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Share our research
ÅHighlights the importance of play outside and 

play with nearby nature

ÅEarly childhood programs

As  researchers--

ÅWhat engaged the children outside?

ÅWhat motivated the educators?

Ongoing investigation 



As researchers 

²Ŝ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘΧ

ÅOur identities as mothers

ÅOur concerns for the environment

ÅbŀǘŀǎƘŀΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ

ÅMy focus on early childhood

ÅA belief that natural outside spaces provide 
unique opportunities for children  



άLŦ L ƘŀŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ŦŀƛǊȅ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ 
supposed to preside over the christening of all 
children, I should ask that her gift to each 
child in the world be a sense of wonder so 
indestructible that it would last throughout 
life, as an unfailing antidote against the 
boredom and disenchantments of later years, 
the sterile preoccupation with things that are 
artificial, the alienation from the sources of 
ƻǳǊ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘΦέ 

Rachel Carson



What are your early memories of play 
outside?

ÅThink back to 
your early 
childhood

ÅRemember the 
smells, tastes, 
feelings of being 
outside



My sense of place





tƭŀŎŜ ƛǎΧΦ

Space that

Åhas historical meanings

Åprovides continuity and identity over 
generations

Åin which important words have been spoken

Åvows have been exchanged, promises have 
been made and demands have been issued



tƭŀŎŜ ƛǎΧΦ

άŀ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀƴ ǳƴǇǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ 
space. It is the declaration that our 
humanness cannot be found in escape, 
detachment, absence of commitment, and 
ǳƴŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΧΦŀ ȅŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛǎ 
a decision to enter history with an identifiable 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŀōƭŜ ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳŀƎŜΦέ

Walter Brueggemann(1977) The Land



Memories of place

ÅWind, air, earth, 
ǿŀǘŜǊΧΦ

ÅTo anchor us

ÅTo inspire us

ÅPlace is where we 
learned about our 
bodies, our minds, 
about others and about 
risk



What did you learn in your place?

ÅIn your play outside what did you learn?

ÅThink about your games, your solitary play, 
your physical play

ÅWhat skills did you gain?

ÅWhat phenomenon did you observe?

ÅWhat made you curious?



A gift to children

ÅA rich bank of experiences for their bodies, 
minds, spirits

ÅRelationships with living materials that engage 
with them and possibly challenge them

ÅMemories that sustain them and give them 
hope and joy

ÅSupport their developing identity as a learner



9Φ hΦ ²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ Biophilia



Playgrounds

ÅSpace or 
place??

ÅUniversal?

ÅReflective of 
the local?

ÅWhat skills do 
you see 
promoted?



What values are reflected in these 
outdoor spaces/places?



hƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅΧΦ

ÅFenced-in

ÅBouncy, impervious ground

ÅBright primary colors

ÅRegularized (normalized?) movement

ÅRisk-controlled/regulated

ÅHard, unresponsive materials

ÅFlattened landscape



ά¢ƘŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜǎ ǿŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀǊŜ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ 
testament to how we as a culture treat 
the natural world. If we  asphalt the 
entire play yard, surround it with chain 
link fence and fill it up with plastic toys 
and organized sports what does that tell 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΚέ 

Herrington 2005







bŀǘǳǊŜκƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ǳǎΧ



Nature provides

ÅHealth/fitness--wellness

ÅSense of belonging

ÅConnections and meaning

ÅEndless opportunities and possibilities

ÅOpen-ended materials/raw materials

ÅRelationships with others, with materials, with 
place



άƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ 
ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ŀ ǎŜƭŦέ edith cobb



Children learn about their place early 
ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǳǎΧ



Children engage outside through 
play/exploration



¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇƭŀȅΧΦ

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛƭƭΧΦ

ÅExplore their environment through 
movement, through their senses, through 
observation

ÅEngage with living materialsτnearby nature

ÅAdd to their developing identities as learners



What distinguishes outdoor play?

ÅWide range of movement and noise, not 
always possible inside

ÅUnpredictable and variable 

ÅExperience of transformation

ÅRich sensory possibilities

ÅRich context of materials

ÅConnection to natural local world

ÅChallenges and risks



Why do this research?

ÅMany children in early childhood programs

ÅHealth/fitness

ÅArticulate the learning

ÅConnect children to their setting/their place

ÅtǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ άŦŀƭƭ ƛƴ 
ƭƻǾŜέ

ÅArticulate the issues and rationales facing 
early childhood programs



Four early childhood programs 

ÅExpressed an interest in exploring what could 
be done in their outside settings

ÅCame to a discussion group

ÅAgreed to participate in our research

ÅOur process was organic



Each centre had a vision

ÅInfant/toddler centre

ÅFirst Nations early childhood centre

Å3-4 year old centreτpart of a larger centre

ÅPreschool/child care school-based program



The infant/toddler centre







First Nations Child Care program








