess children’s learning and 

development by listening, observing, engaging, and reflecting on conversations with 

children.  As I began using the environment as an integrating context with the children in 

my classroom, I noticed that it was through the children’s stories that they were trying to 

understand, make sense of, and communicate the experiences through their narratives.  

The children were observing and engaging with the environment and natural artifacts and 

beginning to make connections through interpreting their experiences and connecting 

them to their lives.  “Narrative is, therefore, not only a mode of communicating 

experiences but also a way of thinking and a vehicle for making meaning of experience 

and constructing knowledge” (Brogden, et al., 2001; Bruner, 1990; Carter, 1993; Chase, 

2005; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Lieblich, Turval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998 as cited in 

Hudyma, 2007, p. 42). Collaborative research, such as narrative inquiry, occurs within 

relationships between researchers and participants.  Narrative involves “natural 

storytelling and re-storying in which both voices can be heard” (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000, p. 2).  Although narrative inquiry as described by Clandinin and Connelly includes 

co-composing the narratives with the participants, the children weren’t directly involved 

in the co-composing of the narratives that I have presented, due to their young ages.  

However, we did engage in reciprocated conversations as a means of re-storying to 

clarify their understandings and ensure that their narratives were scribed accurately. 

 In utilizing the reflective practice process for my methodological orientation, I 

revisit Dewey’s perspectives and vision that “education should be directly connected to 

the real world” (as cited in Rivkin, 2014, p. 22).  Therefore, in order to make these 

connections, it is of great importance to use narratives as a means of sharing the 
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information collected to provide a comprehensive understanding that is directly 

applicable to the practices in classrooms today, and, of greater importance, to understand 

the child’s perspectives and how their worldview, relationships, and learning and 

development are impacted by their educational experiences and environment in which 

they learn.  As Lieblich, Turval-Mashiach and Zilber (1998) describe, “The story is one’s 

identity, a story created, told, revised and retold throughout life.  We know or discover 

ourselves and reveal ourselves to others by the stories we tell” (p. 7). 

 

Research Context 

 The research took place over two years (2011-13) in my own Prekindergarten 

classroom with two classes of three and four year old children.  The majority of the 

children were of First Nations and Metis cultural backgrounds, currently living in the 

inner-city.  Identified by the Ministry of Education, Early Years Branch, Prekindergarten 

programs are offered to vulnerable children that have circumstances that would limit their 

access to early learning programs.  Poverty is a significant factor in the inner-city 

community.  Many of the children had been displaced by housing and food security.  Due 

to the children livening in poverty, the implications of trauma compounded their lives on 

a regular basis.   

Although I had a total of 32 children in the Pre-kindergarten programs, I have 

shared only the narratives that I received permission to include in my thesis. The children 

in the narratives have been given pseudonyms for confidentiality purposes.  Permissions 

from the participants’ families were received through school division media release forms 

and oral consent of ethics forms.  This research has also been approved through the 
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Behavioural Research Ethics Approval Board and reviewed by the Graduate Office of the 

University of Regina. 

 During 2012-13, I worked in collaboration with the Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education as an Early Learning Site Visit.  A site visit is an early learning program 

(selected by the Ministry of Education, Early Years Branch) that exemplifies high 

quality, developmentally appropriate teaching and learning practices.  The purpose of a 

site visit is to support visitors in planning high quality programs, articulating and 

promoting ministry developed documents and to support reflective practices of educators.  

The site visit offers a three-hour professional learning opportunity for other educators 

(visitors) to experience the classroom in action and observe the approaches currently 

being implemented in the classroom.  Having the opportunity to in-service over 127 

visitors throughout the year offered me a chance to share my current research and 

continually allowed me the opportunity to reflect upon my practices.  

 Throughout the two years, I engaged in eclectic methods of data collection, 

including ethnographic documentation, observation, conversation, and arts-based 

experiences/activities.  I collected data on a daily basis as a means of authentic 

assessment practices (blending research with practices).  I recorded the children’s 

narratives through photographs and by scribing their stories.  I continued to document the 

children’s learning and thinking throughout the two year.  I compiled the data to create 

slideshows, power points and digital portfolios of the children’s narratives to share with 

their families during three-way conferences, family events, site visit presentations and at 

school/community celebrations of learning.   
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I used a research diary to assist with my own reflective practices and make notes 

of conversations with the children and other adults (teaching associates, colleagues, and 

families) to further analyze the narratives and to reflect on practices to assist in 

scaffolding learning experiences of the children with whom I worked with every day.  By 

recording my reflections on the children’s stories and inquiries, I began to formulate and 

interpret connections to their worldviews, relationships and holistic learning and 

development as well as my own views of how this research was influenced by 

environment.  As I continued to collect, analyze, and interpret the data, I came to realize 

that environment as an integrating context for learning with children offers many 

opportunities as explained in detail by other researchers and scholars throughout the 

world. 

Children use their senses, their minds and their bodies to find out about and make 

sense of what they see, feel and experience in the world around them.  They 

gather information and develop new skills, including thinking skills.  They form 

ideas and theories and test these out.  They refine their ideas through exploring 

their environment actively and through interacting and communicating with adults 

and with other children.  Much of this happens through play and other [arts-based] 

experiences that allow children to be creative, to take risks, and to make 

discoveries.  As they learn, they retest their theories adjusting them to take on 

board new discoveries and new experiences. (National Council for Curriculum 

and Assessment, 2001, p. 5). 
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Through the use of qualitative research, narrative inquiry and eclectic methods of 

collecting data, I was able to be a voice for the children – valuing what they said 

and an affirmation of their entire being and understanding.  I was able to 

disseminate the children’s voices, experiences and understandings as I 

consciously and intentionally co-constructed curriculum with the children with 

the purpose of establishing a sense of belonging, place and ownership of their 

learning.  Placing children first – using a child-centred approach that builds 

curriculum and programs around children with the intention of giving children 

agency. 
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Chapter 4: Nourishing and Cultivating the Soil – Supporting and Sustaining 

Children’s Agency through Environment 

 

Sharing Narratives 

“We live by stories, we also live in them.  One way or another we are living the stories 

planted in us early or along the way, or we are also living the stories we planted –  

knowingly or unknowingly – in ourselves.  We live stories that either gives our lives 

meaning or negate it with meaningfulness.  If we change the stories we live by, quite 

possibly, we change our lives” (Okri, 1997, p. 46). 

 

 The following narrative is what initially prompted my research and supported my 

paradigm shift in using environment as an integrating context for teaching and learning 

with children, leading to the emphasis of the worldview that “we all belong to a greater 

whole.”   

 

The Playground is Where the Story Begins 

 It was early September, near the end of the day.  The much-awaited outdoor 

learning time was finally here.  As the children quickly hurried off to play and explore on 

the playground, I took the opportunity to observe and listen to the children’s 

conversations and discoveries.  I was quickly alerted and removed from my reflections 

when I sensed something out of the ordinary with a group of children gathered around the 

landing of the play structure.  
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“Hit it!  Throw the stone and hit it!  

Make it go away!” yelled one of the 

children during our outdoor 

playtime.  The other children in the 

group chimed in “Ya! Hit it with the 

rock! Let’s find some sticks too!  It 

will leave if we poke it.”  I was filled 

with much confusion, fear, and worry as I glanced over at the small group of children 

gathered in a circle around the base of the play structure.  What was the “it” that created 

such aggression and fear in the children and that caused them to go into fight mode to 

protect themselves, I wondered to myself.   

 Before I had time to ask what the problem was, one of the children shouted out: 

“Teacher, there is a wild dog under the play structure, and we are trying to make it go 

away!”  I gathered the children and asked them to move away from the dog.  I peered 

under the play structure to analyze the situation and see the dog.  To my surprise, it was a 

five-month-old black lab puppy that was cowering and whining.   

 I walked back to the children and discussed possible solutions to helping the 

puppy return to its owner.  I explained that the puppy was very scared, lost, and hungry.  I 

continued to ask the children what they would feel like if they were scared, lost, or 

hungry.  The children stood in silence.  Then one of the children spoke up and told his 

story of being attacked and bitten by a dog.  The other children began to chime in, “But if 

I see a dog running around on the street, he’s a bad dog ‘cause he will run up to me and 

bite me!”  Another child added, “Ya, we throw rocks and sticks at the dog to scare it 
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away.  Then it won’t bite us!”  As I listened to the stories of the children, I began to 

understand why the children were demonstrating these aggressive behaviours.  They were 

scared and trying to protect themselves, based on their personal experiences with dogs.   

 Now I was challenged with trying to address a much larger issue than just 

rescuing a puppy.  I had to figure out a way that would influence or change their 

perceptions from an unpleasant experience and response, to a pleasant, positive, and 

proactive experience and response in anticipation of expanding their worldview, 

strengthening relationships, and supporting their holistic learning and development.  

 I proceeded to ask the children what they thought we should do instead of hurting 

or chasing the puppy away.  The children were quick to respond with answers of getting 

some food to feed the puppy, trying to call or ask someone who was walking by if they 

knew where the puppy’s owner was, or bringing it inside the school to have as a pet.  I 

explained to the children that a safe and respectful way to help the puppy would be to call 

the local Humane Society Shelter, a place where they kept animals safe until they could 

find the pet owners.  The children agreed that this would be best for the puppy, so we 

proceeded to go inside and call the shelter.  On our way down to the office, I contacted 

the caretaker, explained where the puppy was, and asked if he could stand watch over the 

puppy to ensure the puppy’s safety.  Then, the children and I proceeded to the school 

office and contacted the shelter.  Within the hour, rescue workers had arrived and 

carefully retrieved the puppy.  The children watched in silence.   

 Once the rescue workers had left the playground, one of the children commented, 

“There, now the puppy is safe and so are we.”  Another child replied, “Ya, if we see a 

dog outside another day, we will have to call those workers again.” 



 

 53 

 It was this experience that deeply challenged me as an educator.  I grew up with a 

deep respect and connection to living things.  It seemed that the children in my class did 

not have a connection to this puppy – this living, breathing creature that arrived on the 

playground alone, hungry, and scared.  When reflecting on the event, I initially felt that 

my worldview and the children’s were so very different, yet at the same time, my 

educator intuition provoked me to consider that my worldview and that of the children 

had common roots.  

I began to contemplate how I could share understandings and expand the 

children’s worldviews in hopes of rekindling an intimate connection with and deep 

understanding of environment.  Bringing nature-based pedagogy into the classroom and 

creating a safe, stimulating, and dynamic environment in which the children could 

explore and learn was my first task and one that needed great attention.  After carefully 

selecting natural artifacts and live creatures, plants, and other scientific materials/tools for 

the children to play with and explore intentionally and gradually, I began introducing 

items throughout the year with anticipation of provoking the children to embark on 

inquiry and project-based learning (experiential learning).   

 I also planned for regular, daily outdoor learning times, regardless of the weather 

and conditions, and I valued this time for the children to transfer their understandings 

from learning in the classroom to the outdoors.  As well, it assisted me in continuing to 

develop an understanding of how environment can be used as a context for expanding 

worldviews, strengthening relationships, and supporting children’s holistic learning and 

development.  
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 Throughout the course of the two intensive years, focusing on the view that ‘we 

all belong to a greater whole,’ I noticed an intricate relationship beginning to unfold – a 

landscape of interrelationships of nature, people, and their immediate environment.  The 

interrelations included the relationships constructed among children, families, 

community, educator, and environment.  In reconnecting the children with nature and 

using environment as an integrating context for learning with children, I observed that the 

children were becoming active agents of involvement with their world. As a result, I 

began to meticulously collect a repertoire of data to support my thoughts and queries: 

ethnographic documentation, observations, records of conversations, and children’s art 

work.   

 I begin sharing the narratives and supporting my analysis by offering the 

following statement that links back to the theoretical framework of Deep Ecology: There 

is great value in using environment as an integrating context for learning with children as 

it addresses “the developmental needs of young children and their biophiliac tendency to 

focus on the natural world” essentially supporting children to develop a “sense of place 

and an ecological identity that becomes an environmental ethic.” (Rivkin, 2014, p. 26).  

In continuing to extend and link this theoretical framework, it was necessary to consider 

and focus my hypothesis on Deep Ecology theory, noting that when integrating 

environment as a context for learning, children “seek out something larger than 

themselves and their relationships with individuals, groups, and the environment” 

(Rivkin, 2014, p. 26).  When these deep connections are established, children go beyond 

oneself (Rivkin, 2014, p. 64). 
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The following narratives are presented in sequential order as the children and I 

embarked on a journey of learning and teaching together from the first days of school in 

August through to the end of the school year.  After the experience with the lost puppy, 

my first focus was to expand the children’s worldviews and strengthen their relationships, 

as I knew that once these areas were firmly established, the children’s holistic learning 

and development would also accelerate.   

 

Learning Together in Autumn 

 In the cycles of nature, we tend to associate new beginnings with the season of 

spring.  In the cycle of the school year, autumn marks the beginning of children’s new 

learning and development. 

 

Beginning to explore nature 

As the leaves began to fall and 

the children’s natural instincts 

for curiosity, prospecting, and 

collecting began each day on 

their way to school, new 

artifacts appeared in the 

classroom – leaves, pebbles, bugs, dandelions in bloom and seed.  It was my job to build 

a context for learning around the children’s finds.  
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 In this photo below, Sarah is carefully searching through the pages of an 

informational text on plants on a quest to 

find a photo that matches with the leaf 

sample in her hand. As she searches through 

the text, she carefully pays attention to the 

details of the leaves, looking intently at the 

photos and referencing the leaf in her hand.  

She quietly reads the details she observes in the photos, making continual reference to the 

live specimen in her hand. 

 

Sarah: This one has stripes and is small.  This one has up and down lines and is big.  

This one is red.  This one is yellow and round.  I’m looking for the picture that looks like 

this one.  [holds up the Hosta leaf].  There are lots and lots of leaves in this book! 

 

She continues for ten minutes, carefully deciphering the photo images and details 

until she finds a match with the leaf she is holding, maintaining full attention to the task 

at hand while deferring the distractions as her classmates busily move around her.  Her 

concentrated efforts and persistence support her ability to identify a match, demonstrating 

that when children are given opportunities to interact with natural artifacts and materials 

that interest them and are meaningful to them, children are able to self-regulate, engage 

with learning, focus and concentrate, problem-solve, and formulate a solution. 

It was also critical for the children to extend this learning out of doors.  Regularly 

we would investigate and explore leaves with our whole bodies to identify and internalize 
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autumn’s gifts and the cycles of trees.  The thrill and excitement of the children having 

direct contact with leaves out of doors extended contextual learning.  The children 

developed body competence as they physically experienced natural connections to their 

learning.  Importantly, as the children’s sense of self and place grew, their worldview was 

enhanced by the joy intrinsic in the experience of playing in the leaves.  Sarah’s ability to 

connect her experience and knowledge of leaves in the natural context with artistic and 

photographic representations is further indicative of emerging literacy very early in the 

school year. 

 

Exploring Feathers 

 As the children continued exploring their knowledge of relationships, space, and 

place, they became active researchers and in their prospecting would share their 

collections and contribute them to the collections in the classroom.  In response and in 

co-constructing learning with the children, I sought ways of embedding natural materials 

within the classroom environment and the invitations for learning.  Feathers were one 

collection that kept the children’s 

interests throughout the year.  They 

would study and sort the feathers, 

use the feathers as props in 

dramatic play and constantly carry 

feathers with them to share with 

their peers. 
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Cassy:  I’m using these feathers to make a line.  See…I can make the line grow from 

small to big!  These feathers are soft and tickly.  These ones are pointy and rough.  These 

ones are short and these ones are longer.  This one is orange and small.  I like these big 

ones with the circles. (pointing to the Peacock feathers).  They are my favourite ones.  

Now, I’m gonna count them.  1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 20, 30!  

 

Using natural materials allowed the children to explore, experiment, and translate 

ideas and understandings from curricular concepts to their everyday world, scaffolding 

their learning.  In observing and listening to the child explain what she was doing, I was 

able to assess her emerging numeracy and literacy, fine motor development, and 

metacognitive skills.  I was able to identify that she had a developed understanding of 

counting to ten, could use one to one correspondence, and arrange items by size.  This 

evidence suggested to me that the natural artifacts and materials present in the classroom 

and the children’s freedom to explore them was connected to children’s holistic learning 

and development.  

 

Listening to the Fishies 

 Developing empathy and expressing thoughts and feelings can be challenging for 

young children.  However, when I began bringing live creatures indoors, I noticed how 

quickly the children responded to the creatures and how quickly they developed the skills 

to communicate their thoughts and feelings not only holistically, but also in relation to 

their worldview and relationships.  I noticed that the children would identify with the 
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creatures almost as if they had taken on the role of the creature and understood what it 

felt and needed. 

 They seemed easily able to share, interpret, and reflect the feelings and actions of 

what the creatures were demonstrating to them.  It was clear to me that the children were 

demonstrating improvements in their social skills and self-control.  It was also 

increasingly evident that they were feeling connected to a “larger universe of living 

things” (Kuo, cited in Rivkin, 2014, p. 9). 

 

Joey:  I’m listening to the fishies in here! 

Teacher:  What are they saying? 

Joey:  They don’t say human’s words.  

They only say fish sounds – like bubble 

sounds [imitates a fish blowing bubbles by 

puffing up his cheeks and making his lips 

pop]. 

Teacher:  Do you think the fish can hear and understand our words or the sounds in the 

classroom? 

Joey:  Ya maybe.  That’s why we need to be quiet.  We make lots of noises and it gives 

them a headache. 

Teacher:  How do you know that the fish don’t like it when it is noisy in our classroom 

and get headaches? 

Joey:  ‘Cause when I watch the fish and when I heared people talking loud the fish swim 

fast and all over. 
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Teacher:  What do you think we should do? 

Joey:  Tell the kids to stop being so loud! 

Teacher:  Do you think you could tell them to use their inside voices today?  

Joey:  Ya!  Hey guys!  Don’t be so loud…you’re givin’ the fishies headaches!  Use your 

inside voices! 

 

As I observed the reactions from the rest of the children in the room, I noticed 

how quickly they responded to Joey’s request and quieted down.  A few of the children 

came over to the aquarium to see what the fish were doing, and as they watched, they 

were silent and motionless taking note of the fish’s reactions. 

 

Talkin’ to the Frogs 

 I noticed that the children began to develop rituals of “talkin’ to the frogs.”  The 

child in the photo, Tyson, particularly enjoyed this ritual.  Every morning when he 

arrived, he would greet the frogs and whisper a few words to them and watch their 

reaction.  Early on in the year, this little boy’s speech was often unintelligible, and he was 

a reluctant speaker with his peers.  However, he quickly connected with the creatures 

throughout the classroom and would often practice his conversation skills and overcome 

his shyness by sharing stories with the creatures.  His confidence expanded through the 

first months of school, and soon he began to interact with his peers.  It appeared as if his 

relationship with the frogs directly supported his willingness to interact with the other 

children in the classroom. 
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Teacher:  What are you doing Tyson? 

Tyson:  Talkin’ to the frogs!  

Teacher:  Oh.  What are you telling 

them? 

Tyson:  I sayin’ “Hi frogs!” 

Teacher:  What does the frog say to 

you? 

Tyson:  He says “Ribbit”…he says “Hi!”  I like talkin’ to the frogs.  The frogs are my 

friends! 

 

By bringing nature indoors and inviting children to care for living materials, “a 

caring and ethical attitude toward the environment develops” (Rivkin, 2014, p. 68) and 

social skills are enhanced by inviting children to experience “a feeling of acceptance, 

self-understanding and interpersonal skills” (Chawla, cited in Rivkin, 2014,  p. 10).   

 As the autumn season progressed, so did the interests of the children and the 

environment.  The next collection of narratives continues to reflect and support the 

spiritual development of children that I am surmising relates to the area of worldview.  

Spiritual development is grounded by culture and necessary aspects of human 

development in the feeling of wonder, awe, joy, and inner peace (Louv, 2008).  By 

intentionally addressing all aspects of a child’s being, these practices focus on love and 

attachment, deep connections, a sense of belonging that work “together to ignite a young 

child’s absorbent mind and the development of self-awareness and personal identity” 

(Rivkin, 2014, p. 58-59).  This in return, exhorts educators to provide “environments 
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where each child’s disposition is matched to spiritual moments capable of filling the 

child’s inner self with wonder, awe, joy and inner peace” (Schein, cited in Rivkin, 2014, 

p. 59).  My curiosity about the link between worldview and spiritual development led me 

to believe that there is a relative connection between children spending time in nature and 

the nurturing of children’s spiritual development.  It is this connection that I propose 

expands the worldviews of children. 

 Rivkin (2014) shares Martin Buber’s description of spiritual development as the 

three spheres where “within the world of relationships arises – life with nature, life with 

other persons, and life with spiritual beings” and notes that the “spiritual interchange 

between children’s predispositions from infancy on are often found in children seeking 

something larger than themselves and their relationships with individuals, groups, and the 

environment” (Rivkin, 2014, p. 60).  I propose that this connects to the theory of Deep 

Ecology so that environment becomes a “significant part of one’s existence” (Rivkin, 

2014, p. 60).  Through this, other researchers such as Baumgartner and Buchanan (2010, 

cited in Rivkin (2014) identify three common elements of spirituality:  “a sense of 

belonging, a respect for self and others, and an awareness and appreciation of the 

unknown” (p. 61).  This next collection of narratives strongly supports these findings. 

 

The Great Ladybug Adventure 

 Autumn is a wonderful time to explore ladybugs and ants with children.  This is 

the time of year that these creatures begin a detailed process for preparing for winter, and 

the children delight in finding them in large groups.  The early years are a fertile time for 

nurturing children’s interest in insects and life cycles.  I believe that children need on-
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going exposure and experiences to explore insects, investigate insect habitats, share 

observations, and internalize what they have learned to engender a life-long respect for 

life forms before a dearth of experience turns into a fear of nature. 

 

Kayla:  C’mon girls, let’s find some bugs! 

 

A child leads a group of three in search 

of bugs throughout the classroom.  I ask the 

group of girls what they need to help them 

find the bugs and see bugs that are very small.  

The children are not familiar with the 

scientific tools such as a magnifying glass, 

stethoscope, and microscope, so I introduce 

them to the tools, explaining how the tools 

work and their use.  The children quickly begin using the tools to explore and search for 

bugs.  As they continue their search for bugs in the classroom, I quickly become 

interested in how the group goes about their quest.  The roles of the group are quickly 

established, as one becomes the leader while the other two offer to help.  As the child 

with the magnifying glass takes the lead, she often demonstrates her abilities in using the 

magnifying glass while the other two observe quietly and proceed to explore the uses of 

their tools.  The lead of the group often is the one to suppose a finding as the other two 

willingly follow her with great excitement.  As they continue throughout the classroom, a 

song begins to emerge. 
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Maya:  [Begins to sing]…”We are finding bugs…we are finding bugs.”   

 

The other two children join in chanting the newly created song as they look in 

nooks and crannies throughout the room.  Their bug-hunting quest continues for much of 

the afternoon with a final discovery when two children who have newly joined the group 

spot a ladybug on a classroom plant. 

 

Jaya:  Hey!  I found a ladybug!  I found a ladybug!  

Come and see! 

 

The children quickly gather around the plant 

and begin to carefully examine the ladybug discussing 

the colour, size, and shape of the bug.    

 

Kiera:  I like ladybugs.  They are so nice. 

Jaya:  Me too! 

Kayla:  I like ladybugs but I think that we should put the ladybug outside.  I think her 

mom is calling for her. 

The children carefully hold out their hands and wait patiently for the ladybug to 

select a hand to crawl on.  When the ladybug gamely chooses which hand to crawl on, the 

girls carefully walk towards the door with the ladybug in hand.  Two of the girls run 

quickly to open the door while the other two girls rush over to release the ladybug into 
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the outdoors.  The group waits to see where the ladybug lands and is satisfied with the 

rescue. 

Due to the interests of the children, I proceeded the next week, to bring in a jar of 

ladybugs for the children to explore.  Many of the children were very interested in 

observing and describing what the ladybugs were doing.  A lot of the children would lie 

on the carpet and spend as much as ten to fifteen minutes carefully discussing the 

ladybugs with their peers as they drew pictures of the ladybugs: 

 

Kiera:  Lots and lots of ladybugs! 

Kayla:  There are lots and lots of ladybugs in the 

jar.  Let’s count them.  1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 

11… 

Keira:  Hey they movin’.  Movin’ lots! 

Kayla:  One is going up and one is going down.  

Some are moving all around!  This one is crawling 

up here.   

Keira:  Uh, ladybugs going to crawl out!  

Kayla:  I think the ladybugs want out.  When somebody opens the lid then they’ll escape! 

Keira:  Ladybugs out. 

Kayla:  No, we can’t let them out here.  They’ll die.  They need to be outside so they can 

go on the trees. 
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Jayla:  Where did the ladybugs come from? (I explain that I collected the ladybugs on the 

weekend from my garden and proceed to take the lid off of the jar.  The children begin to 

squeal with delight). 

 

Anna:  Ladybugs eat trees.  

  

Kayla:  Ya, ladybugs like eating 

trees. 

Savannah:  Oh – oh, one fell down! 

Anna:  One is crawling up the side 

of the jar again! 

Kiera:  Ladybug spots and spots! 

Kayla:  Ya, the ladybugs have lots of spots.  I’m gonna draw a ladybug with lots of spots. 

Joey:  The ladybugs have lots of 

legs too. 

 

Savannah:  And the ladybugs have 

wings. 

Josh:  C’mon guys, let’s draw 

some ladybugs! 

Kayla:  I like ladybugs ‘cause they don’t bite us.  And they protect the trees and plants.  

They eat the bad bugs that eat the trees.  We need the ladybugs to take care of the trees. 
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Throughout the next three to four weeks, the children continued investigating the 

ladybugs both indoors and out-of-doors.  The children would spend many hours 

observing the ladybugs and describing their actions.  When a child had a question, she 

would ask another and if the peer didn’t have an answer, she would intently analyze the 

photos in the ladybug books on a nearby shelf to find an answer.  The children’s desire 

and drive was to find the answers to support their quest for what mattered to them – 

ladybugs.   

 It was during these times I began to notice a deep connection between the 

children, the creatures, and their learning and behaviours.  There was an increased 

connection and responsibility to the environment developing among the children.  They 

became instant researchers, describing what they saw, asking questions about the 

behaviours of the ladybugs, drawing ladybugs, and 

referencing books in search of more information.  

 

Charlize:  I found a ladybug.  See!  I like ladybugs.  

They are good bugs.  The ladybug tickles my hand.  

Ladybugs don’t bite. 

 

I also noticed that the children were developing 

cooperative and creative social play skills.  They were 

better at working in groups and anticipated the outdoor times as opportunities to not only 

connect with the ladybugs they found on the playground but also to connect with each 

other 
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Lauren:  Look!  A Ladybug!  She 

was hiding under the leaf to stay 

warm!  I’m gonna let her climb 

on my finger.  There.  I like 

ladybugs! 

Tina:  I like ladybugs too!   

 

 

Lessons From the Ants  

 As the weather became increasingly cooler and the ladybugs disappeared, the 

interests of the children began to shift to building representations of towers, cities, and 

roads in the construction centre.  At this time, I decided to set up an ant farm with the 

children as I thought that this would help them to understand a sense of community and 

how creatures build and construct underground.  I also wanted them to continue their 

interactions with nature since it had been especially fruitful in their learning thus far.  I 

also noticed that a very common reaction the children had to the ants when we were 

outdoors was to step on them, and I hoped that I could perhaps have the children re-think 

their views on ants.  

 

Devon:  What is that tube full of? 

Teacher:  Harvester Ants. 



 

 69 

Devon:  Oh, I don’t like ants ‘cause they bite me.  They get in our house and eat our 

food!  My mom says that we need to kill them so they don’t eat our food.  I hate those 

ants! 

Teacher:  Yes, some ants bite – 

mostly the red ones.  They like to eat 

our food too – mostly sugary foods.  

But ants are important to nature and 

the environment.  We can learn a lot 

from the ants by watching how they 

work together. 

Devon:  What are we gonna do with 

these biting ants? 

Teacher:  We are going to learn from them by watching how they work together to create 

a habitat.  We will watch how they build an ant community. 

Devon:  What’s a ‘mmunity? 

Teacher:  Like a neighbourhood only their neighbourhood is in the ground outside.  In 

our classroom, we will use this container with the blue sugar gel to watch how they make 

tunnels and build their community. 

Devon:  How are they gonna do that? 

Teacher:  We’ll have to watch them to find out. 

Devon:  I think they are going to get out of the jar and bite us. 

Teacher:  We’ll make sure to put a lid on it. 



 

 70 

Devon:  Well, I hope they don’t get out.  It will be fun to see how they make a ‘mmunity.  

Maybe they will teach us how to make tunnels!  I like makin’ tunnels for the cars to drive 

through.  And I like makin’ tunnels in the winter to crawl in! 

Teacher:  Yes, we will have to wait and see what the ants teach us. 

Devon:  Make sure you put some tape on the lid so they don’t get out and bite us!   

 

After setting up the ant farm with the 

children, I did not leave it in only one location.  I 

would intentionally move it from one area of the 

classroom to another with the anticipation of the 

children transferring their observations of the ants 

to their play and I was surprised by the reactions. 

 

Josh:  Hey!  I see the ants making tons of lines in 

the gel.  They making roads! 

David:  I think the roads are called tunnels.  

The tunnels help them get around in the gel. 

Kevin:  Ya.  See this one is crawling down 

and biting small pieces of the sugar gel.  He 

is carrying the piece up to the top.  

David:  Ya and then that other ant is helping 

him.  He is taking the piece and carrying it to the sugar pile! 

Josh:  Ya!  They are working together like a team. 
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David:  Ya!  They are workin’ ants.  They are friends.  We are friends. 

Kevin:  Let’s go play and make some tunnels for the cars to go in like the ants! 

 

Over the course of the month, the children became attuned to the ants and their 

habitat, curiously observing, describing and representing their thoughts. 

 

Charlize:  I am paintin’ the ants and the 

tunnels.  First, I paint the ants but they are 

fast.  Here’s the head and body and legs.  

There is big ones and little ones. 

Teacher:  What body part do they use to 

make the tunnels? 

Charlize:  They use all the body parts.  Legs for walkin’ and climbin’.  Heads for looking.  

They use those spiky pincher things to grab pieces of gel and carry it up to the top. 

Teacher:  Can we do what the ants do?  Do we have pinchers to carry and move things? 

Charlize:  We can carry things with our hands.  We don’t have spiky pinchers on our 

heads like they do.  They carry the pieces of gel with their mouths.  We eat with our 

mouths.  We chew food and sing too! 

 

Carter:  Hey!  I can see one of the ants 

carrying a piece of that blue gel.  He’s making 

a hole. 
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Kayla:  Ya.  He is trying to dig a hole.  He is going down, down, down. 

Maya:  The ants are gonna make a tunnel.  Down, down, down to the bottom!  

Carter:  Some of the ants aren’t moving.  Why? 

Kayla:  Those ones are very tired from working so hard and digging holes. 

Maya:  I think that some of them are dead. 

Carter:  Oh no!  Some of them are dead? 

Kayla:  Ya.  That happens.  They died ‘cause they 

worked so hard. 

Maya:  My Kokum says that when things die we 

plant them back in the ground so they can live 

again. 

Kayla:  I went to a funeral once and they planted 

my uncle in the ground. 

Carter:  We better plant these dead ants in the 

ground. 

Maya:  Then they can live again! 

 

 In reflecting on the ant farm inquiry, I recalled having read sometime previously 

research that discussed the importance of relationships and how using the environment as 

an integrating context supported children’s understanding of interdependence and 

interrelatedness.  It was becoming more evident that there was a deep connection 

developing with and between the children.  This way of teaching and learning alongside 

children was socially and culturally responsive to the context in which the children lived. 
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We offer the names of places and creatures, of growing things and living things, 

in the context of relationships…names become doorways for conservation….and 

this particularity of shared language becomes a dialect for care… (Pelo, 2013, p. 

108). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Learning in Winter 

A Forest in Winter 

 As the days became shorter and the cold of winter settled in, the materials and 

environment both in the classroom and out-of-doors changed.  In addition, the changes of 

season influenced how the children played and what they became interested in learning 

about.    

 I had already observed that children use natural materials and their understandings 

of live creatures as a form of symbolic play.  Symbolic play is a child’s ability to 
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represent an object, action, or idea to symbolize another object, action, or idea.  It 

supports children’s cognitive development and social emotional maturity. 

 

 

   

   

The child in the photo above has created a forest in winter for the animals.  She 

carefully arranges various objects to symbolically represent objects in nature: pinecones 

and jingles for the trees, mirrors for the icy water, tubing for the road, and bowls for the 

snowy hills.  She continues to carefully place the animals in different areas of the forest 

explaining why she placed the animals by the trees, water and hills - offering her 

narrative for the forest.   

 

“The animals in the Winter forest need a bridge to go across the water and the sledder 

needs to go down the hill like a road.  The reindeer needs to hide by the trees so he 

doesn’t get hunted.  And the jingles are the trees…the pinecones are the trees for the 
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animals to live in and hide from the hunters.  The tubes are roads for the animals to walk 

on and know where to go.  These (points to the plastic bowls) are hills.  Small, medium 

and big for the fox.  The igloo is where the sledder sleeps…” 

Upon finishing her forest representation, she invites her friends to join her in 

developing a story script as they play with the newly created landscape.  As they interact 

and create their story they participate in a cooperative exchange of ideas, solutions, and 

possibilities for the forest landscape and its characters. I consider what the children’s 

discussion and interactions are telling me about their learning and development.  It seems 

to me that many of the characteristics supporting children’s resilience and strengths in 

learning are coming about through their interactions with features of natural 

environments and materials.  Chawla (2012) identifies that the natural environment 

provides for learners “opportunities to assimilate and transform experiences, 

opportunities to feel connected to the larger universe, more cooperative, creative social 

play, greater self-understanding, better interpersonal skills and ability to work in groups 

and an increased sense of connection to place” (Chawla, cited in Rivkin, 2014, p. 10).  

 Throughout the winter months, the 

children continued to transfer their knowledge 

through symbolic play, progressing to re-enacting 

and re-creating the actions of the creatures and 

their activities outdoors as a means to understand 

and learn new concepts and ideas. 

 The children engaged in many symbolic 
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retellings as they utilized found and natural materials in the classroom to continue their 

learning quests.  The children in the photos below began constructing three-dimensional 

structures in the classroom, often 

reflecting the creations of the harvester 

ants and their tunnels as well as the 

structure of a wasp nest that they found 

during an autumn walk.  

 As the children built their three-

dimensional structures, they would pay close attention to the natural models displayed in 

the classroom.  As the children built their structures with found materials, they would 

often recheck the structures built by the creatures to see if their human structures were 

replicated in similar manner.  

After re-creating the structures, the 

children would continue their re-

telling of stories on the protection and 

safety that nature’s structures brought 

to the creatures as well as relating 

how the structures offered protection 

in the human world. 

During these episodes, the 

children created structures reflecting 

natural insect structures and 
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compared their human building characteristics with those 

of the insects.  The children were in fact architects 

influenced by qualities of the natural environment.  

Environment is a unifying theme for educating children; 

since the influences of environment and nature touch and 

impact our lives in all that we do and are directly 

connected to experiences in the real world (Kellert, 

2012).  

Given this perspective of the connection to real world experiences, it would also 

suggest that a pedagogy of conscious inclusion of the environment as a context for 

learning inspires children to become problem-solvers, innovators, and creative, critical 

thinkers. 

A child’s world is fresh and new and beautiful, full of wonder and 

excitement…What is the value of preserving and strengthening this sense of awe 

and wonder, this recognition of something beyond the boundaries of human 

existence?  Is the exploration of the natural world just a pleasant way to pass the 

golden hours of childhood or is there something deeper?  I am sure there is 

something much deeper, something lasting and significant… 

Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of strength that will 

endure as long as life lasts.  There is symbolic as well as actual beauty in the 

migration of the birds, the ebb and flow of the tides, the folded bud ready for the 

spring.  There is something infinitely healing in the repeated refrains of nature 

(Carson, 1956, p. 52). 
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 Every day, regardless of the weather, I would take the children outdoors to play 

and explore.  Providing this unscripted opportunity to play and explore allowed the 

children a time to self-regulate, experiment, hypothesize, engage their senses, socialize, 

strengthen body competence, and develop an ecological sense of identity, place, and 

belonging.  Outdoor play invited the children to be risk takers and develop body 

competence as they physically experimented with their skills.  It supported an 

experiential learning approach that included developmentally appropriate strategies 

influencing and supporting their holistic development while enhancing their worldviews 

and strengthening their relationships with themselves, their peers, adults, and nature.  I 

refer to Pelo’s (2013) work and her view of how  

…the childhood landscape is learned on foot…knowing one place intimately 

makes possible knowledge of other places: we become adept at paying attention, 

we are attuned to the marvelous and beautiful…walking with senses awakened 

and an established sense of place (p. 68-69). 
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Simply Snow 
 

In Saskatchewan, the change of seasons can bring challenges for many, especially 

during the long, cold, dark months of winter.  But for children, winter brings 

opportunities to reconnect and rejuvenate, to savour the moments when nature is asleep.  

The change of season is also a catalyst for much inquiry, wonder, enjoyment, 

appreciation, and learning with children.  Oftentimes 

children are limited to how much outdoor play they receive 

due to the extremes in temperatures and precipitation, 

however, most often the lack of outdoor play is due to 

adult views of it being too cold outside or the perception 

that there is not enough for the children to play with 

(Munroe & MacLellan-Mansell, 2013).   

 In my classroom, I believed that taking children 

outdoors, regardless of weather conditions, was important for everyone’s health and well-

being, including my own.  Outdoor play in winter also offered a new medium for sensory 

play without the need for having to purchase outdoor materials.  Rather, winter invited 

the children to explore with what the environment had presented – snow.   

 I observed and listened to the children as we set out on our daily explorations and 

played in the vacant lot of fresh fallen snow.  I noticed that as the children explored the 

snow and its offerings, they continuously engaged in inquiry, developed conceptual 
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thinking, expanded their understandings, strengthened their physical development, and 

formulated opinions that influenced both their social and emotional health and 

interpersonal relationships.  And I began to understand Pelo’s (2013) statement that  

…our senses inform our knowing,…knowing as comprehending….understanding 

the meaning and nature of a thing, understanding a thing as part of a larger whole.  

Our embodied participation in the world makes possible an intimate relationship 

with the world, and knowledgeable residence in the world (p. 122).   

This was very evident when the children participated in the outdoor learning rituals I had 

embedded in our daily routine. 

 

Jaya:  I like makin’ snow angels.  I like 

layin’ in the snow.  The snow hugs me 

and keeps me warm.  I like makin’ snow 

angels and getting snow hugs! 

 

 

 

Sam:  I’m fillin’ the bucket up with snow.  Then I dump 

it in a pile.  Fill it up…dump it in a pile…Then I’m 

gonna jump and jump and jump in the snow!  I like 

playin’ in the snow! 
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The children loved to play in the snow, especially when the snow was sticky 

snowman weather.  I noticed that each time we went outdoors to play, the children 

followed the same ritual.  They would quickly gather up buckets and shovels and proceed 

to prepare an area for building snow castles.  As they diligently worked with very little 

talk, I noticed the children going into a metacognitive space similar to that of meditation.  

They carefully focused on filling the buckets up one by one and arranging them in design 

without a word.  Every once in a while, the children would quietly point out their 

observations and sensations with the snow to each other, but even that was limited.  They 

were using the snow play to focus, contemplate, and rejuvenate.  The children’s 

comments reflected their sensory engagement and 

observational skills.  

 

Anna:  The snow is sticky.  The sun is making the 

snow sticky.  

Maya:  Look at the snow.  It is very, very sparkly.  

The snow is beautiful like diamonds. 

Anna:  The snow is very bright.  It makes my eyes 

hurt.  

Maya:  The snow feels warm when I sit in it. 

Anna:  The snow is making a crunchy sound when I push it in the bucket. 

Maya:  We have lots of snow castles.  They look nice and sparkly in the snow. 

Anna:  Ya.  Like a diamond…(sings to the tune of Twinkle, Twinkle) 
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As the winter months continued and the gift of snow became abundant, the 

children became more and more focused 

on creating by using the snow as their 

material.  One day after a heavy snowfall, 

the children became interested in building 

with the large blocks of snow left behind 

from a grader that had recently graded the 

snowy street beside our play area.  

Quickly the children set out to use the blocks for building forts, creating snow towers and 

sculptures.  In observing the children and listening to their conversations, it was very 

evident in all of the children’s pursuits that they were enhancing their cooperation and 

problem-solving skills. 

Evidence of the children’s ability to cooperate and problem solve is displayed in 

the following narrative: 

 

As the children began with their ritual of 

building forts and walls, they came upon 

some very large boulders of snow.  One 

child began trying to move the large 

boulder of snow over to a snow fort that 

the group was building.  First he tried to 

lift it, but he noticed that it was much too large and heavy to lift. He then decided that it 

would be easier to push the snow block, so he used the snow shovel, wedged the shovel 
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underneath the boulder, and began pushing the large boulder of snow.  One of the 

children from the group working on the fort noticed the boy pushing the large block and 

quickly ran over with his shovel to help him.  

Michael:  We trying ta move the big snow.  We makin’ a wall!  A big one!   

 Josh:  Ya we gonna make a big, big wall to climb on!   

Michael:  Push!  Push!  We strong! 

Josh:  Ya we strong!  We get big muscles from movin’ this big snow! 

Michael:  I like doin’ this!  We work ‘gether. 

Josh:  Ya we friends.  Workin’ together. 

 

Charlize:  I’m rolling and rolling the 

snow to make a big snowball.  I’m gonna 

make a snowman!  It’s hard to make it 

roll.  I have to use lots of muscles.  I have 

to push and push with my legs and hands.  

The snowball is getting bigger and bigger!  

I’m gonna use it for the bottom of the 

snowman.  I did it! 

 

Tina:  I’m makin’ patterns see…1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

6, 7, 8, 9…  I’m using the shovel to press in 

the snow.  The shovel makes a pattern with 
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bumps and lines.  Bump, line, bump, line… I like 

makin’ patterns.  Lots and lots of patterns! 

 

Olivia:  I’m makin’ a snow tower.  I’m usin’ lots of 

snow blocks.  1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10!  Lots of 

blocks.  I hafta be careful so the tower doesn’t fall 

down.  Careful, careful…there I did it!  I made a 

block tower.  10 blocks!  Some of the blocks look 

like shapes…square, triangle – no circle ones.  I 

like buildin’ snow towers!          

 

 

Savannah:  Wow!  This snow is very 

deep!  Look, I’m stuck! 

Anna:  Move your legs higher.  Take 

big steps. 

Tina:  Use your shovel to dig a path so 

you can get out.  Watch me… 

Savannah:  This is hard walking in the deep snow. 

Anna:  Ya.  I like walkin’ the deep, deep snow! 
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Cassy:  I’m making a snow circle.  I’m using the ice blocks from the road to make the 

circle.  I stand the ice blocks up like this.  I needs lots and lots of ice blocks to make a big 

circle.  Then I am going to go inside the circle.  I’m going to be a princess in the circle! 

    

  
 
 
Building Inuksuks 
 
Throughout the winter, the children continued building towers and sculptures with snow 

and ice blocks.  I found a set of multifaceted, 

irregularly shaped wooden blocks for the children to 

continue their building inside the classroom.  By 

providing the children with natural materials to 

replicate their snow towers inside the classroom, I 

was able to scaffold their learning and connect new 

concepts and curricular outcomes.  Sobel (2012) points out that curriculum that extends 

learning interrelates prescribed curriculum with responding to children’s interests, 
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leading to motivation for learning, which then leads to a 

sense of stewardship.  Using natural materials to connect 

curriculum also offers practical experiences for the 

children to identify by supporting them to transfer 

previous learning and apply it to new learning. 

 

Jaya:  See, I’m makin’ a snow tower like the ones 

we were makin’ outside.  I put a big one on the 

bottom and then a small one and then a small one.  

I’m gonna makes two towers.  This one is gonna 

be bigger…taller.  I’m gonna stand the blocks up.  

 

By consciously including large blocks of time for 

outdoor play, children were offered unstructured time to “experience life education as a 

part of life rather than separate from it (Godner, cited in Rivikin, 2014, p.68). 
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Learning in Spring 

Puddles 

 The first winter melt brings many opportunities for exploring puddles.  However, 

it is through adult beliefs that children are often denied opportunities to mess about and 

explore in puddle play.  I challenged the belief knowing that in order to learn, we need to 

offer children a safe space to mess about and risk-take to support children in making 

healthy choices later on.  I also understood that children learn best when they are able to 

engage their whole body in the learning experience.  By building on the sensory 

experiences that puddle play offered, I was able to meet children’s learning styles.   

In referencing curricular areas, I knew that puddle play was also supporting 

children’s scientific literacy as 

they explore puddles to 

understand the physical 

properties of water, sink or float 

methods, and observe the cause 

and effect principle.  And most 

importantly, I understood the 

excitement and genuine interest 

children had for puddle play as I often recalled those puddle play days as a child and a 

mother of a young son; testing rubber boots out to see how deep of a puddle one could go 

and floating sticks in the gutters to see which stick travelled the farthest. 
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Sam:  Hey!  I can see my shadow in the puddle!  I’m gonna step in the puddle to see what 

the puddle does.  Oh, oh, my boots are getting water in them!  The water is cold.  The 

water moved in waves when a walked in it.  It’s like an ocean.  Now I’m gonna throw a 

rock in it.  Look!  It splashed me.  The rock made lots of waves too!  The waves are circle 

ones like the rock!  What will 

happen if I throw some snow in 

the water?  I think it will make a 

big splash and melt… 

 

As I observed the children 

intensely engaged with their 

puddle play, many characteristics 

became noticeable.  Many of the children displayed excitement and keen interest through 

their learning with puddle play.  In addition to supporting children’s dispositions for 

learning, children began testing out their hypotheses and ideas in search of finding an 

answer to their wonders.  Cooperative problem solving skills were displayed in the small 

groups of children working together for a common good.  And body competency, 

particularly in balance, spatial awareness, and eye/hand coordination, also rapidly 

accelerated.  I was finding affirmation with the importance of allowing children to mess 

about and how this was contributive to their worldview, relationships, and holistic 

learning and development. 
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The Dandelion Debate 

 Discovering the signs of spring with children is a delight.  Children are naturally 

curious and sensual little people with a great desire to find out why and share their views 

on how the world works.  I identified the next set of narratives with Pelo’s (2013) work 

on the importance of providing opportunities for children to engage with their whole 

bodies and senses as it “is a way of participating in the world, a way of expanding our 

knowledge of the places we live, so knowing where we live, of caring for where we live” 

(p. 123) and how “stories of place cultivate an ecological identity” (p. 162). 

 On one of our excursions, in looking for the signs of spring, the children were 

eager to share their thoughts and observations.  They began to note to each other that the 

snow had melted, the sun felt warmer, and the trees were starting to bud.  I encouraged 

the children to continue exploring with their senses: inviting them to look closely at the 

ground, take time to smell the air, and listen carefully to the sounds all around, when a 

child chimed: “I know it’s spring because my Kokum told me that the birds were singing 

in the morning time.  I can hear the birds singing now too!”  When I asked the child what 

the birds could possibly be saying in their songs the child replied, “The birds are singing 

it is spring!  It is spring!”  As we continued on the walk a couple of children started 

digging under the leaves.  This is where the dandelion debate started. 

 

Joey:  Hey! Look!  I found a beautiful yellow flower!   
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Sam:  Oh that’s not a flower.  That’s a weed!  It’s called a dandelion.  My Grandma is 

always pulling those out of her garden.  She says we don’t want them in gardens ‘cause 

they are weeds.  

Joey:  Well I think this flower is 

beautiful!  It is yellow and makes 

me happy inside.  I like pickin’ 

them to give to my mom.  She 

likes them. 

Sam:  We should pick it so it 

doesn’t grow no more. 

Joey:  No!  If we pick it, it will die!  We need to leave it so it grows more.  Then everyone 

can see it and they can be happy! 

 

Tyson:  I’m pickin’ these flowers 

and now I’m gonna count them. 1, 

2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10…what 

comes after ten? 

 

 

 

 

Devon:  Hey!  I am lookin’ for wish flowers.  You know those ones with the yellow 

flowers. 
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Teacher:  Oh, dandelions!  Why do you call them wish flowers? 

Devon:  ‘Cause when they are white and 

fluffy, you blow the fluff and can make a wish!  

The fluff goes all over! 

Teacher:  Oh, yes!  When you blow on the 

fluffy, white seeds of the dandelion, the seeds 

will go all over and some will land on the 

ground. 

Devon:  Ya!  Then new wish flowers will 

grow!  

Teacher:  So what are you going to wish for? 

Devon:  For everybody to be friends.  For everybody to be nice.  And, for more wish 

flowers!  Wish flowers make me happy!  It makes the dirt happy too!  When you blow the 

wish flowers these fluffy things go in the dirt and grow more of them! 

 

Children directly connect nature and occurrences to their own experiences.  Many 

children connect their hypothesis and understandings about nature to their own 

experiences, extending a deep connection of spirituality.  “If all are like me…then all are 

my brothers,” as Little Bear (2002, p. 78) shared in his research on Aboriginal 

worldviews and Eurocentric worldviews.  Throughout this collection of narratives, the 

environment “itself teaches and facilitates children’s interaction with it” (Rivkin, 2014, p. 

36).   
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In allowing children to know their surroundings, they develop an intimate 

connection and sense of place.  I propose that the power of knowing place would support 

children’s ecological identity, allowing children to live in an honourable relationship with 

environment and nature. 

 In addition to deep ecology, outdoor play and learning experiences are supported 

by a continuous quest to focus on positive health outcomes for children.  Outdoor play 

supports the development of social skills, self-control, emotional health, and physical 

health (Jarrett, cited in Rivkin, 2014, p. 41).  Many educators note that there are an 

increasing number of children who are coming to school with behaviour and health 

challenges.  Is this increase in negative behaviours and health a direct result of children’s 

needs for unstructured, self-directed play, and learning outdoors not being met?  I think 

that there is much evidence to demonstrate this, as in my own classroom I definitely 

noticed a large decrease in the number of behavior challenges and health benefits when 

the children, and I, were able to go outside.  Rich outdoor spaces and having time to 

explore them are definitely a necessity to one’s health and well-being.  

 To support my findings, I refer to Clements (2004) and Munroe and MacLellan-

Mansell’s (2013) research that “during the crucial period of greatest physical growth 

between the ages of 3 and 12, children’s muscles, heart, lungs, brains, and other organs 

are strengthened greatly through energetic activities associated with outdoor play” 

(Munroe & MacLellan-Mansell, 2013, p. 26).  Active play in the early years has been 

linked to the formation of positive associations with physical activity and children’s 

continued engagement in active and healthy lifestyles into adulthood.  
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Diaries of a Worm 

 As the puddles continued to disappear and plants and creatures began to awaken, 

the children’s interest and attention became focused once again on the live creatures 

discovered during their time outdoors – worms. 

 

Group of Children:  Hey teacher!  

Come quick we found somethin’ we 

want to show you! 

Teacher:  Oh.  What did you find? 

Group of Children:  Some worms.  

See in the puddle! 

Kiera:  Careful, don’t step on them!   

Teacher:  I wonder how the worms 

ended up in the puddle. 

Josh:  The rain made the worms 

come up from the ground. 

Kiera:  Ya, they had to swim up from the dirt to get some air. 

Kayla:  Ya, the worms swimmed up so they could breathe! 

Josh:  Can we take the worms inside so we can watch them? 

Teacher:  Sure we can take the worms inside to learn more about them.   

Kiera:  But we hafta make sure we put them back outside when the puddles go away 

‘cause they can’t live in our classroom.  They live in the dirt. 
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Kayla:  Ya, the worms need to live in 

the dirt to make the plants and 

flowers and trees grow big! 

 

After noticing how intrigued 

the children were with finding some 

worms outside after a rain, we 

brought a bucket full of earthworms into the classroom as a response to the children’s 

requests.  As we set up the discovery table with the worms, the children immediately 

became natural inquirers, curious to learn about the worms.  They began carefully 

observing and exploring the worms, asking many questions and sharing many inferences. 

 

Olivia:  Where did these worms come 

from?  Outside? 

Danny:  Ya!  We found some laying on 

the ground and teacher let us bring 

them inside. 

Matthew:  Where are the worm’s eyes? 

Olivia:  On it’s head like ours, but we can’t see them.  They are too small. 

Danny:  Which one is his head? 

Olivia:  I’ll show you.  See, the one end that moves more.  Kinda pointin’ up.  That’s his 

head. 

Matthew:  What do worms eat?  How do the worms move?  



 

 95 

Danny:  The worms eat dirt ‘cause that’s where we found 

them.  They eat dirt and dirt.  That makes them grow! 

Danny:  I don’t like worms, only candy worms. 

Savannah:  The worm is cold and long. 

Charlize:  The worm is soft and cold. 

Savannah:  Look…I’ve got five of them! 1, 2, 3, 4, 5! 

Matthew:  The worms are so wiggly.  They’re moving lots! 

Danny:  Some of the worms are moving slowly.  Careful! 

Danny:  Don’t make it touch me!  That 

one’s the dad, he is bigger.  That one’s 

the baby, he is smaller. 

Savannah:  Oh they’re cute! 

Charlize:  The worm tickles in my hands.  

He is slimy! 

Matthew:  Look they have lines on their 

body.  I think the lines help them wiggle. 

Danny:  We have to give them a name.  Maybe 

Wormy! 

Savannah:  Hey!  That tickles.  He is wiggly.  

Look it made a heart shape! 

Charlize:  Look!  It’s pink, red and some orange.  

They’re movin’ slow.  They are lookin’ for food. 
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Danny:  Ya.  They move slow.  They want some food.  They eat dirt.  He’s tryin’ to get 

away.  I’ll put him back in the dirt. 

Matthew:  The worms are gonna go to the bottom to get food and go to sleep. 

Savannah:  Look!  They are in a big group all stuck together!  They are in a group ‘cause 

they love each other.  They are giving hugs.  Like my brother, we hug each other ‘cause 

we love each other! 

Charlize:  Ya, they love each other! 

 

Throughout the two weeks of 

observing and researching worms, the 

children began to transfer their 

observations and thoughts through 

drawings and sculptures.  Some drew the 

worms making different shapes while 

others sculpted replicas of the worms based on size and familial contexts.  

 The children were quick to 

designate family names in association 

with the sizes of the sculptured replicas; 

the largest worm became the daddy, the 

medium sized ones became the mommy, 

brother and sister worms were small 

worms, and baby worms were tiny 

sculptures.  They would also re-enact the actions of the worms as they described their 
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representations, carefully paying attention to imitating each worm’s movement.  The 

children developed empathy and a direct connection with taking on the perspectives of 

other creatures – an understanding of stories and relationships. 

 It was evident that children’s worldviews were expanded as they were identifying 

with the worms and a powerful responsive and supportive relationship was nurtured.  

Inquiry, conversation, empathy, and understanding became very prominent.  As I 

observed and listened to the children, I began reflecting on Bilton’s (2004) statement that 

“the more opportunities children have to investigate their environment, the more they 

become involved with learning” (p. 199).   

 

Which Comes First, the Egg or the Chick? 

 As the spring season was in full bloom, the children became attuned to their 

sensual engagement with the environment on their walk to school.  The Hatching Chicks 

project was a response to the children’s interests and observations.  One day, the children 

came into the classroom announcing that spring was here because they had heard the 

bird’s loud chirping songs and observed the robins collecting grass to build nests for their 

babies.  I decided that it would be valuable to hatch chicks with the children to try to take 
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the children beyond mere observations to opportunities of experiencing the incredible 

journey of how a chick is brought into the world. I also knew that from my research and 

understanding of deep ecology that “ecological identity is rooted in care for knowledge of 

the [environment], and a commitment to live in honorable relationship with other 

beings/creatures who share it with us” (Pelo, 2013, p. 175) – we all belong to a greater 

whole. 

 I began the project by exploring and finding out what the children’s previous 

experience and knowledge entailed.  To begin, I set up invitations for learning centred on 

nests and eggs.  I then planned for some direct inquiry time to explore nests and then eggs 

before embarking on the incubation of the chicken eggs.   

I began by asking simple fact based questions to learn about the background 

knowledge the children were already coming to the project with. 

 

Teacher:  What is the name of the object 

that I am holding?   

Children’s responses:  A house, pile of 

grass, a nest. 

Teacher:  Who makes nests?   

Children’s responses:  Animals, birds, 

gulls, eagles, snakes.  

Teacher:  What do the animals use to make their nests? 

Children’s responses:  Grass, mud, feathers, fur, trees (branches).   

Teacher:  How do they make their nests? 
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Children’ responses:  They pick up grass and mud with their mouths…maybe some them 

use they feet. 

Teacher:  Where do you find nests?   

Children’s responses:  In the trees.  Some of them are on the ground. 

Teacher:  Why do the birds put the 

nests in trees? 

Children’s responses:  ‘Cause the 

foxes will get them!  So people don’t 

step on them.  To keep their babies 

safe. 

 

After the nest inquiry, I created invitations for the children to explore.  

Throughout the next week, I was intrigued by the children’s interests and attention to 

detail as they began to transfer our nest discussion to their play by creating their own 

nests for eggs.  

 

Jaya:  I’m makin’ a nest for the egg. 

Kayla:  Ya, me too!  I’m helpin’ build a nest. 

Jaya:  I’m gonna use these soft rocks for the eggs to 

sit on.  Then I’m gonna cover the egg up with this 

stuff (shredded paper) so the foxes won’t get the 

eggs.  

Kayla:  Ya, the eggs need to be safe from the foxes.  Let’s put lots of this soft stuff on.  
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Maya:  I’m buildin’ a fancy nest for fancy 

eggs.  These green things are gonna be on the 

bottom.  Then I am putting the yellow things 

all around the egg to hide it.  See, can’t see 

the egg.  Now the foxes won’t get the egg! 

 

After the children had time to explore and understand nests, I decided that it was 

time to take a closer look at eggs.  The children had been sharing many thoughts on the 

animals that were emerging from the eggs, but were now asking how the animals grew in 

an egg.  I knew that this was the right time to continue with our inquiry and quickly set 

up our gathering place with examples of eggs – eggs from the store and eggs from the 

farm. 

 

Teacher:  What are these? 

Children’s responses:  Eggs!  White 

eggs, brown eggs, pink eggs, green 

eggs. 

Teacher:  Where do eggs come from? 

Children’s responses:  Birds, chickens, 

the store. 

Teacher:  What do you think is inside 

these eggs? 
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Children’s responses:  Babies are inside, baby birds, baby chickens, baby snakes, bugs, 

ants, maybe flowers?  I think that there is a kitten in the egg.  I think there is a rooster.  I 

think that humans come from eggs.  

 

The children were shocked by one of the comments that a human could be inside 

the egg.  They questioned the child on his response.  His reply related to the story he had 

when his mom was pregnant with his baby sister. 

 

Nathan:  My mom is gonna have a baby soon.  It’s gonna be my baby sister.  She said 

that mommies have eggs in their tummies and that’s how babies are born.  So I know that 

humans come from eggs.  My mom said. 

 

The discussion went even further to the children discussing where cats and dogs 

come from.  They came to the conclusion that cats, dogs, and mommies all have babies in 

their bellies, and that is where the babies come from. 

 As we continued with the inquiry on eggs, I proceeded to crack open the egg.  As 

I cracked open the eggs from the store and farm, I asked the children what they thought 

was inside the egg.  The children responded that they might see a baby bird or chicken.  I 

also asked the children to discuss the differences of the farm egg and the store bought 

egg.  This challenged the children as both of the eggs had the same parts.  Once the eggs 

were cracked open, the children were very interested in labeling the parts of the egg.  

They were able to quickly point out that the yolk is something that they eat.  I proceeded 

to label the other parts of the egg and explained where the baby bird grows and the part of 
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the egg the baby bird would eat as it grows inside the egg.  I then referred the children to 

the informational books I had on display and invited them to take some time to read the 

pictures to each other.  As we perused the texts, one of the children was sharing a story of 

how his sister tried to hatch an egg. 

 

Justin:  Teacher, my sister tried to hatch an egg, but it didn’t work.  She took an egg from 

the fridge and put it outside on our step and waited for a baby bird to hatch.  She waited 

and waited, but a baby didn’t hatch.  

Teacher:  I wonder why the egg didn’t hatch? 

Nathan:  ‘Cause it wasn’t in a nest!  Maybe it needs a chicken to sit on it! 

 

As I listened to the child’s 

retelling of his sister’s hatching 

egg experience, I decided that it 

would be of great value to 

incubate eggs and hatch a chick 

with the children.   

Over the weekend, I set up the 

incubator and brought in some 

fertilized fancy chicken eggs from the farm.  The children were very excited and 

delighted with our next step of incubating eggs.  Day after day, the children would 

quietly watch the incubator and discuss the stages of a chick.  They would make 
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predictions and carefully track the number of days that had passed in anticipation of the 

chick’s final arrival time. 

 

Joey:  What is this machine 

for?  How come this egg isn’t 

hatching? 

Nathan:  This keeps the eggs 

warm.  The egg is going to 

hatch after lots of days.  See 

(he points to the calendar) this 

many days. 

Joey:  Oh, I see. 

Nathan:  [Picks up an artificial egg from the display].  See this egg is not real.  It is fake.  

It is heavy, but it is not real.  Only those ones in the ‘bator.  There are only babies in 

these eggs. 

Justin:  A chick is gonna’ hatch?   

Nathan:  The chick is gonna’ eat the yolk.  It gets bigger and bigger.  Then it hatches 

from the egg.  Then we get to see the chick. 
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As the anticipation of the arrival of the chick grew, I marveled at how intently the 

children cultivated the “practice of deliberately 

honouring beauty and delight and discovery, 

astonishment and reverence” (Pelo, 2013, p. 175).  

The day finally arrived and the chick hatched from 

the egg in the evening.  The excitement of the chick’s arrival was filled with joy and 

many more questions from the children. 

 The children were full of questions: Is 

it a baby bird?  Does he fly?  Will he grow 

bigger?  Does he bite?  What is the chick 

saying?  Why is he peeping?  What does he 

eat?  Does he eat worms?  What does he 

drink?  Where is his mom?  Who will take care of him?  Is the chick gonna’ turn into a 

boy or a girl?  Can we touch him?  

 

As I quietly listened and observed 

the children, I began to notice how 

quickly the children were maturing 

both in their thoughts and actions.  

Using the environment as an 

integrating context definitely 

supported children’s holistic learning and development, as I was noticing in the 

conversations children were having and their behaviours in the classroom. I wondered if 
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perhaps this was an outcome of the ways that the 

children had been expanding their worldviews and 

strengthening their relationships.  

As I tried to answer the children’s 

questions, I was intrigued by how quickly they 

demonstrated responsibility and concern for the 

caretaking of the chick.  Over the next few weeks, 

I invited the children to draw pictures of the chick as he changed.  The children 

demonstrated very detailed drawings of the chick, paying particular attention to the shape 

of his body, the features, and the colours.  When they completed the pictures, they would 

request to have the drawings posted near the chick as a means of “keeping the chick 

company” because he was all by himself.  
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It was very evident that the children had an innate desire and ability to care for 

another living creature as they described and attended to every move and sound the chick 

made.  Some of the children would be the caretakers, making sure the chick had food, 

water, and enough heat from the heat lamp, while others would be the teachers as they 

talked to and read stories to the chick, pointing out the chicks in the photos and saying 

that they were his cousins.  The children developed an intimate and deep connection to 

the chick, making sure the chick’s needs were met and that he was protected.  

 The children would regularly invite their families in to see the chick, explaining 

every move and action the chick would make and how they took care of the chick.  The 

families were overjoyed in the skills and relationships their children were developing and 

would many times extend gratitude for sharing this amazing process with their children.   

 The relationship between the children themselves as caretakers led them to go 

beyond the confinements 

of the classroom and the 

relationships with their 

peers towards building 

relationships with their 

families and the 

community.   
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One day a young father came in to 

observe the chick.  As he engaged with 

his child in the delight of seeing the 

chick and hearing about how the chick 

hatched, he turned to me and said, 

“Thank you. Thank you for teaching my 

son about a life cycle.  I wish I had had 

this experience in school when I was a 

kid.  But I do know that the experiences that you are sharing with my son are ones that I 

would love to have had in my schooling, so thank you.” 

 Many families would also frequently visit the classroom to share stories of how 

the children were extending their learning in the classroom to their learning at home.  

Often, we would receive gifts of sweetgrass, pussywillows, tulips, and small insects in 

jars brought in by the children’s grandparents.  Stories were shared by the grandparents, 

explaining that on the drive out to the reserve, their grandchildren would identify a 

creature or live plant that was shared in the classroom and ask for the car to pull over to 

the side of the road so that they could investigate and share their stories they learned at 

school.  The grandparents would continue to share their adventures in collecting the gifts 

with their grandchildren and how very pleased they were to see that the children were 

becoming a lot more attentive to their environment.  It was through these stories that 

“braid together imagination, emotion, experience, knowledge, [culture] and ethics and 

that engaged [children’s] hearts and minds that expand how we know a place and its 
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creatures…” (Pelo, 2013, p. 163).  I was elated to learn that my teachings in the 

classroom did expand and re/create children’s worldviews. 

I began to reflect back on the statement from Cohen and Horn-Wingred (1993), 

that a reciprocal relationship was demonstrated throughout the chick project and that the 

“reciprocal relationship between ourselves, the world of nature, in which our 

environment frames the quality of our development and in return affects how we 

perceive, value and structure our view of the world” (p. 104-105). 

 

Waiting for Wings 

 Continuing with life cycles, I decided it was also a good time to grow butterflies.  

The children had been collecting 

tent caterpillars off the lone maple 

tree in the schoolyard, so I thought 

that this might be a way to build on 

an interest of some of the children. I 

began the Waiting for Wings project 

by asking the children to share what 

they knew about caterpillars and 

butterflies.  This was something that 

the children were already familiar with, and they were keen on telling me how 

caterpillars change into butterflies.   

 As I observed and listened to the children’s observations, understandings, and 

questions regarding the Waiting for Wings – caterpillar project, I noticed that the children 
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became intrinsically and emotionally connected not only to the butterflies but also to one 

another.  Relationships were becoming “rooted in care for and knowledge of the beyond-

human world, and a commitment to live in honourable relationship with that world and 

with the other beings who share it with us” (Pelo, 2013, p. 175). 

 When I introduced the caterpillars to the children and explained the process for 

growing butterflies, the children became very excited and intrigued by the caterpillars – 

watching and waiting with anticipation and inquisitiveness.  

 

Asia:  The worm is eating and eating!  I am 

watching him.  He is very tiny.  If he eats lots 

he will grow bigger!  When will he turn into a 

butterfly?  

Justin:  Teacher!  They’re big!  ‘Cause they 

are eatin’ lots of food!  

Joey:  They’re growin’ up! 

Justin:  Holy!  They are getting big! 

Joey:  Hey look!  Look!  They’re growin’ up guys!  They’re gonna be butterflies soon! 

Joey:  I like lookin’ at them caterpillars.  Them eatin’ and eatin’.  Them grow big and 

turn into a butterfly.  There’s lots and lots of caterpillars.  When them caterpillars gonna 

turn into butterflies?  Tomorrow? 

Teacher:  It takes the caterpillars up to 28 days to turn into butterflies.  We will have to 

keep watching and waiting to see when they start to change.  We will know when they are 
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close when the caterpillars start to make a chrysalis.  We can keep track of the days by 

crossing off the days on the calendar. 

 

Joey:  Ok.  They eat lots.  

I like eatin’ lots too!  I 

eat and eat! I grow 

bigger and bigger!  

When I grow bigger, I’m 

gonna be a Daddy!  

Teacher:  Yes, you will!  

You will be a big, handsome, intelligent, caring Daddy when you grow up! 

  

 As the children and I began counting the days and charting the progress of the 

caterpillars, their observation, communication, and social skills also strengthened.  Every 

day, the children would quickly and quietly walk over to the caterpillar display and watch 

with intent.  Small groups of children would whisper to one another what they observed – 

the actions and characteristics of the caterpillars as the creatures grew and changed over 

time.  The children demonstrated great maturity in refining their researching skills, 

patiently watching and quietly discussing their keen observations with one another.  They 

began to celebrate the creatures and became overjoyed in witnessing the caterpillars’ 

cycle of life. 

 



 

 111 

Danny:  I’m paintin’ caterpillars.  See!  1, 2, 

3, 4, 5, 6, 7.  Lots of caterpillars like these 

ones here.  (points to container).  I need to 

make more…lots and lots more! 

 

 The children displayed great joy and 

respect for both the caterpillars and one another.  Many of the children began taking on 

the role of a researcher.  They would often be found drawing or painting pictures of the 

caterpillars, as they discussed the changes the caterpillars were going through.   

 

Krisanne:  I like drawing 

the caterpillars.  These 

ones are going to be 

butterflies soon.  They 

are going to make their 

cocoons ‘cause they are 

hangin’ upside down.  

Then they will start to 

change into butterflies.   

Are there going to be boy butterflies and girl butterflies?  How do you tell which ones are 

boys and which ones are girls?   
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 An exciting day came when the caterpillars began making their gold chrysalises in 

the containers.  The children quickly exclaimed with excitement “They’re makin’ their 

wings!  The caterpillars are changing into butterflies!”  Every day the children would 

marvel at the chrysalises and how they could see the tremendous changes.  As the 

chrysalises grew and changed, I knew it was time to move them to the butterfly container 

so that the butterflies could emerge from the chrysalises with ease.  This event proved to 

be an experience of a lifetime for the children – witnessing nature’s miraculous powers of 

transformation and beauty of living things.  

 

Asia:  Just look!  Don’t touch them.  They can die from our germs!  Hey!  They are 

hangin’ upside down!  See…they changed to butterflies! 

Matthew:  Wow!  I can see the butterflies’ wings starting to grow!  They are changing! 

Asia:  How do they do that?  

How do they get their 

colours?  How is the butterfly 

going to get out of the 

chrysalis? 

Matthew:  The butterfly has 

strong wings.  He will break 

out of the shell. 

Asia:  What is that red colour on the bottom?  The butterflies are bleeding!  Oh no!  Hey 

teacher!  Come quick!  The butterflies are bleeding! 
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Teacher:  The butterflies are 

growing their colours.  When 

they grow their colours on 

their wings it is wet and drips 

like paint.  The red colour on 

the bottom of the container is 

the butterflies’ paint that is 

used to colour the orange 

parts on their wings. 

Renee:  Where does the 

butterfly get the paint from?  I don’t see any paint or paintbrushes! 

Teacher:  The butterflies’ paint comes from her body. 

Jaya:  Butterflies have paint in their bodies?  We have blood in our bodies. 

Renee:  And we have bones and skin. 

Jaya:  I want to be like the butterflies and have paint too!  I like paintin’! 

Renee:  How long will it take the butterfly to come out? 

Teacher:  I’m not sure.  We’ll have to look it up in our butterfly book.  I guess we will 

have to read and find out how long it will take the butterfly to come out of the chrysalis.  

We will have to wait and see! 

Renee:  Ya, wait and see.  I love butterflies! 

Jaya:  Me too! 
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 As the butterflies started to emerge from the chrysalises, the children observed 

intently, making note of every action the butterflies demonstrated.  They were intimately 

connected to these butterflies, as they had a first-hand experience of witnessing the life 

cycle process that we, as adults, often take for granted.  The children began to have many 

conversations with one another and their discussions often focused on the sizes, colours, 

and behaviours of the butterflies.   

On one occasion, the children began discussing the butterflies in relation to how 

they viewed beauty. This discussion provided insight into their thoughts on the 

characteristics of beauty and how their views were then applied to life experiences.  I 

relate this discussion to children’s worldview. 

 

Sarah:  Holy!  Holy!  More butterflies! 1, 2, 3, 4!  Four butterflies!  See them?  Look 

everybody! 

Anna:  Look it!  There are butterflies! 

Sarah:  Some of them are ugly and some of them are beautiful. 

Anna:  No, these are all beautiful.  No…this one might be ugly (pointing to the butterfly 

with crumpled wings). 

Teacher:  Why do you think the butterfly is ugly? 

Anna:  Because her wings are squished and she can’t fly.  She looks ugly. 

Sarah:  Ya, the butterflies’ wings are broken and ugly. 

Teacher:  There are many things that get broken or look different in our world.  Do you 

think that is what makes them ugly? 

Sarah:  Ya. 
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Teacher:  Why? 

Sarah:  ‘Cause nobody can use it…nobody wants something that is broken or ugly.  

Teacher:  But when things are broken, what can we do to fix them? 

Anna:  We can glue them, or tape them… 

Sarah:  We can buy new ones. 

Teacher:  I wonder how we could fix 

the butterflies’ wings? 

Anna:  We could take them to the 

doctor. 

Teacher:  What if the doctor can’t fix 

the butterflies’ wings?  What if the 

butterfly just has crumpled wings and 

is different than the rest of her friends? 

Sarah:  Then the butterfly will stay ugly 

and nobody will want to play with her. 

Teacher:  What if the butterfly has kind 

and caring friends who like her just the way she is, even if her wings are different than 

theirs, do you think they will still think she is ugly?    

Sarah:  Maybe.   

Teacher:  I think that the butterflies that have crumpled wings and different colours are 

very special.  I think the butterflies are very special like both of you! 

Anna:  Me too! 
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Teacher:  What could she say to her friends when they ask her why her wings are 

different? 

Sarah:  Maybe she says that she is 

special?  Maybe she can show them 

that she can run fast? 

Anna:  I think all the butterflies are 

beautiful!  I don’t care if this one has 

broken wings. 

Sarah:  Ya, all are beautiful…like this 

one in the book.  I think I want to draw a butterfly. 

Anna:  Oh, this is so beautiful!  I want to draw a butterfly too, but I can’t draw one. 

Sarah:  Here, I will help you.  See you draw a long body – a long circle shape.  Then two 

humps on this side and two humps on this side.  See!  That is how you draw a butterfly! 

Anna:  Thank you for helping me! 

Sarah:  This one is gonna be a mom.  This one is gonna be a brother.  This one is a sister.  

And this one is a Grandma!  This one is gonna be you.  And here’s a butterfly for me! 

Anna:  You made lots and lots of butterflies. 

Sarah:  Here…I’ll put a heart on your paper too.  That means we love each other! 

 

As I revisited the girls’ conversation, I found myself revisiting what Pelo (2013) 

notes: that “storytelling begins in observation, unfolds into language, and opens, finally 

as an offering, an outward gesture anchored by the inwardness of experience” (p. 163); I 

wondered if there was a connection between storytelling and worldviews. 
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The day came for the children and me to release the butterflies into nature.  The 

children were full of emotions.  Some were excited to see them fly and hoped to one day 

see them in their yard.  Others were 

concerned for the butterflies’ safety 

and well-being, wondering if they 

will be able to stay away from the 

birds and if they would have 

enough nectar to eat.  I became 

intrigued by the emotional 

connections that the children developed during the butterfly project.  They had 

demonstrated an intimate connection with the butterflies along with an understanding of 

the process of the life cycle: a connection and intelligence that extended far beyond the 

text of a page or the words of a movie – a connection that would take them well into their 

adult years.  The children had an 

opportunity to experience and 

participate in an incredible process – 

the cycle of life. 

 

Justin:  Hello Butterfly.  I love you!  

You are so beautiful!  You can go and 

fly!  
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Jaya:  He is so beautiful!  Look at his 

colours!  His legs tickle my hand!  Look 

at his sticks on his head – they are 

moving.  He is listening to make sure it is 

safe to fly.  You can go now butterfly – 

you are safe.  I love you butterfly! 

 

Renee:  I love butterflies.  I hope he 

stays here so we can run and play with 

him.  I will have to ask my mom to 

plant some flowers so he can eat some 

nectar and stay close to me.  Then I 

can play in my yard with him.  I love 

butterflies! 

 

Joey:  Him gots lots of spots!  Hey 

look!  He is movin’ his sticks 

(antennae) and stickin’ his tongue out!  

He’s hungry!  He can go and fly now.  I 

love that butterfly!  Are we gonna’ 

grow more caterpillars tomorrow? 
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Throughout the months that the children and I embarked on the Waiting for Wings 

butterfly project, I grew to understand the impact that nature’s living creatures has on the 

lives of the children; their understandings, their actions, and their words gave me great 

insight into how their worldviews 

were expanded.  The children 

immediately connected with the 

creatures, demonstrating the 

understanding that Little Bear 

(2002) explains in his article on 

Indigenous worldviews: that all 

objects are animate and “if all are 

animate, then all are like me…if all are like me, then all are my relatives” (p. 78).  The 

children’s compassion, empathy, and respect for the butterflies supported their 

relationships with themselves, one another, and nature.  Their cognitive maturity rapidly 

developed, and as they narrated their experiences and shared their stories, there was a 

strong “interconnectedness between life with nature, life with other persons, and life with 

spiritual beings” (Rivkin, 2014, p. 60).   

In bringing nature indoors, consciously including daily outdoor learning times and 

collecting the narratives of children, I was beginning to realize the great potential of 

using the environment as an integrating context for learning with children: seeing how 

the environment expands children’s worldviews, strengthens relationships, and supports 

children’s holistic learning and development: 

 



 

 120 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our stories tethered us to the places we frequented and to the creatures we 

encountered [and cared for].  They made our witness of the beyond-human world 

tangible by giving it words and substance, carried our witness deeply into our 

consciousness, and strengthened our capacity for empathy.  Our stories allowed us 

to see the land more fully, through the overlaid lenses of memory and history, 

imagination and knowledge.  The land became more dynamic and lively, more 

textured and nuanced, more known, because we engaged the land through stories.  

We knew the land better because we told stories about it.  Stories that bind us to 

place…to each other…Stories make relationships visible and tangible so that they 

can be remembered, studied, understood, shared, and preserved…Stories are 

fundamental to how we engage our lives, our communities, our home terrain. 

(Pelo, 2012, p. 161). 

 

 



 

 121 

   

Chapter 5: Harvesting the Bounty – Connecting Theory, Research and Practice 

Through Analysis 

 

“There is a teaching in every part of creation.  It is our task to find it, learn it and apply it.”  

(Ken Goodwill, First Nations University of Canada) 

 

A challenge when directly interpreting and analyzing young children’s narratives 

and documentation is that often the quality of children’s learning and development and 

how we know that this is actually happening is at times quite subtle yet very influential.  

Given this obscure form of evidence in children’s learning and development, often what 

early childhood educators identify and interpret, others might not see.  To explain this 

further, I reference Christina Rosetti’s poem Who Has Seen the Wind. 

Who has seen the wind? 

Neither I nor you: 

But when the leaves hang trembling, 

The wind is passing through. 

Who has seen the wind? 

Neither you nor I: 

But when the trees bow down their heads, 

The wind is passing by. 

In my interpretation, the wind cannot be seen directly, however, the wind leaves 

pieces of evidence to proclaim its presence; the leaves move and the trees bend.  By 
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sharing, analyzing and interpreting the narratives of the children, it is evident that 

environment as an integrating context has great influence on children’s worldviews, 

relationships, and holistic learning and development.  To support my claim, I revisit the 

research questions and connect the analysis of the data collection with references from 

my literature review. 

 

Analysis/Discussion 

How does environment as an integrating context expand children’s worldviews? 

As evidenced in the narratives of the children, using the environment as an 

integrating context provides “on-going teachable moments creating a receptive place for 

children to apply and redefine their developing skills” (Banning & Sullivan, 2011, p. 9).  

Children’s worldviews were expanded as I noticed that the children developed the 

understanding that “we all belong to a greater whole”.  The children began to connect this 

understanding of ‘wholeness,’ as was evidenced in how they shifted their views from 

being frightened and reactive when the lost puppy was discovered on the playground to 

being nurturing and advocating for taking care of the creatures and plants that we share a 

space with.  The narratives articulated how the children developed understandings of how 

our actions and attitudes/beliefs affect living and non-living things.  Kellert (2005) 

further supports this by stating that “experiencing nature in on-going, direct ways offers 

children irreplaceable opportunities for exploring and discussing relationships, for 

creating and developing their [worldviews] and for sharing, predicting and testing their 

understandings” (p. 82).  Environments and experiences provide ideal opportunities that 

support children.   



 

 123 

Banning and Sullivan (2011) affirm this by stating “it is only through experience 

that children build understanding and develop skills that enable them to become both 

competent and confident and children must have opportunities to take those reflections 

and apply them to future experiences” (p. 115). The children developed a greater interest 

and appreciation of their cultural and familial worldviews as they would share stories 

with each other and myself, connecting the traditions they were learning at home to the 

experiences at school.  Environments and experiences build the foundation for life-long 

learning.   

Children are born with innate desires to explore and experience everything that 

surrounds them, to ask questions of these experiences, and to learn by doing.  

Environment as an integrating context empowers children to understand that they are 

capable and competent as they observe, build, plan, gather, sort, and arrange.  Children 

are able to analyze, assimilate, and comprehend facts and ideas that nature provides as 

they develop their comprehension skills in translating, interpreting, collecting, and 

validating what they directly observe and experience in the environment and nature 

(Kellert, 2005).  Many of these skills are supported by children’s direct experiences and 

the frequency of everyday encounters in children’s lives; children “move from receiving 

information and ideas about the environment to responding to the information and ideas, 

valuing them, organizing them, and finally, developing their own philosophy of life based 

on their emerging values and beliefs” (Kellert, 2005, cited in Rivkin, 2014, p. 69).   

In reviewing the narratives of the children, it became evident that the children 

were developing a greater sense of identity and place as they continued to move towards 

a sense of interrelatedness, interdependence, and interconnectedness as detailed in their 
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conversations and discourses: conversations with their families on the behaviours of the 

classroom creatures, identifying artifacts during trips with their families, and discourses 

on why we shouldn’t be picking the dandelions and the importance of taking care of all 

living things and life forms. 

Children’s sense of belonging is supported through experiences and 

environments, leading to a sense of stewardship for that place, the community, and 

beyond.  Through shared experiences with environment and nature, the children learned 

cooperation, respect for others, and connectedness of our ecosystem as depicted in their 

discussions of the life cycle of a chick.  Stewardship, responsibility, and a sense of 

community developed as the children pursued leadership roles by protecting and caring 

for the creatures and plants.  The children also developed gratitude and appreciation, as 

they would often squeal with delight when we ventured outdoors for seasonal excursions.  

They continued to develop caretaking skills - social-emotional intelligence which 

translated to developing an image of themselves as being connected to something greater 

than themselves spiritually.  “Spiritual development is intertwined with cognitive, social, 

emotional, and physical development as well as the development of values and an 

appreciation of the environment” (Keller, Searles, Gardner, & Montessori, cited in 

Rivkin, 2014, p. 69) and “connectedness to nature is profound and fundamental to 

children’s spiritual development” (Schein, 2012, cited in Rivkin, 2014, p. 69). 
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How does environment as an integrating context strengthen children’s relationships? 

 Children’s experiences in and with the environment and nature build capacities 

for problem solving, social connections, empathy, and well-being.  In return, environment 

supports children’s mental health and well-being and emotional intelligence.  The 

children’s emotional and social development was supported as they were highly attracted 

to nature’s living forms, particularly live creatures.  The children readily related the 

living creatures to themselves as they looked, moved, felt, and reacted like the creatures 

would; empathy and compassion also quickly developed.  This can be supported by 

Banning and Sullivan’s (2011) statement explaining that: 

Children explore with their whole bodies, using all of their senses.  Their 

everyday real-life experiences become the springboards for reflection as they sift 

through, thinking about what they are seeing, interpreting what happens and 

applying what they know as they act on their environment (p. 157). 

This prompted the children to identify emotionally with the creatures and support 

relationships as opportunities.   

Furthermore, “children come from diverse cultural, [familial] and socioeconomic 

backgrounds, having various abilities and needs and bringing unique expectations and 

understandings to their experiences” (Banning & Sullivan, 2011, p. 183).  Environment 

as an integrating context for learning with children provides a common language – 

regardless of language, culture, age, or gender. Natural settings and regular contact with 

nature provide calming experiences and rigorous physical activity, reducing stress levels 

and providing a means to cope with complexities of social circumstances.  Other 

educators would often comment on how competent and content the children were as they 
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observed the children participating in school events and presentations.  Experiencing the 

changes of the season began to build the children’s resiliency – being able to adapt and 

deal with adversity.  Nature is in constant change and the children were able to learn how 

to cope by witnessing how plants and animals adapt to change.  “The environment is 

unique in its ability to respond to the enormous depth which children engage and it 

reveals a continuing dialogue that unfolds between the environment, the children and the 

educator” (Banning & Sullivan, 2011, p. 183). To reiterate the connections to the deep 

ecology theoretical lens, children’s “interactions with other people and with our natural 

world give a feeling of wholeness and a connection to what is beyond [them]selves” 

(Chawla, 2012, cited in Rivkin, 2014, p. 10). 

 

How does environment as an integrating context support children’s learning and 

development? 

Environment as an integrating context supports and enhances children’s curiosity, 

and inquiry initiates and stimulates intellectual development and cognitive maturity.  The 

children were attracted to nature because it is highly stimulating and provides engaging 

experiences for children to identify and order basic information and ideas.  The 

environment and natural artifacts provided children with opportunities and experiences to 

label and assign names, categorize, and develop an understanding of cause and effect 

relationships.  Children’s critical processing skills developed as they observed, explored, 

and organized information when engaged in the various inquiry studies/projects, such as 

the building ant communities, the butterfly project and the hatching chicks inquiry.   
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Critical thinking and problem solving rapidly developed as the children engaged in 

distinguishing natural features and processes by categorizing relations and making 

distinctions as well as observing and interpreting the life cycles.  Banning and Sullivan 

(2011) state that “learning is, at least, collaboration between children and their 

environment…they learn about the world and about themselves through their bodies, 

acting and interacting with others and their environment” (p. 117).  As evidenced in the 

narratives, the children began replicating what they experienced through their play as a 

means to make sense or understand: recreating tunnels of the ants through block 

constructions, sculpting worms and wasps’ nests, as well as painting and drawing the 

various plants and flowers discovered in the classroom or on outdoor excursions. 

The children strengthened their language and communication skills as they 

engaged in detailed conversations and queries about what they were experiencing in the 

environment and discovering with the natural artifacts.  The children began to scaffold 

and integrate various understandings of subject areas as they engaged in classifying and 

counting feathers, making patterns and finding shapes with the snow, and documenting 

the life cycles of the butterflies and chicks.  The children were developing higher level 

thinking skills and, most importantly, dispositions for learning. 

 

Conclusion 

This research, with the conscious inclusion of nature and the environment as 

learning contexts, identifies nature as an integral part of children’s behavior, experience, 

development, relationship, and worldviews.  The research also supports reflective 

practices of educators in creating change for sustainable and transformative pedagogical 
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approaches in educating children.  Finally, this research advocates for the well-being and 

rights of children as well as the pedagogy of hope and possibilities.  My intention is that 

this research will fill a gap in literature related to the questions of how nature and 

environment expand worldviews, strengthen relationships, and support children’s holistic 

learning and development.  It is anticipated that this research will also offer educators an 

engaging and effective approach to educating children by inviting them to reflect on their 

own practices and to (re)imagine a pedagogy of hope and possibilities for their respective 

contexts.  I conclude my thesis in revisiting re/creating worldviews with children in a 

statement from Banning and Sullivan (2011): 

Children’s experiences with the [environment] allow them to witness how 

interrelated and interdependent everyone and everything really is.  It is in the 

[environment] that they find tangible proof that everything is connected with 

everything else.  (p. 192) 
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Appendix A 

Dimension of health More nature results in Less nature results in 

Social Functioning • People are more 

generous and want to 

connect with others 

• Stronger 

neighbourhood ties, 

sense of community, 

more mutual trust 

and wanting to help 

one another 

• More sharing of 

common spaces 

• Higher rates of 

aggression, violence, 

violent crime, and 

property crime – even 

after controlling for 

income and other 

differences 

• More evidence of 

loneliness 

• More individuals 

reporting inadequate 

social support 

Psychological 

Functioning 

• Better cognitive 

functioning 

• More proactive, more 

effective patterns of 

life functioning 

• More self-discipline 

and impulse control 

• Greater mental health 

• Exacerbated attention 

deficit/hyperactivity 

disorder symptoms 

• More sadness and higher 

rates of clinical depression 

• More prone to stress and 

anxiety as shown in pulse 

rate, blood pressure, stress 
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overall 

• Greater resilience in 

response to stressful 

life events 

related patterns of nervous 

system and endocrine 

system anxiety, as well as 

physician-diagnosed 

anxiety disorders 

Physical Health • Enhanced recovery 

from surgery 

• Enable and support 

more physical 

activity 

• Improve immune 

system functioning 

• Help diabetics 

achieve healthier 

blood glucose levels 

• Improve functional 

health status and 

independent living 

skills among older 

adults 

• Greater rates of childhood 

obesity 

• Higher rates of 15 out of 

24 categories of 

physician-diagnosed 

diseases, including 

cardiovascular diseases 

• Higher rates of mortality 

in young and older adults. 

 

Adapted from Kuo, 2010; cited in Rivkin, 2014, p.9 
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Appendix B 

Features of Natural Environments that Support Children’s Resilience and Strengths 

Feature Results 

Natural surroundings 

and views of nature 

• Better concentration 

• Better ability to inhibit impulses and delay gratification 

• Better coping with upsetting events 

Special place in nature  • Opportunities to assimilate and transform experiences in places 

that are responsively alive 

• Opportunities to feel connected to the larger universe of living 

things 

• Memories that form a reservoir of calm to draw upon 

• Familiarity with nature as a favourite place that can be recreated in 

new places 

Nature play • Better concentration, ability to stay on task 

• Better motor coordination and agility 

• More cooperative, creative social play 

Animal companions • A feeling of acceptance by a responsive, nonjudgmental creature 

Animal care • Better self-control 

• Better social skills 
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Gardening • Greater self-understanding 

• Greater self-esteem 

• Better interpersonal skills and ability to work in groups 

• Increased sense of connection and responsibility to the 

environment 

 

Adapted from Chawla, 2012; cited in Rivkin, 2014, p.10 
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Appendix C 

First Nations Historical Worldview 

 

 

 

 
Adapted from Teaching Treaties in the Classroom,  

Saskatoon Office of the Treaty Commissioner, 1998 
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Appendix D 
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Adapted from Cunningham & Cunningham, 2014, p.45 
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Participant Consent Form 

   

Project Title:  Re/Creating Worldviews with Young Children     

Researcher(s): Michelle Gray, Graduate Student, College of Education, University of 

Regina 

 

Supervisor: Professor Xia Ji, College of Education, xia.ji@uregina.ca 

 

Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research:  

• The purpose of this research is to share the teaching approaches and how 

incorporating nature and experiences with nature enhances the worldviews, 

supports holistic development and strengthens relationships of young children. 

Procedures:  

• I will be sharing the photos and stories of your child as we engaged in the 

experiences at school.  These photos and stories have been taken from your 

child’s portfolios that you have received copies of during the parent/teacher 

conferences. 

• Please feel free to ask any questions regarding the procedures and goals of the 

study or your role. 

 

Potential Risks:  
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• There are no known or anticipated risks to your child by participating in this 

research . 

 

Potential Benefits:  

• The benefits of sharing your child’s photos and stories will demonstrate the 

capabilities and competencies portrayed by your child when educators provide 

opportunities for children to engage in experiences and projects that are focused 

on and in nature. 

Confidentiality:  

• Data (photos and stories) will be anonymous and confidential; your child’s name 

will be withheld and photographs that do not have full view of their faces will 

only be used. 

• Once the research and analysis is completed, the photos and stories will be 

destroyed to maintain confidentiality. 

Right to Withdraw:  (see consent guidelines section 10) 

Your participation is voluntary and you may withdraw your child’s work from the 

research project for any reason, at any time without explanation or penalty of any 

sort.  

Follow up:  

• To obtain results from the study, please contact me or you may review a copy of 

the thesis paper at the University of Regina Library. 

Questions or Concerns:  (see section 12) 

• Contact the researcher(s) using the information at the top of page 1; 



 

 143 

• This project has been approved on ethical grounds by the Uof R Research Ethics 

Board on (insert date).  Any questions regarding your rights as a participant may 

be addressed to the committee at (585-4775 or research.ethics@uregina.ca).  

Consent  

Option 1 - SIGNED CONSENT  

Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the description 

provided; I have had an opportunity to ask questions and my/our questions have been 

answered. I consent to participate in the research project. A copy of this Consent Form 

has been given to me for my records. 

 

 

 

______________________________      _______________________ 

Researcher’s Signature   Date 

 

A copy of this consent will be left with you, and a copy will be taken by the researcher. 

 

Option 3 - ORAL CONSENT 

Oral Consent: If on the other hand the consent has been obtained orally, this should be 

recorded. For example, the Consent Form dated, and signed by the researcher(s) 

 

 

    

Name of Participant  Signature  Date 
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indicating that “I read and explained this Consent Form to the participant before 

receiving the participant’s consent, and the participant had knowledge of its contents and 

appeared to understand it 

 

     

Name of Participant  Researcher’s Signature  Date 

 

 

Option 4 - FOR VISUAL DATA In cases where visual data is being sought option 4 

should be used to supplement one of the aforementioned consent options.   

Visually Recorded Images/Data:  Participant or parent/guardian to provide initials: 

 

Photos may be taken of me [my child] for:  Analysis ______ Dissemination* ________ 

*Even if no names are used, your child may be recognizable if visual images are shown 

as part of the results. 
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