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‘I'd rather learn outside because nature can teach you so many 
more things than being inside’: Outdoor learning experiences 
of young children and educators 

Laurel Donison1 , Tanya Halsall2

Abstract: Outdoor and nature-based activities promote better health and academic 
outcomes for children. The school context represents a critical opportunity to support 
increased outdoor time. Yet, outdoor learning (OL) is not being implemented consistently 
across school contexts, therefore, many students do not receive the opportunity to 
participate. This study was designed to support increased uptake of OL and explores 
young children’s perspectives of learning within an outdoor context and explores how 
educators support OL opportunities within an early learning context. This research places 
a focus on children’s voices in order to emphasize their perspective of the learning 
experience and to highlight experiential child-led processes within OL. We collected semi-
structured interviews with students, their parents and school staff who were involved in 
OL. An exploratory thematic analysis was applied using QSR NVivo. Findings that 
emerged were organized under two main themes: Nature as the teacher and Child-led 
exploration of nature. Nature as a teacher contained three subthemes: 1) Seasonal change 
influencing inquiry, 2) Engagement with other living things in nature and 3) 
Dimensionality of the outdoors as an element that enhances learning – experiential 
immersive learning. Child-led exploration of nature contained one subtheme: Learning 
driven by play. These findings can be used to advocate for increased uptake of OL in 
education and to provide guidance to educators regarding how to include OL within their 
practice to enhance equitable access for children. 
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Introduction 

Outdoor and nature-based activities promote better health and academic outcomes for children 
(Barrable et al., 2021; Fjørtoft, 2001; Gray et al., 2015; Kuo et al., 2019; McCormick, 2017; Norwood et al., 
2019; Perry et al., 2016; Preuß et al., 2019; Pritchard et al., 2020; Ulset et al., 2017; Vanaken & Danckaerts, 
2018). Since children spend a significant amount of time within the school context, outdoor learning (OL) 
represents a critical opportunity for students to experience increased exposure to the outdoors and nature. 
Further, experts have recommended that children increase time spent outdoors at school (Lawson 
Foundation, 2020; McNamara et al., 2020; Tremblay et al., 2015). However, the application of OL has been 
inconsistently integrated into the mainstream pedagogical curriculum, therefore, many students do not 
receive the opportunity to participate. This study examines student and educator experiences within OL to 
explore children’s perspectives of learning within an outdoor context, as well as how educators can support 
these opportunities. This research places a focus on children’s voices in order to emphasize their 
perspective of the learning experience and to highlight experiential child-led processes within OL.  

Benefits of Spending Time in the Outdoors 

OL and play can provide valuable experiences and benefits for children (Fjørtoft, 2001), it is 
important for children’s physical, social, emotional and cognitive development (Kemple et al., 2016; Mann 
et al., 2021) it can also be beneficial for children’s mental health and wellbeing (Buckley, 2018). Several 
recent reviews have identified comprehensive beneficial outcomes of time in the outdoors and in nature 
on children’s health and wellbeing, including improved general health, attention, memory, mood, 
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cognitive development, competence, social support, self-discipline, academic performance as well as 
reduced stress and symptoms of attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) (McCormick, 2017; 
Norwood et al., 2019; Tremblay et al., 2015; Vanaken & Danckaerts, 2018). In addition, exposure to nature 
in childhood has been associated with enhanced wellbeing in adulthood (Preuß et al., 2019). Regular 
participation in OL environments was found to enhance student social, academic, physical and 
psychological outcomes (Becker et al., 2017). Kuo et al. (2019) have identified a range of recent advances in 
the field that suggest that there may be a causal relationship between nature-based experiences and 
enhanced learning and development. This is supported by evidence that overall, nature-based learning is 
more effective than traditional teaching approaches and there is a dose-response relationship with positive 
outcomes in a range of contexts. Positive impacts to psychological health may be influenced through stress 
reduction and the restoration of attention (Capaldi et al., 2015; Kaplan, 1995). Positive outcomes may also 
be accrued through increased physical activity as children tend to be most active when engaged in outdoor 
play (Perry et al., 2016) and outdoor exposure has been found to increase levels of physical activity (Gray 
et al., 2015). 

OL may also promote child health and development because it represents a significant opportunity 
to increase physical activity. According to the ParticipACTION report card (2022), children’s physical 
activity levels have decreased significantly in Canada, and are below the recommended 60 minutes of 
physical activity a day. In part, this is the result of a combination of barriers that restrict children’s access 
to the outdoors including risk aversion in relation to outside activities, urbanization and an increase in time 
spent on screens (Bento & Dias, 2017; Kellert, 2002; Kilkelly et al., 2016; Tremblay et al., 2015). Since children 
spend a significant portion of their waking hours at school, OL can be integrated to create dedicated time 
in the school day when children can be physically active. 

OL also offers children the opportunity to participate in risky/adventurous play (Harper & Obee, 
2021). Risky play relates to play that involves an element of open-ended outcome and the possibility of 
physical injury (Brussoni et al., 2015; Sandseter, 2009; Sandseter & Kennair, 2011). Such as activities that 
involve increased height/speed, rough play or exposure to contexts that may contain hazards (Sandseter, 
2009). Engagement in risky play may support the development of cognitive problem-solving and social 
competence (Brussoni et al., 2015). 

Outdoor and nature-based interventions have also been found to support the development of 
environmentally sustainable behavior and engagement in environmental advocacy (Browne et al., 2011; 
Lumber et al., 2017; Reis et al., 2015; Zelenski et al., 2015), therefore, OL may benefit the environment 
through the development of individuals who are willing to invest in climate advocacy and sustainable 
development (Halsall & Forneris, 2020).  

Outdoor Learning in Early Childhood 

OL relates to “learning that takes place outdoors”, whereby the outdoors represents “any open-air, 
wild, natural, or human-made space which may have a temporary or fixed cover (e.g. awning or roof).’ 
(Lee et al., 2022, p. 12). Further, we define nature or natural environments as “non-built surroundings and 
conditions in nature in which living and non-living things co-exist” (Lee et al., 2022, p. 12) The outdoors 
can provide learning opportunities that do not exist in the indoor environment (Kemple et al., 2016) and 
research has identified that environments that provide different choices and opportunities for children to 
follow their interests are spaces where children can learn best (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2003). Learning in a 
nature-based environment is a unique opportunity because it immerses children in a dynamic living 
environment (Prins et al., 2022) that affords changing and novel learning environments that can drive 
curiosity and love of learning. Further, outdoor settings provide a first-hand experiential opportunity to 
learn from the world and nature (Malone & Tranter, 2003). Natural contexts offer children a multiplicity of 
richly visual, auditory and tactile stimuli while supporting impactful exploration (Khan et al., 2021) and 
different types of plants help children observe growth and offer exploration through natural colours, 
textures and scents (Hussein, 2017). These aspects are often overlooked and should be a key consideration 
when examining the value of OL. 
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Despite the benefits, barriers still exist which can impact the implementation of outdoor play and 
learning opportunities in early learning settings (Oberle et al., 2021; Ramsden et al., 2022). Therefore, there 
is a need for more research to examine how to support uptake of OL within educational settings. Uptake 
is a term that is often used within the implementation science field that describes the increased application 
of a specific practice across systems (Bauer et al., 2015). Further, much of the existing research on OL is 
focused on adult perspectives and observations (Jordan & Chawla, 2019; Tremblay et al., 2015; Zamani, 
2017). Examining experiences in OL practice can support the identification of barriers and to develop 
system-level strategies and improve access across the education system (Ayotte-Beaudet et al., 2022; Mitra 
et al., 2020; Oberlee al., 2021) and it can help to highlight the benefits of OL (Ayotte-Beaudet et al., 2022; 
Mitra et al., 2020). 

Further, there is a need for more research that captures children’s perspectives of outdoor 
experiences (Marchant et al., 2019) and to increase awareness and understanding regarding the importance 
of children’s right to play in the outdoors (Bento & Dias, 2017).  Listening to children’s perspective is also 
important because it highlights their lived experience of how learning through nature can inspire them. 
They notice things that adults do not, and viewing these experiences through their eyes draws attention to 
the details that play an important role in driving their curiosity and potential to develop a love of learning. 
Since children are the main beneficiaries of these OL spaces in early educational settings, it is essential that 
their perspectives are taken into consideration as well to support a better understanding of what is 
important to them. 

Purpose 

Exploring OL is important because it is an opportunity to learn more about how place shapes 
learning processes and it can help us better understand the opportunities that different spaces provide for 
children’s learning and development. This can support increased uptake of OL across educational settings 
to increase equitable access. This paper is based on findings that were taken from a larger study that was 
designed to 1) leverage the experiences and insights from Canadian educators who are championing 
innovations in OL within public schools, 2) capture information about novel practices in OL that may have 
broad applicability to diminish current inequities in access and 3) compile emergent information about 
educational practices within the pandemic context. The current paper is based on a subset of findings and 
has the main objectives to describe the characteristics of nature that support learning for young children, 
highlight children’s perspectives of these learning experiences and how they engage in the learning process 
and increase awareness and understanding regarding children’s rights to play in the outdoors. 

Children should be recognized as participating citizens and their perspectives should be included to 
inform issues that influence their lives, including research (Merewether, 2015). This study acknowledges 
children as capable beings who have valuable knowledge to share with us about their views of the world 
and aligns with Articles 12 and 13 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child that state 
that children have the right to share their opinion and to be heard in matters that affect them (UNICEF, 
2014). This study also upholds Article 31 (children’s right to play). Embracing children as citizens with 
rights is important because they have unique perspectives, and they deserve to have opportunities to share 
them. The information that they share with us in research can inform adults about their lives and help 
shape policies and practices that impact them. Through dialogue with children we can explore their 
understanding of the world and draw attention to their ways of knowing, values, and judgements and 
apply this knowledge to enhance educational practice and policy.  

Method 

This paper presents findings from a larger developmental evaluation (see Patton, 2011) that included 
a mixed-method approach and was guided by a pragmatic research paradigm (see Morgan, 2007). 
Pragmatic research prioritizes contextual requirements, allowing them to guide design and methods 
(Greene et al., 2001) and supports responsiveness to diverse stakeholder voices (Morgan, 2007). This creates 
the flexibility needed to respond to the needs of the context and to enhance the engagement of relevant 
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stakeholders and the higher likelihood of use (Bamberger, 2010; Patton, 2011). This study was designed to 
capture emergent experiences related to teaching outside during the pandemic and places a focus on 
children’s voices in order to emphasize their perspective of the learning experience and to highlight 
experiential child-led processes within OL. The qualitative data presented in this paper were collected as 
part of an initial exploratory phase focused on capturing current knowledge developed through the 
innovation and implementation of OL practices that may have broad applicability to diminish current 
inequities in access.  

Participants and Procedures 

The findings presented in this paper were captured through semi-structured interviews that were 
conducted through Zoom with students, their parents and school staff who had been involved in OL within 
the Canadian public school system in Kindergarten to grade 8. A purposeful sampling strategy was 
employed that also involved snowball sampling (Patton, 2002). In the fall of 2021, we worked in partnership 
with a public school board in southeastern Ontario Canada to recruit staff and students/families who were 
involved with OL. The school board shared a posting about the study on their website as well as through 
Twitter and Facebook to invite participants interested in participating. As a result of recruitment difficulties 
related to the pandemic, a second, broader recruitment was initiated in the spring of 2022 to increase 
participant numbers and to expand the examination to include a national focus. This was achieved directly 
through social media and was supported by several OL and play organizations and partners. 
Communications were disseminated through blogs, website postings, newsletters, Twitter and Instagram. 
Staff and families who participated were asked to share the information about the study with peers and 
colleagues who were also involved in OL. Informed written and verbal consent was obtained from 
educators. Informed written consent was obtained from parent guardians before data collection and 
informed verbal assent was obtained from children before the interview began. This study protocol has 
been approved by Carleton University’s Research Ethics Board (CUREB# 116021). 

Within Canada children from birth to age 8 are considered a part of the early years, which includes 
students attending junior kindergarten to grade three (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014, p. 2). 27 school 
staff participated (24 female, three male) in semi-structured interviews (see Table 1 for professional 
designations). The majority of participants self-identified as White European and White North American, 
with the exception of three staff who self-identified as  Iranian, East Asian and  Metis. Participants were 
located across Canada with 16 from Ontario, eight from British Columbia, two from Alberta and one from 
Manitoba. In terms of positions, two participants were principals, one was an Environmental & Land-Based 
Learning Lead/Vice principal, one was a Learning Leader grade 7-9 outdoor and physical education, two 
were early childhood educators and 21 were teachers with the majority (19) working in early learning (K- 
grade 3). We interviewed seven children (one female, six male), and five mothers. All self identified as 
White European and White North American ethnicity. Children ranged in age between four and nine years 
old (see Table 2). One child had been diagnosed with autism and another had a diagnosis of (ADHD). All 
families described their economic status as middle class (3) or middle-upper class (2). One mother was a 
single parent. 

Table 1. Professional designation of the school staff  

Elementary educator Early childhood educator Administrator Specialist 
21 2 3 1 

Table 2. Frequency of gender and age in the student sample 

Age Girls Boys 

4 years 0 2 
7 years 1 3 
9 years 0 1 

Interviews were facilitated between December of 2021 - 2022. Staff interviews ranged from 21 to 78 
minutes (average 42 minutes) and children’s interviews (conducted with parents and sometimes siblings) 
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ranged from 23 minutes to 50 minutes (average 34 minutes). All interviews were conducted and audio-
recorded through Zoom. Recordings were transcribed using otter.ai and then transcripts were reviewed to 
ensure accuracy. All audio recordings were anonymized and stored locally on the researcher’s personal 
computer or in a password protected OneDrive file. Pseudonyms were created to support participant 
confidentiality. Children chose their own pseudonym. Staff were assigned pseudonyms. 

Measures 

All student interviews were conducted with parent involvement. Staff interview guides were 
designed to capture their general experiences implementing outdoor classes. Questions were designed to 
explore influencing factors, including support required, previous training, lesson adaptations, successes 
and challenges, environmental influences, perceptions of student behaviour, key lessons learned and 
recommendations Semi-structured interviews with students explored their personal experiences in 
outdoor classes, suggestions for improvement as well as perceptions of how experiences in the outdoors 
can be beneficial to them. Finally, parents were involved in a shorter interview to capture information about 
family demographics, participation in outdoor activities outside of school, as well as barriers and 
facilitators that affect family involvement in outdoor activity. 

Researchers recommend using visual prompts within interviews with younger children (Derr et al., 
2018). Storytelling facilitates child engagement as it is social and enhances meaning and relevance (Davis, 
2014; Green, 2004; Lawrence & Paige, 2016; Phillips, 2013). In addition, narrative story can support 
perspective-taking in young children through the reference of the protagonist viewpoint (Ziegler et al., 
2005). As such, the student interview included a first-person story that follows a child’s experience of 
nature (see Bang, 2004). This strategy was used as a prompt to support children’s reflection on their own 
experiences in nature, what these experiences mean to them and whether this applied to the school setting. 
Our intention was to increase student engagement in the interview and enrich their descriptions of OL 
experiences, despite having to participate in the interview within an indoor virtual format. 

Analysis 

An exploratory thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2014) was applied using QSR NVivo. This 
involves a process of  1) familiarization with the data, 2) the generation of initial codes, 3) identification of 
themes, 4) review and revision of themes, 5) definition of themes and 6) development of the written report. 
Themes are developed inductively, therefore many themes are not closely tied to the original research 
objectives and interview guide questions but emerge from patterns identified across participants. Laurel 
interviewed all participants and kept a log of initial insights to inform analyses. Laurel completed an open-
coding on two thirds of the interviews and Tanya coded the remaining third. Tanya integrated, refined and 
organized the codes into higher order themes. The two coders met to discuss coding revisions and came to 
consensus on the final structure and definitions.  

Results 

This paper presents the findings on emergent themes that focused on children’s immersive 
experiences within the environment. This includes two main themes: Nature as the teacher and Child-led 
exploration of nature. Nature as a teacher contained three subthemes: 1) Seasonal change influencing 
inquiry, 2) Engagement with other living things in nature and 3) Dimensionality of the outdoors as an 
element that enhances learning – experiential immersive learning. Child-led exploration of nature 
contained one subtheme: Learning driven by play. Within the data, we centre children’s voice to highlight 
their perspective and experiences. 

Nature as the Teacher 

Many educators mentioned the importance of the outdoor space and valued the opportunities it 
provided for learning. Many spoke about the land as a teacher and letting go of the idea that they were the 
only ones initiating and leading instruction and instead let the children engage with nature allowing 
learning opportunities to emerge from the novelty presented by the outdoor environment. Educators also 
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acknowledged that this process allowed them to learn alongside the children. The educators shared a 
unique perspective which is reflected through the following educators statement,  

We (the teachers) do not need to be the only one’s teaching. I think it's like, there is a natural teacher. And I love that 
when I'm outside, that I'm not the holder of all knowledge, like I'm learning and have all this wonderment beside 
them. We can let go and let the land teach. (Renee) 

The educators provided insight into the many ways nature teaches them and the children. For 
example, Ariel spoke about the sounds, and the smells in the outdoors highlighting learning from nature 
through our senses. Brooklyn spoke about the life cycles of plants that happen and how observing 
pumpkins can teach children about growth and also how plants decompose. The educators in this project 
show how they were able to engage with nature in many different ways and use it to support many 
different learning areas. One teacher described how she used clouds for mindfulness “we do mindfulness 
activities, such as like Cloud watching. Like just looking at the clouds and doing mindfulness and deep 
breathing” (Cheryl). This example demonstrates how nature can support relaxation and also shows that 
nature extends beyond our direct surroundings and also includes the sky.   

The value of learning from nature was also made clear during the interview with one of the children, 
Vinny (age 7), who explained that she valued OL because “nature can teach you so many more things than 
being inside”. Being outdoors and being with nature gives us a different opportunity for learning that can 
shift our practice away from believing that subjects need to be taught separately and individually in the 
classroom. Instead it provides a relational approach that highlights the interconnectedness that exists 
within the world and our relationships with each other and nature. This example from a conversation with 
Ranger (age 7) and his mom highlights how Ranger’s curiosity and wonder is sparked by nature and how 
this can lead to significant and meaningful learning in literacy. 

Mom: What about the nature mobiles you make? What do we collect for that? 
Ranger: They collect six pine cones, leaves. 
Mom: you always have your pockets filled with rocks and your book bags filled with sticks to come home to put on 
your mobile. [Hey, come back here] 
Ranger: because I want I want so show her my collection …I have two sticks that looks like the letter "A", in capital 
form! 

Seasonal Change Influencing Inquiry 

Part of the novelty that supports learning in the outdoors is generated by the natural seasonal 
changes. The educators shared details about how each season offers unique opportunities. The following 
quote highlights spring and how nature within this specific season is changing and providing opportunities 
for students to see growth and new life blossoming she stated, 

In spring, there's so much going on. Like you've got things are melting, and things are sprouting, and things are 
coming out of hibernation, or, and like birds are coming back and starting to build nests, and the tree buds are starting 
and the flowers are straight. Like it's just such a whole lot of really cool stuff going on all at one time. (Christine) 

Many spoke about the fall and observing the trees as the leaves change colors and begin to fall. 
Educators shared how valuable it was to have different seasons because as nature would change, different 
learning opportunities would emerge.  

Seasonal changes also create opportunities for the children to interact with water and natural 
opportunities for exploration and play within the school grounds. For example, educators spoke about 
puddles and the learning opportunities that they produced such as jumping in puddles and measuring 
puddles using different materials such as blocks or string. Cheryl shared the children’s feelings of joy in 
her interview she said, “They love puddles. They love mud. They love snow. They love ice. They love that 
stuff. That's what kids want to do, right? They want to build. They want to play.” Similarly, Sophia 
explained that “the kids will find any little bit of mud, a little bit of a patch where grass hasn't grown or 
was and they will dig and they love digging and things like that.”  

Engagement with Other Living Things in Nature 

Many of the learning experiences in the outdoors included engagements with the more than human 
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world with plants, animals and in forests. When Moose (age 7)  was asked what he would like to do more 
through OL he said “bring me outside in the forest. And bring me to the pond.” The educators spoke about 
the many ways the plants and trees became opportunities for exploring and learning. They mentioned 
looking at moss, salmon berries, different trees, fiddle heads etc.  

The movement of the plants and animals around the children in the forest shape their learning and 
play, they are a relational part of learning which can feel separated from us when we are indoors. Being 
outside in a space where you connect with the more than human world, is an opportunity to develop more 
relationships that aren’t always possible inside the school. In the outdoors learning becomes enriched 
through the space and place which actively contribute to wonder, curiosity and other driving factors that 
spark children’s interests and lead to inquiry. This was evident in Erika’s experiences with OL, and she 
shared how inquiries would emerge unexpectedly from the nature that was present in the moments, for 
example she said:  

One of the coolest experiences was, we were reading a story and all of a sudden, these things kept dropping on us. It 
was pinecones, two little ones. And a little boy picked them up. And he had two cones. And one was green with a 
little bit of pink inside. And the other one was pink with a little bit of green inside. And it looks like it came from the 
same tree. And we were trying to figure out which one came first. It was then all of a sudden just this little inquiry 
emerged right there.  

The educators mentioned the different animals or signs of animals such as tracks they would see. 
For an example Kyla explained that they would see a lot of bunnies, squirrels, chipmunks, ducks and they 
even saw an eagle a few times. Some shared their experiences with birds such as Samantha who explained 
that they would spread bird seed around the forest and create bird feeders to hang in the trees. Other 
educators shared experiences in the snow such as learning about different animals from the tracks they left 
in the snow. Brooklyn shared an example of how they were able to explore fox tracks and behaviours: “We 
had a cool thing that happened last winter. In being outside, we noticed a lot of animal tracks. And it turned 
out that we had an actual fox on our school property.” Erika shared that although they did not often see 
big animals, the tracks were just as intriguing and exciting. She explained that each time they would see 
animal tracks they would stop and try to identify who’s tracks they were and where they were going or 
why they may be going in a certain direction which provoked the children to think more about animals 
that shared and lived in the space with them. 

These interactions with nature were very important and meaningful for the children and were often 
mentioned as highlights of OL within the interviews as described by Ranger (age 7) below: 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what can you tell me what some of your favorite things are in nature? 
Mom: What is your favorite thing about nature? what do you like about nature? 
Ranger: I love the birds. 

Vinny (age 7) also appreciated the OL because of the nature contact opportunities that were available 
when she was outside with her class. She shared a particular experience she had in the forest with her class 
in the interview which highlights her own encounters with wildlife. 

Interviewer: So what else have you guys done in the forest? Anything else? 
Vinny: We have gone to the field trip in Griffith woods. 
Interviewer: Oh, yeah. Um, what was that like? 
Vinny: I wasn't there. But I have gone before. We saw, me and [my teacher], four great horned owls. 

Later in the interview, Vinny described an arts-based outdoor activity that involved collecting rocks 
to paint them. In the below statement, she expresses the importance and meaning that the encounter with 
the owls had for her: 

Vinny : We got to draw with a thick Sharpie, the thing that really connected to us most.  
Interviewer: And what was that for you?  
Vinny: And I chose the owls. And then we got to paint, not paint them exactly paint them. But just like, paint them 
with, like the paint pucks, like outside.  That was really cool. 
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Dimensionality of the Outdoors as an Element That Enhances Learning – Experiential Immersive 
Learning 

The outdoors offers a different learning experience that by it’s nature is immersive, as students move 
through the world, their learning becomes experiential. Interactions with concrete materials increases 
intensity of experience and opportunities to translate new concepts within applied environments. This 
supports a more in-depth interaction with learning content and potential for understanding and retention. 
Cameron describes how this immersive learning approach enhances meaning for the learner: “going 
outside with them, teaches them about being a learner, making observations making conclusions with the 
concrete world.” 

Learning opportunities are enriched because they offer opportunities for children to explore the 
lived experiences of others through a more rich immersion in their worlds. An example is offered by Clara 
as she describes her class experience on Remembrance day outdoors in the rain and how OL supported an 
immersive learning experience about history and war for children as they were disscusing Canadian 
Soliders who went to war: 

It was torrential rain. And I said ‘You know the soldiers that we just commemorated? And [how] the ones who 
survived, couldn't leave?’ … that experiential connection of, you know, try to empathize and feel. And think about 
the fact that we can look forward to leaving this. They were in trenches with dirt and mud…. The kids were like, ‘I've 
never thought of Remembrance Day this way.’ 

The dimensions of the outdoors and the possibility of moving through them offers a unique learning 
opportunity with respect to spatial awareness, place-based learning, learning the dimensions of math and 
the development of the ability to explore one’s own surroundings. This allows learning to transcend 
subjects and offers an opportunity for deeper processing for students. This is characterized by Daisy’s 
lessons on maps and the exploration of navigation and the translation to algebra and learning about 
dimensions in math: 

 I had so much fun with maps last year with my class because we went out and we drew maps from memory of a 
place on the land that we were at. And then we go out and we check our map and add details ... And we look at the 
grids and we start learning about X axes and Y axes and coordinating. And so that was our math, we integrated. How 
to talk about coordinates on a map and translation and rotation and like, everything's connected.  

 The children were also able to recall the learning they derived from interacting with structures in the 
outdoors when they were exploring their school surroundings. For example Snowy (age 4) learned about 
colour, language and pattern during his pattern walk: 

Mom: … His class went on a pattern walk. So they go outside and see all the patterns that they can see. 
Interviewer: Wow! And what types of patterns did you guys see? 
Snowy: Yellow and red, yellow and red, yellow and red. 
Interviewer: That is a pattern. And you're so right. That's cool. 
Snowy: And white, blue, white, blue and white. 
Interviewer: And where did you? Where did you see the blue and white pattern? 
Snowy: On the blue and white [play] structure. 

Spark described how these real-world interactions enhance learning and are, for some individuals 
who may be experiencing learning challenges, the best way for them to gain new knowledge as traditional 
approaches are not effective for them. And this creates opportunities for growth and development that do 
not exist for them inside the classroom: 

And there are children who are not able to access the learning in the classroom, for whatever reason, right? Could be 
exceptionalities. It could be because of trauma, it could be whatever. If you observe a child outside, they can learn. 
They can access the learning. And that's really what it's all about. Is them being able, kids and adults, actually, 
reaching their potential. Accessing the learning in a way that is going to be meaningful. 

Some of the dimensionality of the outdoors is enhanced by the fact that there are many features that 
can be interacted with. These natural features, such as rocks, sticks or seashells are an important part of the 
exploration and have special meaning for the children as described by Ranger below:  

Interviewer:  Because you enjoy picking up rocks sometimes, I like to look at rocks too 
Ranger:  Ya I bring them home. Do you? 
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Interviewer:  Do I bring rocks home? I do. I give them to my son and he plays with them with his trains  
Mom:  Hahah there you go. 
Ranger: I collect them for so I draw faces on them.  
Interviewer: Oh yeah.  
Ranger: I draw faces on sea shells. 
Interviewer: Yeah? 
Mom: Yeah, we do that. And he hides them all over. People can hunt for them. Look for them. 
Ranger:  This also. I have a special, I have a container I have a special jar. It has two sea shells. And they are unique. 

Cameron applies this way of learning in a three-dimensional space as having applications to 
enhancing the curriculum by creating a more holistic an integral learning system for children. He identifies 
that it supports the transfer of learning from the concrete interactions of the outdoors to more abstract and 
enduring knowledge and that this educational approach is being supported by his school board: 

I think it's a way of looking at the curriculum, which is being encouraged by the board, like our board wants you to 
bend the curriculum. Think differently about it. Not just like check, check, check, I got this specific X. Okay, now we 
move on to the next unit. It's like…Why is a kid only using a ruler to measure things two weeks out of the school 
year? When it's a tool that literally is lying around the classroom all the time? So like, they should be using a ruler all 
throughout the year, they should be learning about, you know, circumference in conversation, let's check the 
circumference of this tree. And then when you go and do circumference in the classroom, they're like, yeah, that 
means the, the surface around the tree is circumference. 

Child-Led Exploration of Nature 

The educators described a practice of stepping back and allowing those features of the outdoors that 
were of interest to the children guide inquiry. They described this practice as supporting children’s 
motivation and curiosity and served as a driver to enhance love of learning. This also supported children’s 
agency and investment in their own learning. Brooklyn described how lessons can build on the interest of 
children: “Part of it is like, following their leads, but then picking up on what their leads are. And being 
like, ‘Today, you learned all about worms. Let's dig deeper and see what's there.’” Elizabeth’s mom 
described how she observed this practice in Elizabeth’s class and noted a particular example where they 
returned to an activity called “not a stick’ whereby the class used sticks to support the student’s imaginative 
creativity: 

Elizabeth's teachers in particular, they're always looking for, like, what the students want to do. So they're very, 
they're doing a very child led program. So the, again, back to the whole, like, ‘not a stick’ thing. They had done it in 
the fall. And it wasn't the plan to continue doing it in the winter. But the kids brought it up again and said how much 
fun it was, you know? Let's just, you guys want to do that? Let's do it. 

 Similarly, Daisy shared that they adapt programming in their classroom to support the children’s 
emerging needs. She described an example where a planned activity led to some interpersonal conflict and 
because they take a flexible and child-led approach, they were able to shift to a conflict resolution activity 
that supported emotional development and community-building for the group: 

We're oriented to child led inquiry, and to emergent learning. Sometimes the plan we make is completely scrapped. 
It was last week or the week before, we had a very specific and intentionally designed afternoon activity planned. But 
the game that we did after lunch, created a lot of conflict. And so we had a council we had a circle, and we took turns 
listening to each other's perspectives and experience. It took all afternoon… the community building that comes from 
being able to work through that, is beautiful. 

Our conversation with Vinny and her mom helped to draw attention to how nature can inspire 
children’s learning. Vinny encountered some caterpillars with her class and described how they were 
intrigued by the dynamic movement and interaction of the mass of insects: 

We actually went to the park across the schoolyard the other day. And back in with trees, we found like a whole big 
pile of caterpillars, like a big pile. And they were just like, with their heads back and forth. [My teacher] has a video. 
We called it caterpillar dance party. 

 Vinny’s mother described how these influential experiences can be used as a foundation for writing and 
can be applied to enhance learning motivation and creativity: 

… it's some scholar, some educational scholar that talks about writing the world. And this idea that they can't write 
the world if they don't experience the world. And so being in the outdoors, interacting, gives them something 
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inspiring to return and write about in an authentic and purposeful way. Where like, you know, using a writing 
prompt from a Scholastic Book or whatever. Like, maybe that has its value, but the kids could write and write and 
write about the dancing caterpillars.  

Learning driven by play 

Play can provide many pathways to learning and can support a child’s love of learning. The 
educators highlighted the different play opportunities the children in their classes had and explained why 
they felt those opportunities were so important. This supports the importance of play for learning in the 
outdoors because of the multiple benefits it provides in relation to learning. Sasha explained how different 
subjects would emerge through the children’s interests and play in the outdoors. They did not need to pre-
plan for language and literacy, science and geography, 

So for school, we don't, we don't delineate by subject. I would say like, a lot of things just come up naturally, like 
sciences and geography. But like literacy and numeracy comes up a lot, because like, they'll write signs for their shops 
that they've made or they make menus for their mud kitchen things. And they make cards for each other and for their 
families and stuff. So with clipboards and paper, they're always reading and writing. 

When children are motivated through their engagement with play, learning automatically emerges. 
This is driven through their interests and their exploration in the outdoors which ends up teaching them 
curriculum or content areas that would otherwise be teacher-led inside of a classroom.  

Play that included physical activity was also mentioned and highlighted some of the ways children 
practice problem solving skills, teamwork and use big movement to learn about themselves and the world. 
Risky play, in particular offers an increased intensity to the experience of outdoor interactions. Being in the 
outdoors also offers opportunities for movement, which is a valued feature of this mode of inquiry. The 
below quote from Elizabeth describes tobogganing and his experience of acceleration, excitement and 
delight going over the bumps. These aspects are valuable and meaningful for children and can enhance 
love of learning. 

Interviewer: You play outside? And what kinds of things do you play? 
Elizabeth: Slide down the hills. 
Interviewer: Nice. You slide down the hills like on the snow?  
Elizabeth: Yeah.  
Interviewer: Wow. And do you use a toboggan? Or do you guys just slide down on your bums? 
Elizabeth: On a toboggan.  
Interviewer: Nice. And what else do you do outside? 
Elizabeth: We also go over a bump of snow. 
Interviewer: Over bumps of snow? 
Elizabeth: Yeah, then we go flip, in a loop de loop! 

The intrinsic pleasure of movement and learning are themes that emerged when discussing outdoor 
play. These were attributes of child-led play that were possible because of the outdoors. These are 
important reasons why all children need to be given opportunities to spend time outside while at school. 
These valuable insights should be used to inform decisions about where learning takes place. Samantha 
shared her experience supporting the children in the forest and their opportunities for risk taking, 

I let them explore. I let them climb. I let them do things. I think that they need to have big movement opportunities 
to balance. And like we'll talk about and see, you know, why, okay, those logs are really slippery today because of 
the rain or because of the dew, or because of the frost, you know? You need to think about where you're going to put 
your feet you need to think about, you know, how fast or slow you're gonna go. Because I think that kids need to 
learn how to be careful how to how to fall, how taking risks is part of learning. 

As children engage in risky play they can also develop self-confidence and experience joy when they 
are able to do new things and overcome challenges. For example Latoya shared that when she first started 
taking children to the forest they were often uncomfortable climbing however as the year progressed the 
children started climbing on tree trunks and big logs where they would practice balancing and became 
more comfident in engaging in these types of play. 

 Play is often enjoyable for children and can foster many areas of development. Opportunities for 
free play or unstructured play can include elements of learning that children do not even realise they are 
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engaging with because the fun over powers. Bacon head (9) expressed this when he was asked how OL 
made him feel. He replied, “Fun. Much funner than boring old school.” Jean also explained her experience 
with unstructured free play, 

I let them go to free play and the free play is is a whole other fantastic time for learning that they have no idea really 
that they're learning and we can watch all these wonderful things happening around social responsibility and 
working together and social emotional learning and risky play and and you know, building and all this stuff. 

In the outdoor environment the open space can support these opportunities because children have 
space to move and explore. This can be different in comparison to learning in a classroom because students 
are often restricted or expected to sit, which can limit learning opportunities that exist through movement 
and play. Moose highlighted this aspect of learning in his interview, 

Interviewer: And so um, do you like going outside to learn?  
Moose: Um, sometimes, Yeah.  
Interviewer: Sometimes.  
Moose: Yeah.  
Interviewer: And what would you say you like about it?  
Moose: I like walking and running. 

Elizabeth’s mom also agreed that the physical activity part of playing outdoors was important for 
Elizabeth,  

[Outdoor time] helps with self regulation for sure. Because he's very active. And you could tell if he's inside for too 
long. He gets antsy. And we're like, okay, you need to get outside. 

Educators also argued that play can be a useful approach to support learning across development 
and in the older elementary grades as well. Some educators identified that the kindergarten curriculum 
made it easier to include outdoor play-based learning, but that the curriculum in later grades made it more 
complicated.  

While sometimes school environments and curriculum can make it trickier to go outside, in kindergarten they use a 
play-based curriculum which makes it easier to go outside. (Tammy) 

Kindergarten is so adaptable to be done outside. Like, it's on plants, on animals and plant life cycles, in kindergarten 
to grade one. We use push and pull as part of science. And so we can easily adapt those curriculum pieces right into 
the outdoors and just do it naturally. Right outside. (Erika) 

Renee also argued that there is a need for a change in perspective with respect to the curriculum and 
that an emergent and play-based approach can be beneficial for the older grades as well,  

It's interesting that we always have to have this performative task. And why is it that we're not okay, for kids to just 
play? Like, play is for kindergarten, play is only for four year olds? No way. 

Discussion 

This paper provides a detailed exploration of experiences and perspectives of OL in public schools 
in Canada. Major findings highlight the features of nature that drive children’s learning as well the 
elements that reinforce learning in the outdoors. These are centered on the natural characteristics of nature 
that afford unique learning opportunities as well as allowing a child’s natural curiosity and engagement 
with nature to enhance learning. 

This research integrates children’s voices by capturing their own perspectives on OL. The inclusion 
of young people’s perspectives in developing programs and policy directions that affect them is essential 
(Checkoway, 2011; Libby et al., 2005). Further, the engagement of young people in research aligns with the 
United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC,1989) and supports social justice (Zeldin, 
2014). The inclusion of children’s voices is critical as it supports a more in-depth understanding of their 
experiences of OL. This can be useful to enhance the quality and relevance of the findings as well as the 
utility of recommendations (Halsall et al., 2021). 

It is also hoped that the inclusion of the lived experience of those most affected can support advocacy 
for change in policy (Baum, 2019; Kyle et al., 2006) and the promotion of health equity through the 
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enhancement of access to OL. 

Another unique feature of this study was the use of stories to enhance children’s participation in the 
interview. To our knowledge, this is the first application of this strategy within qualitative interviews with 
young children. Given that the interviews took place in a virtual environment with an interviewer who 
was not familiar to the children, we believe that this strategy was successful and should be included in 
future research designed to capture children’s perspectives. Indigenous people have long recognized that 
story-telling is an effective way to share knowledge (Blodgett, 2011; Davis, 2014; Julien, 2010; Kovach, 2010). 
The use of story as an approach to engage young children aligns with Indigenous oral narratives and has 
often been applied to support learning as well as education regarding Indigenous people within OL 
practice (Halsall et al., forthcoming).  

Our educators shared the value of viewing nature as a teacher and using inquiry-based learning 
which allows learning moments to unfold in real time with nature. Letting go of pre-planned lessons and 
letting nature and children lead proved to be beneficial and provided rich learning experiences. The 
children also described the value and meaning that these experiences held for them. The ‘nature as the 
teacher’ theme aligns with previous research that identifies the benefits of OL because of the opportunities 
it provides for nature contact. When children engage with nature it can lead to open-ended exploration, 
discovery and creativity (Ernst & Burcak, 2019).  

Active experiential learning and play has been central in early childhood education for a long period 
of time now (Maynard, 2007). This includes outdoor play which has been recognized as an important 
component of early childhood programs in North America (Hunter et al., 2019; Ramsden et al., 2022). Many 
early childhood educational theorists such as Froebel, Dewey and Montessori, have recognized the 
important role nature can play in children’s learning which improves development and well-being (Ernst, 
2017). Outdoor play has many benefits for different areas of children’s development and it is an important 
part for the quality of early childhood programs. For example, playing in nature can encourage open-ended 
exploration, discovery and creativity (Ernst & Burcak, 2019) which is supported by seasonal changes 
(Zamani, 2017), especially in areas of the world where changes are distinctive. Playing in natural 
environments also provides joyful opportunities, and connection to nature and supports social skill 
development (Marchant et al., 2019). Children have shown a preference towards natural materials because 
they are open-ended and can be used in a variety of different ways and serve many purposes in different 
types of play (Zamani, 2017). Natural environments provide children with hands-on learning experiences 
and can “trigger their curiosity for collecting, exploration and play” (Beery & Jorgensen, 2018, p.15). 

The educators and children mentioned the importance of the forests and spaces where plants and 
trees were growing. This was exemplified by our participants’ experiences as they described the different 
ways they were learning from plants, snow, mud, water and the sky.  These findings align with previous 
research suggesting that the outdoors and nature provide children with a rich sensory environment that 
promotes more profound learning experiences (Khan et al., 2021) and offers children the opportunity to 
observe growth (Hussein, 2017). They also expand on the literature by privileging the child’s perspective 
of these experiences. 

They also described their experiences with animals such as encountering animal tracks, feeding the 
birds and observing insects. Their experiences with the animals provided opportunities for children to 
learn about the more than human world they share space with and better understand the life that surrounds 
them in a meaningful way. Such as the bees that live in the gardens, the caterpillars that live on the trees 
and the fox that was never seen but left trails and signs for the children to discover. 

Nature is all around us and regardless of the spaces the educators and children were playing and 
learning on they all mentioned that there were some sort of opportunities to learn from and with nature. 
In line with Malone & Tranter (2003) our research demonstrates how school grounds provide multiple 
experiences for children, they are a rich resource for learning and play and they offer the opportunity to be 
immersed in real-life experiences. These finding can be important for other educators because it can inform 
them about the affordances school grounds present and the many opportunities for nature experiences that 
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are possible outside, regardless of location. It is hopeful that if they are aware of these opportunities, it will 
encourage them to see nature as a teacher and use OL as a way to explore many curriculum areas instead 
of depending on only indoor learning.  

Phenice and Griffore (2003) suggest that regular and positive interactions with nature can foster a 
respect and ethic of care for the environment. Therefore, these opportunities to explore and be in contact 
with nature at a young age will also be beneficial to support student engagement in environmental 
stewardship in the future. This was true for some of the children in our study who valued their experiences 
of learning from nature and shared their love for the different aspects of nature that they had engaged with, 
such as the trees, flowers, birds and insects. 

  Nature can both initiate and enrich play-based interactions (Prins et al., 2022) as it “elicits actions, 
sounds, movement and relations” (Harwood & Collier, 2017, p. 337). Our findings demonstrate how nature 
plays an important role in supporting outdoor play. Participant experiences highlighted playful 
interactions within a range of contexts as well as with various loose parts from nature, such as rocks, sticks, 
snow and seashells. Play and OL are complementary, therefore it may be beneficial for educators of all 
grades to engage more with play-oriented pedagogies and identify new opportunities to use play in the 
outdoors with their students.  

The educators in our study were engaging with OL within early grade levels, from kindergarten to 
grade three. These findings were intuitive as many early years curriculums and programs in Canada 
require outdoor play and learning as per licensing standards (Oberle et al., 2021) and although these 
programs are different from school board programs, they have some similarities and values in relation to 
curriculum such as playing to learn. Our study demonstrates how play can provide many pathways to 
learning and can be an enjoyable way to learn. These findings are similar to Sahrakhiz et al. (2018) who 
explored children’s perspectives of their outdoor space and found that play was one of the most dominant 
activities. They also suggest that the importance of play relates to the opportunities it provides children to 
gain new knowledge through playful exploration and experiential learning. Our findings suggest that it 
would be valuable for teachers to partner with early childhood educators and other teachers who are 
currently teaching in the outdoors because their existing philosophies and curriculum grounded in the 
early years can be used to support uptake of OL.  

These findings also highlight the benefits of including early childhood educators in public school 
systems. This approach is unique to some provinces in Canada and is used in different extents for example 
in Ontario it is applied universally and in British Columbia there is uptake in some schools. This 
disciplinary approach to play-based learning can support ongoing efforts to implement OL in more 
educational settings. These efforts can also enhance social justice and equity for all children as play has 
been recognized as a right within the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). When educators 
provide time for play in the outdoors, they are not only respecting children’s rights, but they are also 
supporting children’s natural curiosity and giving them the opportunity to fully engage in learning.  

 Last Learning with nature represents a cost-effective solution to current public health issues (Mann 
et al., 2021) as it can support mental health, well-being, physical literacy and increased physical activity. 
Our study provides examples of how these approaches can be put in place within the shared experiences 
of how to include nature in mindfulness and meditation as well as supporting physical activity. Of key 
importance, opportunities for movement and physical activity were emphasized by the children as being 
important to them. Further the outdoors can also support educator’s mental health and provide them with 
opportunities to experience the benefits of the outdoors on their own physical health and well-being 
(Halsall et al, forthcoming) as well as stewardship behaviours in young people to promote sustainable 
development (Halsall et al, forthcoming). 

Limitations 

One of the major limitations of this study was that we experienced difficulties with the recruitment 
of both educators and students. This study was originally implemented within the province of Ontario 
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while public health measures were in place. During the time-frame of the study, there was one province-
wide school closure as well as significant public health restrictions in place within schools that involved 
screening measures, mask requirements, cohorts and outbreak management, among others. As a result, 
although we had partnered with one school board at the outset to support recruitment, we had to shift the 
strategy to a national online approach as there was not enough uptake. Challenges with recruitment 
resulted in a limited sample of students. 

We were also limited to facilitating online interviews that explored abstract recollections with very 
young children. This meant that we had to try and create a safe space for open communication with 
children through a virtual medium with someone they were meeting for the first time. In addition, children 
had to try and recall events that may not have taken place very recently as well as describe them. There are 
considerations that should be taken into perspective when involving very young children in qualitative 
research such as their language skills. Conceptual thinking and the ability to accurately recall previous 
experiences develops with age (Murnikov & Kask, 2021) and it can be challenging for young children to 
describe previous outdoor learning experiences in an interview. Although this was challenging, Laurel has 
a strong background and experience working in early learning environments and was able to develop 
rapport with the children and their parents. In addition, although, the children had difficulty recalling 
outdoor experiences at school, they were able to describe activities that were of most interest and all 
children shared important aspects of their experiences.  

Despite these challenges, we were able to recruit educators and students from five different 
provinces and across a range of community contexts, educator roles and grade levels. In addition, we 
successfully showcased young voices and perspectives. This study represents a unique example of 
centering young children’s voices with the intentions to enhance advocacy and promote increased uptake 
of OL to support equitable access. An achievement that is relatively rare within the OL literature (Marchant 
et al., 2019). Further, parental participation supported both child engagement but also enriched their 
understanding of children’s context and experiences. Engagement of both children and family perspectives 
should be a significant component of future research and practice in OL going forward. 

Conclusion  

Our study provides concrete examples of how OL is currently being implemented in public 
elementary schools within Canada and how the natural features of the environment drive these 
opportunities. This study also highlights that children’s perspectives and attitudes towards OL and play 
are important and this information can be used to shape the curriculum and learning experiences that are 
provided to them. This research aligns with the UNCRC as it privileges the child’s voice by centering their 
experiences and perspectives on OL and highlights the importance of play in their learning process. These 
findings can be used to advocate for increased uptake of OL in education and to provide guidance to 
educators regarding how to include OL within their practice to enhance equitable access for children across 
Canada. Children’s experiences and the value that they attribute to spending time in the outdoors can 
contribute to supporting this movement. 
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