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ABSTRACT
Outdoor classrooms are valuable learning environments that are adaptable in the face of differing
terrain, climate, geography, weather and changing educational requirements. They can be used
to teach all subjects, engage students in personal development goals and organizational priorities,
and promote community involvement. How can educators harness the vast potential of outdoor
classrooms as a learning tool? Understanding their functionalities is one means. This research
employs an online questionnaire and optional follow-up interviews with various types of
educators throughout Windsor-Essex County to help participants understand the functionalities
of their own outdoor classrooms. Results showed that educators had different interpretations of
what constitutes the features of their outdoor classroom, but one certainty was that they were
using each other’s outdoor classrooms as well as public green spaces for learning. They
indicated more than 100 reasons for taking their students into the outdoor classroom.
Benefits/perceived benefits of time spent in the outdoor classroom for educators and students
(perceived) included feeling calmer and more peaceful, increased physical activity, and better
student-teacher rapport. Students were also perceived to better understand the topic. Educators
were keen to discuss the amount of space, the transmission of sound and the diversity of texture
as topics of functionality. This research has the capacity to benefit educators and administrators
who work at schools, school boards, pre- and in-service teacher education programs, museums,
and a variety of organizations (such as environmental, historic, faith-based and youth

development) that use outdoor classrooms.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION
My Personal Interest in Outdoor Classrooms

The vast potential of outdoor classrooms (OCs) became quickly apparent to me when my
son started Junior Kindergarten. Day after day | heard joyful accounts of his many outdoor
activities: painting, building, making music, climbing, flying homemade Kites, exploring
puddles, learning to print, engaging in dramatic play at the outdoor kitchen, counting, collecting,
gardening, making friends and “camping” in a tent. Furthermore, anything the kids did indoors,
they did outdoors with twice as much creativity and vigour. We parents learned to dress our kids
for the elements and our kids learned to have fun in all seasons, despite our region’s damp, wet
winters. Guided by a team of kindergarten teachers, Early Childhood Educators (ECES),
Education Assistants, and Developmental Services Workers, the students tended the rooftop
garden from planting to weeding to picking and observed in fascination as the classroom
pumpkins ultimately rotted and returned their nutrients to the soil. Children developed gross
motor skills as they explored the ditches, climbed trees, and rode tricycles. The kids were happy,
the teachers were refreshed, and the academic and social learning was tremendous.

As a substitute teacher, | witnessed more and more kindergarten teachers bringing
students outdoors, and I jumped at the chance to contribute ideas from my son’s classroom.
When my daughter began kindergarten three years later, the outdoors provoked in her a love of
science and a fascination with insects that still excites her today. Having achieved my
Kindergarten Specialist Additional Qualification, | now have a better understanding of the
philosophies and pedagogies that guide Ontario’s Early Years (EY) programs and direct play-
based outdoor learning. | see the function in the fun. I understand why my kids still won’t let us

fill in the backyard sandbox!



Heading into Grade 6, my son went through a very difficult transition from using pencil
and paper in his classroom to reading information online and having to battle a keyboard to
submit even the smallest assignment—one that he could otherwise have finished on time and to
an average or above-average standard. Without manipulatives in his math class, he simply lost
interest. When the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown began later that school year, my daughter, in
Grade 3 at the time, struggled similarly to manipulate different apps and learning tools for each
subject, despite my desperate attempts to help relieve her stress by offering her a pencil and
paper. This is when the importance of functionality hit home the hardest, and I began to look for
ways to incorporate the pandemic into my research.

From pencils to laptops to platforms to apps, from keyboards to wireless headphones to
sketch books, fidget-spinners and sand: each has its own features and designs that suit different
physical, social and psychological needs of learners and provide a range of benefits. In the face
of the COVID-19 pandemic causing loneliness, depression, and fear in all ages (Marques de
Miranda et al., 2020; Salari et al., 2020) and the virus itself spreading faster indoors, | believe
outdoor classrooms can become an important tool in uniting our communities, families, and
sense of normality. This research is my way to inspire educators across Windsor-Essex County,
and hopefully Ontario, to open their doors and head outside.

Background

In this section | will outline a definition of outdoor classrooms, then discuss four key
elements of functionality: features and designs, users, purposes for use, and benefits to users. In
this way I will illustrate the flexibility and adaptability of OCs and set the stage for the research
problem. My choice of these four elements is based on a combination of “the primacy of

function in architectural design” as summarized on the website of Omrania (2018), an award-



winning international architecture and engineering firm, and Wax’s (2008) guidelines for
achieving functionality in website and app design. This suits my personal and professional
experiences with OCs as having a degree of interactivity,' thus requiring some form of logical
process to achieve functional design. At the same time, it helps to explain my choice of
examining functionality (that is, the ‘teaching a person to fish’ aspect of the proverb used in my
thesis title), rather than examining individual lesson plans, games or activities (the ‘fish’) that
take place in OCs.

What are Outdoor Classrooms?

Publicly funded schools are popular locations for OCs and a great place to begin to
examine them. At some schools, infrastructure is built to enable teachers to conduct lectures and
studies outdoors. Tree stumps, logs and boulders make for good seats for the students (see
Figure 1, p. 4), gazebos provide shade and a meeting place, rain barrels collect water for
experiments, and hills can be used for testing wind resistance or just for sitting and sketching.
Large rocks can be climbed or overturned for discovery of flora and fauna. Students can tend
gardens and box gardens in rural and urban areas. Wooded areas, streams, fields, ditches,
marshes, and beaches are great areas for exploration, particularly if they are part of or nearby to
the schoolyard and accessible daily with proper supervision (see Figure 2, p. 4).

Examination of the Ontario Ministry of Education (EDU) curriculum documents helps us
visualize why and how to use OCs. In the Grades 1-8 curriculum for The Arts, teachers are

encouraged to bring students outdoors and out-of-classroom to learn about dance, music, and art

1 An example of interactivity would be watering seeds in a box garden, which then grow into flowers, which attract
bees, which can be observed, sketched, and studied by the students. The bees will encourage growth of more
flowers in the area, which may require more watering, etc.

3



Figure 1:

Large Rocks in an OC in Windsor-Essex County

This boulder structure is set up in a row-seating configuration, but it can also be used for gross motor
skills development, balance development and muscle development (stepping or jumping on and off).
The boulders can be illustrated with paint or chalk, used to learn about how objects absorb the sun’s
heat, and there are very interesting bugs that live where the rocks meet the ground below.

Figure 2:

Greenspace Adjacent to a Schoolyard in Windsor-Essex County

This space can be useful for birdwatching, bug collecting, painting, sketching, or just for mentally
decompressing even though it is separated from the adjacent OC by a fence.



forms, and to use natural objects from the outdoors to create artwork (Ontario. Ministry of
Education [EDU], 2009b p. 3). The Health and Physical Education curriculum for Grades 1-8
advocates using school grounds, nearby trails and fields and “various other outdoor venues”
(Ontario. Ministry of Education [EDU], 2015, p. 4) to get active and learn about humankind’s
impact on said venues. The curriculum explains natural and built environments “as sites for
discovery, problem-solving, and active learning, as well as for first-hand experiences that put
students in touch with nature” (EDU, 2015, p.5). Also, EDU’s kindergarten curriculum is built
on an outdoor-friendly play-based pedagogy, and replete with examples of social- and
curriculum-based learning opportunities that can take place outside (Ontario. Ministry of
Education [EDU], 2016b, see “Learning in the Outdoors” and throughout). In a landmark step,
in 2009 EDU published a framework requiring the incorporation of environmental education
(EE) into all subjects in Grades JK-12 (Ontario. Ministry of Education [EDU], 2009a). The
framework did not mandate use of OCs or bringing students outdoors, but it is an influential
document considering the evolution of the EE movement to favour learning outdoors (see
Athman & Monroe, 2001).

Day cares, private schools, schools on reserves, Forest Schools, post-secondary institutes,
and other types of schooling venues might also include what this study considers to be OCs.
Outdoor education centres, mostly used for EE and often tied to Ontario curriculum, are typically
found in forested areas, but also include indoor infrastructure for gathering, examining,
discussing, and sometimes spending the night (Borland, 2015).

Beyond schools, public and private campgrounds may have a multitude of educational
features, such as hiking trails, native and at-risk flora and fauna, streams, marshes, meadows, and

beaches along waterways. Depending on the campground owner, onsite guided OE may be



offered to campers. In Ontario, protected areas such as national, provincial, and municipal parks
and environmental sites and Conservation Areas, have green and blue space worthy of
exploration, and purposefully built gathering spaces where a guide can introduce the day’s
activity, answer questions, and discuss their organization’s mission and raison d’étre.

Finally, historic sites, museums, art galleries, libraries, and faith-based venues—and
surely 1 have missed some! —are more places where OC facilities can enhance the learning
experiences for all.

In this study, an outdoor classroom must include natural or built structures that are
designated for a group to gather, discuss, and exchange ideas in the outdoors for the purpose of
learning. The OC need not be on school grounds; however, my interest lies in learning benefits
for kids in Grades JK-8 (ages 4-13?).

Features and Designs of OCs

Features and designs of OCs vary tremendously. Infrastructure may be built to enable
educators to conduct lectures and typical indoor-style lessons under better lighting conditions in
the outdoors (Khan et al., 2018; Yaman, 2005). This could include amphitheatre-style seating
with chalk boards or white boards at the front. Seating comprised of rocks or logs might be
placed under a shady tree near bird feeders and bird houses behind a church or mosque, creating
a spiritual environment for faith-based lessons for youth groups. Perhaps an art gallery director
has added picnic tables and a pavilion to the gallery’s outdoor sculpture gardens for children’s
weekend outdoor painting classes. Gardens and box gardens offer opportunities to study life

cycles and changes over time, as the students return to the garden to track growth, enjoy the

2 Depending on their birthdate, children might begin Junior Kindergarten at age 3. Likewise, there are various
reasons a child could be 14 years old in Grade 8. However, this age range is meant to represent most students in
Grades JK-8.



harvest and prepare for next year’s planting. Hills, ditches, low trees and tree stumps offer
unstructured play opportunities and stimulate sensory development and the development of gross
motor skills and co-ordination, as young children use their large leg and arm muscles to choose
how they will move about these structures (Nel et al., 2017). Fallen logs can be used for
physical training and development of balance and are ideal for problem-solving and working on
overcoming fear (Fernandez-Rio & Suarez, 2016). Sometimes, OCs are surrounded by naturally
occurring wooded areas, streams, fields, ditches, marshes, or beaches. When used for activities,
lessons and explorations, these features are also valid OCs (McDonnell, 2013; Ward, 2018;
Wood, 2015).

Not all OCs are designed for the exploration of green space. A group of picnic tables
under a shelter can be added to an historic site or outdoor train museum to allow for discussion,
questions and crafts before and after guided exploration of the grounds, or a fire pit can serve as
an outdoor cooking school, such as at the John Walter Museum “Bake Off” camp in Edmonton,
Alberta during designated times of the year (see

https://movelearnplay.edmonton.ca/COE/public/category/browse/).

Who is Using OCs?

Historically, the outdoors has been a focal location for valued ways of teaching and
learning amongst First Nations, Metis, and Inuit in Canada (Beckford et al., 2010; Coérdoba,
2005), Maori in Australia and New Zealand (Brown & Heaton, 2015), and Aboriginals in the
United States (US) (Yeboah, 2005). Yet, engaging students in outdoor exploration for academic
gain is simultaneously being studied as a new and innovative technique in Australia, Norway, the
US and Japan (Anonymous, 2017; Cone et al., 2015; Jolly & Sandberg, 2018; Robertson et al.,

2015), to name but a few countries. Additionally, modern-day educators are developing OC
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experiences to link today’s youth to earliest inhabitants’ cultures, beliefs, and respect for the land
(Chambers & Radbourne, 2015; Elliot et al., 2014; Hennig & Paetkau, 2018; Ward, 2018;
Williams & Taylor, 1999). There are studies of OC-use spanning all ages of students from
kindergarten through adult (Bentsen et al., 2017; Chapman, 2017; Fjertoft, 2004; Truong et al.,
2016; Williams & Taylor, 1999), and educating outdoors is not limited to certified teachers
(D’Amore, 2018; Lange et al., 2011).

For What Purposes Are Educators Using OCs?

OCs offer extensive teaching, learning and personal development opportunities and are
adaptable to most geography, topography, and climates. In Australia, New Zealand, and many
European and Scandinavian countries, educators have been teaching in natural outdoor
classrooms for decades in all terrains and seasons (Bentsen & Jensen, 2012; Brown & Heaton,
2015; Gelter, 2000; Legge, 2018; McDonnell, 2013). OCs also lend themselves to many
pedagogies, such as Deweyan experiential learning (Bentsen & Jenson, 2012; Jolly &Sandberg,
2018), play-based learning (Nedovic & Morrissey, 2013), place-based education (Lisle, 2018;
Smith, 2002; Ward, 2018; William & Taylor, 1999) and inquiry-based learning (Lebak, 2005).

The need for the environmental education of children and youth is both expansive and
expanding, and critical now more than ever. The most recent report by the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (2018) scientifically forecasts increases in extreme high and low
temperatures, flooding, duration and severity of droughts; and acidification of the oceans in
many regions of the world if unprecedented worldwide changes are not enacted to limit global
warming by 2030. Studies using interviews and questionnaires with teachers and students have
shown that learning in the outdoors increases children’s awareness of and interest in the

environment and environmental issues (Jolly, 2012; Lloyd, 2018; Leeming et al., 1997).



Additionally, the efficacy of EE is related to the relevance of the topic to the learner, making
immediate surroundings an ideal place to start to learn (Athman & Monroe, 2001).

Another goal of OC use is reconnecting children to nature in the face of Louv’s (2008)
‘nature deficit disorder’. Louv describes nature deficit disorder as “not a formal diagnosis, but a
way to describe the psychological, physical and costs of human alienation from nature,
particularly for children in their vulnerable developing years” (Louv, 2009, para. 2). There is
also concern that a decrease in nature-based recreation is at fault for children’s lack of
knowledge of biodiversity and their pessimism and fear about our planet’s environmental
problems (Elliot et al., 2014).

Use of OCs for teaching the arts (Ward, 2018), journaling (Johnson, 2014), music
(Lindemann-Matthies & Knecht, 2011), mathematics (Bentsen & Jenson, 2010; Ward, 2018),
literacy (Chambers & Radbourne, 2015; Johnson, 2014; Ward, 2018), social studies (Smith &
Sobel, 2010) and science (Khan et al., 2018) shows they can be functionally adaptable for cross-
curricular goals at school, but historically, OCs in forests and mountains, with streams and rough
terrain have been used in many countries for strength and stamina training and character
development (Borland, 2015; Ho, 2014; Peredun, 2018). Parcours (“free running” using trees,
rocks and outdoor terrain as an obstacle course) is popular with youth under its Anglicized name,
“parkour,” thanks to video games, but in Quebec it is called hébertisme after France’s Georges
Hébert, who developed the sport. A quick Google search shows dozens of parks, camp
programs, youth programs and schools throughout Quebec that provide hébertisme facilities
and/or instruction.

What Benefits Have Been Realized by Teaching in OCs?



Hébertisme is an example of creating physical health benefits by teaching in OCs. Other
personal wellbeing benefits such as decreased stress for students and teachers (Truong et al.,
2016; Wells & Evans, 2003 as cited in Nedovic & Morrissey, 2013) and improved socialization
skills for students (Bentsen, et al., 2017; Lisle, 2018; Maynard et al., 2013; Truong et al., 2016)
have also been realised during studies of outdoor learning and OCs. In Khan, et al. (2018),
students showed “significantly better” academic attainment of lessons on plants and soil, a
significant preference of the lighting and acoustic conditions of the outdoor classroom compared
to the indoor classroom, and significantly more enjoyment of learning science outdoors
compared to indoors (p. 25). The National Foundation for Educational Research in England and
Wales (NFER) categorized the impacts of outdoor learning into cognitive, affective,
interpersonal/social and physical/behavioural (Dillon et al., 2005), but found through surveys and
interview that teachers and students are also experiencing a variety of “other aspects of learning”
(p. 22). Thus, itis evident that the features and designs of OCs, users of OCs, purposes to use
OCs and benefits to users abound.

Research Problem

The vast flexibility and adaptability of OCs described above raises a plethora of
questions: Do certain features of OCs lend themselves to teaching certain subjects or achieving
certain benefits? Is it better to decide on the design of the OC first, or determine purposes for
use first and then build the OC accordingly? What if those purposes (such as school priorities)
change? These are questions of relationship that harken back to my interest in OCs as a learning
tool the same way a laptop is a learning tool. An examination of the functionality of OCs—what
makes them most suitable to serve their purposes—is one lens through which important

relationships and discussions about OCs as learning tools may emerge.
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There are numerous studies of how/if targeted use of OCs relates to specific,
predetermined outcomes (Chapman, 2017; Jolly & Sandberg, 2018; Khan et al., 2018; Truong et
al, 2016). Other studies are more open-ended as to the OC activities (Alikhani, 1986; Elliot et
al., 2014). Studies that attempt to determine relationships among multiple or all the key elements
| have put forward above are less common (Braun & Dierkes, 2017; Dillon et al., 2005; Yaman,
2005). Dillon et al. (2005) is particularly inclusive of the key elements | have put forward, but
the study took place in England and Wales. Yaman (2005) presents forty potential designs of
outdoor classrooms that would create functionality across multiple fronts, but the classrooms
exist only on paper and the benefits are, as such, only hypothetical. In the context of Ontario
elementary schools, there is little, if any, research specific to the functionality of OCs. As for the
community of educators and users that goes beyond publicly funded schools (such as private
schools, faith-based organizations, on-reserve schools, the three levels of governments, non-
governmental organizations, or NGOs, and more) | have not been able to find any research that
includes these diverse and fluid groups. Researchers often gage benefits to students (increased
awareness of the environment, development of socialization skills, etc.), but not as often benefits
to the educators. Research on the features/designs of OCs heavily favours examining gardens,
but rarely consider how a sandbox, a giant xylophone, a shady pavilion, or distance from the rest
of the school contribute to the functionality of an OC. This brings to light an important question:
at what level are educators ‘learning to fish’—that is, understanding how an OC can serve they
and their students’ full spectrum of identities, needs and purposes?

Further to the research problem, there is an ongoing need for knowledge at several levels
of the publicly funded education system. EDU continues to insert recommendation to teach

outdoors into their curricula (EDU, 2016b; EDU, 2017, p.5), but their policies and frameworks
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do not define outdoor classrooms. As each Ontario school board is mandated to come up with its
own cross-curricular plan for teaching EE, based on its own needs, neighbourhoods, priorities,
and potential community partners (EDU, 2009a), there is a strong need for school board
administrators to understand how OCs can serve all these requirements. Educators have the
greatest need to understand the functionality of OCs: the latest kindergarten curriculum (EDU,
2016b) heavily promotes outdoor play and educators are mandated to teach EE as part of every
subject (EDU, 2009a). Yet, hesitation to teach students outside is widespread. Studies in
Ontario, British Columbia and other countries consistently show that lack of knowledge about
what and how to teach outdoors, difficulty determining curricular connections, not enough time
in the day, poor level of confidence, lack of financial support, perceived lack of administrative
support, safety concerns and fear of insurance issues are some of the reasons teachers do not use
OCs (Balkwill, 1996; Barfod & Bentsen, 2018; Caner, 2012; Maynard & Waters, 2007; Pedretti
& Nazir, 2014). Ultimately, knowledge and understanding of functionality at all levels of the
education system could contribute to more valuable outdoor experiences for students.
Definitions

To build a well-rounded understanding of OCs, it is important to delineate OE from
outdoor adventure and situate OCs within the demographic of interest (Grades JK-8/ages 4-13 in
Windsor-Essex County). Because different countries have different frameworks and policies
regarding their education systems, the definitions here have a particularly operationalized
Canadian relevance.
Outdoor Education

Definitions of outdoor education (OE) as they pertain to Canada range from very broad

(Balkwill, 1996; Borland, 2015; Glithero, 2004) to much more explicit (Passmore, 1972). For
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example, in his historical examination of OE centres in Ontario, Borland (2015, p.2) collected
this collaborative definition: “Outdoor education (OE) is conventionally described as a
multidisciplinary teaching method where educators intentionally use outdoor spaces to teach
skills and concepts deemed best learned through direct contact with the natural environment
(Andrews, 2003; Borland, 2011; Brookes, 2002; Carlson, 2000; Foster & Linney, 2007; Priest,
1986; Sharp, 1943; Whitcombe, 1991).” Note the use of “multidisciplinary” and that “skills and
concepts” are not defined. Likewise, in his survey of Kent County teachers, Balkwill (1996)
adopted Priest’s very broad definition: "An experiential process of learning by doing, which
takes place primarily through exposure to the out-of-doors" (Priest, 1986, p. 13). This implies
that any subject taught outdoors is making use of outdoor education teaching methodologies” (p.
2). Indeed, Balkwill included as part of his survey activities ranging from outdoor math, history
and guidance counselling lessons to nature walks, orienteering, kayaking and skiing (1996, p.
118). Glithero (2004) and Ward (2018) focus on relationships — both human-to-nature and
human-to-human — as factors of successful OE, while WGEE’s definition narrows OE to “a
distinct and critical component of environmental education” (WGEE, 2007, p. 6).

In contrast, John B. Passmore, former Supervisor of Camping at the Ontario Department
of Education, health education textbook co-author and organizer of Canada’s first conference on
outdoor education, leaned towards the more ecologically oriented and pinpointed words of Dr.
John J. Kirk of the New Jersey State School of Conservation: “Outdoor education is the method
that utilizes the out-of-doors to cultivate a reverence for life through the ecological exploration of
the interdependence of all living things, one on the other, and to form a land ethic illustrating

man’s temporary stewardship of the land” (1972, p. 13).
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EDU’s definition(s) must also be considered, as my interest lies in the outdoor education
of students from kindergarten through Grade 8. In the 2016 draft re-write of EDU’s community-
connected experiential learning policy framework (Ontario. Ministry of Education (EDU),
2016a), learning out of doors is classified as “linked to the curriculum” (p. 23), and falls under
the general description of “field study:”

Field study is an experiential learning opportunity involving exploration of the outdoors

or other environments or organizations. The experience can be open-ended — students

might investigate similarities and differences between local environments — or it can be
organized for a specific purpose — for instance, to investigate garbage build-up with the

intention of developing an action plan to address the problem. (p. 24).

EDU’s elementary geography, history and social studies curriculum defines ‘field study’ as
hands-on outdoor learning that "provides an abundance of resources and materials that can
support learning™ (Ontario. Ministry of Education (EDU) 2018d, p. 38), with field study kits
available on loan to teachers through school boards.

In my own studies and experiences as a teacher (elementary level and adult), Ontario
conservation authority employee, science centre employee and volunteer with Parks Canada and
Scouts Canada, Priest’s definition (as cited in Balkwill, 1996) is appropriate for this paper
because it does not exclude (a) the capacity to develop skills and knowledge in any subject area;
(b) the capacity to develop traits beyond curriculum, such as self-esteem, social skills and
empathy; or (c) the capacity to develop relationships. At the same time, it is hard to pin
personal development such as capacity for empathy to straightforward learning by doing, but
educators report it to be a result of working in farm classrooms with animals (Lisle, 2018), for

example, which is certainly OE according to Priest’s definition. Thus, a more complete
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definition would welcome incidental learning experiences, as well as personal development
learning. My studies and experiences also lead me to conclude that ‘education’ is equally as
important in the terminology as ‘outdoor’, and thus I would expand Priest’s definition to include
“teaching” alongside “learning.”

Based on this expansion of Priest’s definition, OE may include visitor education
programs at parks and historic sites, such as guided forest walks and maple syrup festivals, need
not be linked to the publicly funded education curriculum. Libraries, galleries, and museums can
also create OE scenarios, where the learning-by-doing might include a guided walk and
discussion through an historical part of the city, sketching classes and a ride in an original
Model-T (https://www.thehenryford.org/visit/greenfield-village/rides-at-greenfield-village/),
respectively. Faith-based organizations could hold study classes outdoors, English as a Foreign
Language instructors could teach newcomers by way of a walk through the downtown—the
possibilities are endless. OE experiences could be led by trained staff, biologists, curators, or
faith leaders rather than classroom teachers, although they may include classroom teachers if
they are booked as a field trip for a classroom. Volunteers also make great outdoor educators, as
is the case with volunteer-led Family Nature Clubs in the US, which offer organized trips to
green and blue spaces, for education, recreation and the many other benefits of families spending
time together outdoors (D’Amore, 2018).

Outdoor Adventure

To differentiate outdoor education from outdoor adventure (OA), in Canada outdoor
adventure normally focuses on intense physical activity in the outdoors (Balkwill, 1996), and is
not led by the participants’ schoolteacher. It often involves an element of risk and takes place in

a backwoods or wilderness setting (Balkwill, 1996). Canoe trips, multi-day backpack trips and
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rock-climbing expeditions for youth or pre-service teachers are a few examples. Kurt Hahn’s
Outward Bound program is a prime example of outdoor adventure (Outward Bound
International, 2004). In some parts of Canada, outdoor adventure trips are accredited towards
high school diplomas (Outward Bound Canada, n.d.) and Quebec’s CEGEP (Cégep de la
Gaspésie et des Tles, n.d.). OA often shares as goals with OE learning about and appreciation of
self and the environment, and for this reason outdoor adventures are used as examples when
appropriate in this paper.
Outdoor Classrooms

EDU’s environmental education policy document Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow
(2009) does not define outdoor classrooms. It mentions learning “outside the classroom” (EDU,
2009, p. 15) and “naturalization of the schoolyard” (p. 17) and provides an example of an
outdoor “green classroom” (p. 17) in Terrace Bay, Ontario, but with little detail. The
kindergarten curriculum (EDU, 2016b) provides research support for learning in the outdoors,
details relevant learning theories and pedagogies for educators to review when designing outdoor
(and indoor) spaces for EY students. However, in Canadian context, there is little, if any,
scholarly discussion of what delineates a giant field from an outdoor classroom. Even
dictionaries focus on a classroom being a “room,” often indoors (Cambridge Academic Content
Dictionary, n.d.; Collins English Dictionary, n.d.; Google, n.d.), although the Merriam-Webster
(n.d.) broadens the definition by calling it a “place where classes meet.” Dictionary.com
(Random House Unabridged Dictionary, n.d.) includes the traditional definition as well as this
explanation: “It can also be used in a more general way to refer to any space where students are
being taught by a teacher,” explaining that “Some classrooms might not even be in a room—

some schools have outdoor classrooms where students are taught outside, for example.”

16



For the purposes of this research, | defined outdoor classrooms as designated outdoor
teaching and learning spaces that include a gathering area (such as but not limited to tree stumps,
logs, rocks, or benches) such that discussions, lectures and exchanges of ideas can take place in a
group setting. OCs may or may not also consist of features such as rain barrels and bird
boxes. They may also include natural areas such as a field, a grove of trees or built-to-appear-
natural areas such as ditches, hills, a pond, and more. Key to this study is that
activities/lessons/explorations in the OC are based guided by a trained or certified educator and
linked to visions, missions, goals and/or curriculum, or beneficial to students in their personal
growth. Based on my expanded version of Priest’s definition of OE, however, the focal point of
the OC is the gathering space.

Functionality

The Oxford Learner’s Dictionary (n.d.) defines functionality as “the quality in something
of being very suitable for the purpose it was designed for” and lists practicality as a synonym. |
have expanded upon Wax’s (2008) discussion of the functionality of a website to provide the
following illustration: One might say a screwdriver’s purpose is to help a carpenter assemble
pieces of wood, but more specifically, its purposes are to install and remove screws. The
grooves on the handle and the sturdy shaft allow for firm grip and forceful rotation. These are
the features/qualities of the screwdriver that make it suitable for its purposes. If the users need to
install and remove screws that are in hard-to-reach places, this becomes the more defined
purpose for the screwdriver; the original screwdriver is no longer functional, but a ratcheting
screwdriver with interchangeable bits and a rotating handle becomes the more functional choice.

Having to prevent wrist strain due to long periods of use and right- versus left-handedness would
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be additional needs that could further define the purpose and therefore influence the features and
design of the humble screwdriver to maintain its functionality (see [Snapon Tools Africa], n.d.).

Shih-Chung (1998) illustrated functionality in “A Study of the Design and Functionality
of Multimedia Classroom,” by uncovering the many purposes for using multimedia classrooms
at Taiwan’s Tamkang University and the classrooms’ user-groups and sub-groups. The faculty
then cross-referenced purposes and users and created an inventory of best-suited technological
features and room designs. Four classrooms were either upgraded or installed as a result of
faculty input, after which Shih-Chung (1998) concluded that the university’s “technologically
rich environment” required “new levels of faculty support” and could result in “new perspectives
of educational materials development” (p. 301).

The use of “functionality” in this thesis is based on the above dictionary definition and
illustrations, and the premise that there are as many purposes for an outdoor classroom as there
are educators and students. Because of this complex interpretation of functionality and, it is
considered to be the ‘learning to fish’ aspect of the proverb used in the title of this thesis,
whereas a single goal or lesson plan or activity taking place in the OC would be considered more
of the “fish’ being handed to a person for short-term benefit.

Additional Definitions

Educators are adults (18 years or older) who have earned certification, accreditation
and/or formal education that will afford them a professional or expert viewpoint of teaching and
learning in the OC based on an alignment to their organization’s
missions/visions/goals/curriculum. Students/youth are youth aged 0-17 who are under the

direction of the educator. They may include classroom students, students on a field trip, visitors
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to a national park or similar, members of Scouting, Guiding, 4-H and other clubs, youth in a
faith-based group, and more.

Administrators/administration in general is used to differentiate educators from those
who make decisions about how education programs are run in an organization, school, at a level
of government or in a private company. School administrators/school administration includes
principals and vice principals, but not in their capacity as teachers. Board administrators/Board
administration refers to non-educators who make or contribute to decisions at the school board
level (such as the Director of Education, superintendents, union and student representatives and
trustees), and others employed by the school board who may create and run professional
development programs.

Significance of the Study

This study has three main significances: to address gaps in the research, to increase
knowledge at multiple levels of education programs and to communicate best-practices.

Regarding gaps in the research, this study will help to paint a larger and more well-
rounded picture of OC use in Windsor-Essex than currently exists by including educators and
students from a variety of non-school situations, such as youth development organizations, faith-
based organizations, and day cares. Also, examining what makes the OC useful, purposeful,
functional will add an element of pragmatism that has not often been the focus of research on
OCs in any location.

As for increasing knowledge on multiple levels, my research may help administrators
when they are considering their organization’s priorities. For example, in addition to EE, OCs
can also be functional in addressing mental and physical wellness, personal development, FNMI

education and more (see “Background. What benefits have been realized by teaching in OCs?”).
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My secondary research will expand knowledge of the features, designs, purposes, and
functionality of OCs as they are used in other parts of Ontario, Canada and the world, which may
inspire administrators to build an OC or expand their organizations’ use thereof to address
priorities beyond EE. My primary research, which focuses on understanding functionality, may
help administrators in the planning process of organization-wide projects and programs, as in
taking care to consider where to plant different tree species, how to get the community involved,
or researching what type of garden might serve youth who are refugees. Also, my secondary
research will provide details of how OE and opportunities for OC use are imbedded into
mandates, policies and priorities of EDU, and mandates, visions, missions, and goals of the many
types of organizations that are involved in the education of youth throughout Windsor-Essex.
This could be important reference material for administrators across the province who are
looking to develop OC programs or OC partnerships that are entrenched in policy.

Regarding educators, Balkwill (1996), Barfod and Bentsen (2018), Caner (2012),
Maynard and Waters (2007), and Pedretti and Nazir (2014) have shown that educators harbour
uncertainties and concerns about using OCs, creating potential for a gap between policy (EDU,
2016b) and practice. However, educators will find it useful to read what others are doing in the
OC when planning their own lessons and activities, especially if they are lacking in PD. Specific
to this significance is that my primary research aims to extract practical details and narrative
from educators who have successfully used OCs (see “Methodology” for discussion on use and
definition of success). | will give due attention to a variety of curriculum subjects and cross-
curricular integration within the context of Ontario, with a focus on benefits to teachers and
students. This will also make my study of interest to pre-service and in-service teacher education

programs: the educators of the educators.
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Although Rogers and Shoemaker (1971) list educational cost per pupil as the single best
predictor of the adoption of educational innovations, | will aim to uncover through my interviews
examples of how teachers are taking students into OCs with negligible expense and admirable
results, thus making a case for school boards (and other organizations) to explore how to develop
their OC programs. | will also use interviews to try to unearth stories of successful community
partnerships, so they may become catalysts for administration and educators to seek out new
connections for the interest of the students and support of the educators. These are two
important ways | believe my study has significance to communicate best practices.

Ultimately, one cannot adopt an innovation if one doesn’t know the innovation exists
(Rogers & Shoemaker, 1971). Whether innovations be products (such as organic weedkillers),
practices (such as taking birth control pills), or educational practices (such as using a new
pedagogy), Rogers and Shoemaker (1971) posited that knowledge of an innovation is the first
step towards potentially adopting that innovation. Also, communication of successes represents
a key step in both the diffusion of innovations and individual confirmations (Rogers &
Shoemaker, 1971), underscoring the significance of this paper at the most grassroots level.

Considering it has been more than 40 years since Brekke (1977) called for itemized and
co-ordinated efforts by the province, school boards and principals to support teachers in
expanding their OE abilities, the wealth of information provided by this paper may be long
overdue in the schools, and of great benefit to many governments and independent organizations.
Purposes of the Research

Thus, the purposes of this research are (a) to examine the functionalities of outdoor
classrooms in Windsor-Essex County, that is their natural and structural features, who is using

them, for what purposes and to what benefits; (b) to encourage thoughtful analysis of the
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relationships that make up functionality, and how those relationships can be used to better the
OC experience for educators and students, and (c) to be useful as a resource and inspiration for
educators, schools, school board and educational administrators, policy-makers and Teacher
Education program directors across the province.

This study aims to present an in-depth, holistic view of the functionality of OCs within
Windsor-Essex, guided by specific questions and based on qualitative research, backed by theory
and literature. This will offer guidance for embedding outdoor learning and OCs into school
boards and pre-service and in-service teacher programs, and for advancing OC use in local
organizations and those that work with youth across Ontario and Canada.

Research Questions

The study will be guided by the following key questions:

1) What structural and natural features are found in the outdoor classrooms used by
Windsor-Essex educators?

2) For what purposes are educators using outdoor classrooms? (That is, for what
activities, lessons and subjects, curriculum-based activities, personal development activities and
other uses? Are they following play-based learning, place-based education or other pedagogies
when teaching in the OCs? What times of the year are they using OCs? What influences has
professional development had on educators’ uses of outdoor classrooms, if at all?)

3) How do teachers/educators of Windsor-Essex perceive the benefits of outdoor
classrooms?

4) How do the educators of Windsor-Essex interpret the functionality of the outdoor
classrooms they use?

Ethical Considerations
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To ensure quality and integrity of my research, | received ethical clearance from the
University of Windsor (UWin) Research Ethics Board (REB) prior to recruiting for questionnaire
and interview participants. Informed, voluntary consent was required for the online
questionnaire to begin, and I received written, digital, or recorded verbal informed, voluntary
consent before conducting interviews with educators and key informants.

| respected the confidentiality of questionnaire participants and maintained anonymity by
not collecting participants’ names or the names of their schools or organizations. I referred to
questionnaire responses using general analysis of themes and relationships and used pseudonyms
in text where it benefitted the research to attribute a questionnaire response to a specific
interview participant. | have respected the confidentiality of all interview participants and
maintained anonymity in text by avoiding specific references, using pseudonyms, and avoiding
figures (such as photos) that reveal identification.

| conducted questionnaires and interviews according to written, agreed-upon terms
between me and the participant.

| am not seeking to compare school boards, schools, organizations, administrators,
owners or educators regarding their outdoor facilities, priorities, or policies, but rather to bring to
light the many different angles and options of outdoor classrooms that can benefit students and

educators.
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW

This Literature Review is organized on a three-tiered basis—globally, nationally, and
provincially—to communicate some of what | feel to be the most interesting and unique histories
and uses of OCs. Stories and perspectives from across the globe include examples from Canada,
and my own interpretations of how the stories can be turned into relevant practices in Ontario or
Windsor-Essex County. The global stories and perspectives are arranged by functionalities that |
noticed during my literature review process, and the section ends with real-life scenarios to
consider in order to keep OC experiences as positive as possible for all users. The national tier
recognizes Canada’s heterogeneity in climate, topography, geography, culture, and other
elements that affect education policy. It is also the main introduction of non-school
organizations that have relevance to OC use. The provincial tier is mainly historical research,
and the largest section of the literature review that is based on history. Through printed sources,
| describe historical movements and government policies and documents that are evidence of a
variety of uses of OCs in Ontario. This tier also includes examples to support my Chapter 1
definition of an outdoor classroom as including built structures, natural structures and/or both.
The chapter ends with a detailed picture of Windsor-Essex County as it pertains to opportunities
to learn in an OC.

By examining historical and modern uses of OCs, functionality of OCs across the globe
and pedagogies, | hope to paint a picture of OCs as a resource that is adaptable to numerous
goals and subject areas and is coming full circle from necessity to innovation, and perhaps back
to necessity.

What Makes OCs Around the World Functional and Relevant?
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National systems of education are “a combination and interweaving of several factors”
which include but are not limited to geography, economy, social factors, culture, history,
religion, politics, language, and technology (Evans, 2013, see “Introduction”). Factors that are
dominant in one nation’s system may not be in another’s (Evans, 2013). Methods and
philosophies of teaching and learning differ from country to country and society to society.
Landscape, climate, curricular goals and acceptable practices in schools vary from and within
nations. These variables may affect acceptance and use of the outdoors as a teaching and
learning tool. As I learned in my Kindergarten Specialist course, what matters most is how the
educator engages students in all that the outdoors has to offer. This section is presented to
provide examples from across the globe that show how educators across the globe are engaging
their students and tapping into the functionalities of OCs.

Scandinavian Influences

Friluftsliv. Visions, missions, and practices of many public- and private-school OE and
OC programs throughout Canada are overtly or covertly linked to the friluftsliv (“free air life”)
lifestyle in Scandinavian countries (Andrachuk et al., 2014; Elliot et al., 2018; Gelter, 2000;
Harris, 2018; MacEachren, 2013). Historically, friluftsliv described a feeling of great mental and
physical joy that is the reward for connecting with nature by undertaking outdoor activities and
recreation; a philosophy of life that is entrenched in Scandinavian culture, as their countries are
known for their extraordinary beauty (Gelter, 2000). In this sense, friluftsliv is not a specific
activity, methodology or pedagogy. However, friluftsliv is embedded in the curriculum of all
Scandinavian countries (Gelter, 2000), although each country experiences it in different ways.

I ur och skur. In Sweden, the I ur och skur (“rain or shine”) pedagogy is practiced in

over 200 schools (McDonnell, 2013). Pre-school and kindergarten students dress for a day of
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outdoor exploring in whatever nature and the elements bring and are lead through a long-term
narrative learning process based on the traditional (fictional) character Skogsmulle, who guards
the Scandinavian Forest (McDonnell, 2013). While exploring the outdoors (most often forested
area), teachers engage students in songs, rhythms, and ongoing stories of Skogsmulle, his friends
who guard the water ways and high alpine ecosystem, and an extra-terrestrial who sees earth
objectively from outer space. Twice a year, students interact with these characters in the forest
in the form of adults dressed up in costume. The characters help to instill in the kids a sense of
awe and wonder in the natural world, while the narratives focus on the interconnectedness of all
ecosystems. In Canada, venturing outdoors in all types of weather is becoming more popular. It
is a foundation of Canada’s Forest Schools (Andrachuk et al., 2014) and was an important
element of my own three-part Kindergarten Specialist course (a certified Additional
Qualification offered by the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario). My children played
in their kindergarten’s OC in all seasons, and often came home with wet and muddy clothes, but
joyful stories of their activities.

Udeskole. Denmark’s udeskole (meaning outdoor school) consists of compulsory weekly
or bi-weekly trips to the schoolyard, museums or natural areas that are curriculum-based (Lloyd,
2016). Even the travel portion of an outing, whether on foot or by vehicle, through urban or
forest settings, is considered a valuable part of the day, giving children and teachers a chance to
bond (Bentsen et al., 2017). Distinguishing characteristics of udeskole theory are the role of
kids “actively contributing to the construction of curriculum-based knowledge” and cross-
curricular integration through structured lessons (Lloyd, 2016, p. 32). Analysis of 107 pre-
school to Grade 10 teachers practicing udeskole in 93 schools across Denmark showed that the

top three subject areas teachers integrated into udeskole were all-around personal development,
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natural sciences and technology, and math (Bentson & Jenson, 2010, p. 210). Bentson & Jenson
(2010) also found that half of teachers who practiced udeskole one day a week or more did so
with special education needs students. Furthermore, following the instillation of udeskole into
Denmark’s federal education policy, research showed an increase in teachers practicing udeskole
and in the regularity with which they practice it (Barfod et al., 2016). Barfod et al. (2016) argue
that this proof of increase is grounds for the requirement of initial and in-service teacher training
on how to use outdoor spaces, and for careful architectural planning to incorporate learning into
schoolyards.

Udeskole influences can be found in Ontario’s curricula, most notably in the kindergarten
curriculum (EDU, 2016b), where the incorporation of learning into the outdoors is explained,
encouraged and noticeably cross-curricular. Also, WGEE’s Scope and Sequence document
(WGEE, 20074a) listed the United Kingdom’s practice of using “immediate environments as
contexts for real-world learning” (p. 9), and the province of Alberta’s multidisciplinary,
curriculum-based “outdoor ecological investigation” (p. 8) as models upon which to build
Ontario’s EE policies.

Living Skule. In Norway, Living Skule (meaning Living School) arose because of a new
curriculum for elementary and junior high school, as well as perceptions that society had become
alienated with nature and where food comes from (Jolly & Sandberg, 2018). In 1996, teacher
and farm-owner Sidsel Sandberg pioneered a rotating four-week farming experience at her own
farm near Oslo for students of Nannestad Junior High. Students learned all aspects of planting,
tending, and harvesting the crops, tending the animals (including slaughter), cooking, and
maintaining an organized and clean farm (including scheduling and small repairs). In the

process, students realized “changes of attitude and the feeling of self-efficacy...connecting to the
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work, to people and to place” (Jolly & Sandberg, 2018, p. 657). Additional farm projects were
launched between 1996 and 2000. Where farms were not available, schools created on-site
gardens. The Agricultural University of Norway (now Norwegian University of Life Sciences)
eventually provided accredited courses where farmers could learn the schools’ goals and needs
and teachers could learn about “sound environmental agriculture” (Jolly, 2012, p. 34).
Questionnaires, interviews, and case studies with former pupils of Norway’s farm-school co-
operative programs show Living Skule to be a model for teaching environmental sustainability
(Jolly & Krogh, 2010).

Forest School. Derivative of udeskole and friluftsliv (Leather, 2018), Forest School
programs in the United Kingdom are operated by certified and trained Forest School teachers (as
opposed to state-run schoolteachers) for half-days or full days. The youth participate on a
regular basis (such as a weekly field trip), or as daily campers in a summer program or holiday
break program. Objectives are outside of traditional school curricula. Through woodland
activities such as building forts, nature art, sensory walks, cooking on an open fire and making
and using tools, Forest School teachers help students strive for personal goals such as
communication skills, self-confidence, self-discovery, motivation, engagement, and inspiration
in and through nature (see Lloyd, 2016, p. 31).

Long-Term Goals, Responsibility and Experiential Learning

The functionality of Norway’s Living Skule stems from having animals to care for on-site
and long-term projects that mix physical, emotional, and mental responsibilities. In southwest
Sydney, Australia, Truong et al. (2016) examined a community gardening collaboration between
the Royal Botanic Garden Sydney, Western Sydney University, and a public-school detention

centre for upper-primary and lower-secondary students on long-term suspension from their
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regular public schools. Over a ten-week period, students designed and built garden beds,
planted, tended, and harvested vegetables and herbs, learned to cook what they had grown, then
feasted on the results. The authors felt the garden had notable effects on the student participants
specifically because they were at-risk youth:

The study has illuminated how outdoor learning can make a valuable contribution

towards enhancing self-esteem and building social capital and interpersonal skills. The

students move throughout an educational system where they rarely have an opportunity to
see a “final product.” Due to a host of reasons, they are effectively “educational nomads”
relocated from one school to the next. For this reason, many have not remained in one

place long enough to witness the long-term impact of their learning endeavours. The GBL

[garden-based learning] program became somewhat metaphorical: as the plants grew, so

did the students’ self-esteem. They were able to observe over time the fruits of their effort

by sowing and growing the school garden. (Truong et al., 2016, pp. 376-377)

In Victoria, Australia, educator Clarice Lisle has developed a farm into the Mount Rowan
Campus of Ballarat and Queen’s Anglican Grammar School. Year 4 students (ages nine and ten)
spend four of every five school days at this campus. Lisle (2018) has noticed that time spent
observing and caring for the domestic and wild animals has resulted in “a notable improvement
of their ability to connect on an empathic level with the animals and each other” (p. 697). The
first step is for students to resist chasing the animals—to let the animals approach them. By
year’s end, many students develop friendships with the chickens, pigs, and lambs, playing with
them and noticing their mannerisms and abilities to ‘speak’ to their young. Through this hands-
on, experiential program, the students become cognizant of the realities of life and death, and

“the symbiotic relationship they share with the world and all it has to offer” (Lisle, 2018, p. 693).
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It is not unreasonable that an OC in Essex County could make use of nearby farmland, as nearly
80% of land in Windsor-Essex is used for “important agricultural land uses” (Essex Region
Conservation Authority, n.d.-a). Also, communities in Ontario have access to animals through
programs such as “Rent the Chicken” (Rent the Chicken, 2019), and egg-hatching time of the
year is already a favourite at my children’s elementary school!
Creating Space in Southeast Asia

In Taiwan, junior high students with autism spectrum disorder exhibited a higher level of
moderate-to-vigorous physical activity in their physical education class when the class was
outdoors rather than indoors (Pan et al., 2011). The authors hypothesized that this could be
because of larger space for more movement. Similarly, outdoor infrastructure may offer a
solution to crowding and the poor-quality learning environments of indoor classrooms in
developing countries. Khan et al. (2018) noted Grade IV (ages nine and ten) students’ elevated
opinion of the lighting, acoustics and view of the board in an outdoor brick amphitheatre
classroom, when compared to the crowded, linearly designed, noisy and stuffy indoor classrooms
that are standard in government schools across Bangladesh. Given that dropout rate in
elementary school are 20.9% percent in Bangladesh (Khan et al., 2018, p. 2), this quasi-
experimental mixed methods study may open the door for basic changes in school and school
yard design. Similarly, Yaman (2005) suggested that Malaysian elementary students would
benefit from fully roofed, open-air classrooms based on improved thermal and spatial comfort
and acoustics. The school board would benefit economically, and teachers in an outdoor setting
would be better able to incorporate EE that is in keeping with the inquiry and reflection practices
of Islamic teaching.

Flexibility of Program Development
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As in Ontario, taking students outdoors in other countries has roots that have shifted and
settled according to the needs of each jurisdiction. For example, OE in the US is rooted in “a
militaristic style of wilderness travel” (Peredun, 2018, p. 765). Similarly, the histories of OE in
the United Kingdom and Singapore (a British colony until 1963) are based on developing
physical strength in youth to build a national military defense (Ho, 2014). In Singapore, once
independence was considered secure, this evolved into a physical education approach to combat
obesity and develop what first Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yewa called a “rugged society,” (Ho,
2014, p. 159). By the end of the 1990’s, secondary students were mandated to participate in at
least one camping experience before graduation. This progressed into overseas adventure travel
for youth and junior college students, based on the government’s desire for Singaporeans to
achieve the “tenacity to thrive in a globalised environment” (Ho, 2014, p. 160). Similar
philosophies trickled down to primary school curriculum after a primary system review in the
late-2000’s (Ho, 2014). Bentsen et al. (2017) describe a two-day outing of three hundred 10-
year-olds from a Singapore elementary school: campers stay in traditional long-houses at an
outdoor adventure learning centre, and practice kayaking, rock climbing and caving skills. Some
of the activities are group-focused, including a culminating performance for teachers and
parents, contributing to socialization and team building. Although this example of outdoor
adventure is beyond the focus of my primary research, it illustrates how physical education in the
outdoors can morph into OA and overseas adventures.

In Canada’s far north, Déljng elders teach youth how to carry on their culture in an
annual outing called Knowledge Camp at SaoyU-?ehdacho National Historic Site, on Great Bear
Lake in the Northwest Territories. Elders tell stories, prepare traditional foods and medicine, and

conduct celebrations and ceremonies; the youth join in. In an inspiring example of successfully
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mixing the old with the new, the youth have begun to use audio, video, and print to capture what
they are learning for the benefit of history and all Canadians (Parks Canada. Aboriginal Affairs
Secretariat, 2015).

Forest Schools provide a system-wide illustration of how OCs lend themselves to
flexibility of program development. Canadian schoolteachers quickly discovered Forest School
Canada, formed in 2012, and just as quickly called for revisions. By 2014, individual Forest
School Canada-licensed schools were already entering into custom partnerships with schools,
school boards and municipalities. These partnerships saw provincial curriculum, schoolground
programs and professional development for public school educators becoming mandates of
licensed schools, in return for public funding support and regular student attendance (Andrachuk
etal., 2014, pp. 48-52).

All-in-One Learning

Organized camping, with its roots in the US, is an example of non-school related OCs
with unique functionalities. Organized camping takes learning, conservation, and recreation into
the outdoors by offering extended overnight experiences that are prearranged to promote an
objective or philosophy in a group living environment (Shivers, 2011). Jewish summer camps
date back to the early twentieth century and are representative of the significance of organized
camping as part of OE: an estimated fifty-thousand Jewish youth attend these camps each year in
the United States to strengthen their Jewish identity and values, make personal connections and
connections to Israel, learn Hebrew, pray and develop good citizenship while enjoying sports,
recreation and arts activities; another ten-thousand people serve as staff (Zola, 2006).

Organized camping requires a permanent facility, trained counselors to provided guided

learning, and ““all camping activities are oriented toward group needs in a democratic context”
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(Shivers, 2011, p. 304). “Learning by doing” is fundamental to organized camping (Zola, 2006,
p. 4), and Shivers (2011) advocates having a location for gathering to plan the day’s activities. A
friend who participated in organized camping in Essex County throughout his youth described
campgrounds as having a designated outdoor area where all campers gathered for orientation,
planning, learning, singing, doing crafts, and in the case of his faith-based camp, worshipping
(personal communication: R. Reeb, July 10, 2021). This would equate to an OC. With trails,
green space and perhaps blue space, there is much to explore and many ways to learn and utilize
the OC. In 1922, former Harvard University President Charles B. Eliot called the organized
summer camp “the most important step in education that America has given the world” (Zola, p.
19).
Self-Esteem Development

In many countries, researchers are undertaking studies of personal development through
the lenses of OCs, OE and OA (Barr-Wilson & Roberts, 2016; D’ Amore, 2018; Gray & Mitten,
2018; Peredun, 2018; Whittington, 2006; Whittington et al., 2011). Not all undertake
quantitative research, but Alikhani (1986) noticed a significant improvement in 127 sixth-grade
females’ attitudes towards themselves and their teachers after only one day in an OC. Alikhani
(1986) also showed that after only one day learning outside, the percentage of sixth-grade male
students’ positive responses about how much they learned and about their teachers’ perceptions
of them doubled (see p. 59, para. 3). Three weeks after their one day of outdoor learning, the
percentage of the males’ positive responses was not as high, but still higher than pre-test
percentages, with some percentages still double the pre-test level (Alikhani, 1986, see p. 59,

para. 3).

33



Elementary school educators may benefit from studies of all-female outdoor adventure by
adapting lessons learned to their own OCs. For example, all-female OA participants have
reported improved short- and long-term body self-image as they focus more on what their bodies
can do rather than what they look like (Barr-Wilson & Roberts, 2016; Whittington, 2006).
Educators could engage students at all grades with this positive message, beginning as early as
kindergarten with the development of gross motor skills by climbing and riding a tricycle in the
OC. Girls have also reported feeling less concerned about what they look like, are wearing and
even how they smell as they’re engaging in outdoor adventures (Barr-Wilson & Roberts, 2016;
Whittington et al., 2011). This could serve as discussion material before undertaking a parcours
course in a natural OC, for example. Females’ leadership skills, strength, perseverance, and self-
confidence have also been shown to improve in all-female OA, along with noted feelings of
safety, freedom from stereotypes and increased connection with peers, (Whittington, 2006;
Whittington et al., 2011).

New Lenses

There are some examples of OE worth mentioning here because they can be translated to
activities within OCs. For example, Hoad (2105) observed a group of students at the Great
Ocean Walk in Victoria, Australia, not through a typical lens of what they did and learned, but
through the lens of Gibson’s theory of affordances, in which objects and places are seen for their
possibilities for action (Gibson, 1986; see Chapter 8). As an example of a cultural affordance,
Hoad suggested that because the coastline where his study took place is replete with shipwrecks,
a teacher might ask students to imagine what it was like for the family that lived in the lighthouse
to be so isolated. Although the students couldn’t interact physically with the shipwrecks, the

shipwrecks provided cultural affordances for the students to learn about a different time period,
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with different customs, food, travel and so on. Similarly, teachers in Ontario’s north might
employ walks into adjacent forest to consider the lifestyle of a fur trader. Sitting in a cornfield
that backs onto a Southwestern Ontario school, students might imagine how the developing
automobile industry was viewed by farmers in the early 1900s.

Traditional Maori teaching methods and values are being explored in outdoor settings in
Australia and New Zealand. Outdoor educator Mike Brown (Brown & Heaton, 2015) believes
“learning can be enriched for participants when educators...incorporate different conceptions of
learning and experience into their outdoor programmes” (p. 49). Within traditional Maori
principles, according to Brown, learning experiences are meant to be social activities processed
in a social context by the heart and “one’s centre (pito),” resulting in emotions, wisdom and well-
being, rather than in isolation in the head of the individual, resulting in a fact (Brown & Heaton,
2015, p. 56). Brown & Heaton illustrate this by describing a five-hour hike through rain and
mud to the summit of a mountain, after which hikers look out over the land and share memories
of people and places of long ago, invoking a feeling of belonging to the land in body, emotion,
and spirit. Traditional passing down of knowledge could be arranged in Ontario by creating a
partnership with an Elder and hearing about local First Nation history and traditions while sitting
in a circle in the OC—an authentic set up for such an activity.

Adaptable to Different Pedagogies

The Scottish government envisions all children’s educational journeys as including “a
series of planned, quality outdoor learning experiences” that are embedded in the curriculum
(Learning and Teaching Scotland, 2010, p. 5). Of note is their commitment to what are call
progressive outdoor activities: teachers are instructed to communicate with each other to

understand and build upon what students have experienced outside in past years, with an eye to
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how their own planned activities can be developed in future years. Progressive experiences may
be realized on a very basic level by re-visiting a location in different seasons or at different year
levels, or in progressively complex contexts, as the government does not shy away from
promoting overnight excursions.

Fuji Kindergarten in Tokyo, Japan, is an inclined ovoid ring structure and has fluid
boundaries between the outdoors and indoors. Classrooms have doors at both ends, trees grow
through the roof onto the second level, and there are resident small animals such as goats and
turtles. Tesuka Architects designed the school for Montessori teaching methods (wherein
students of all ages learn together) with the help of an acoustical engineer so the school embraces
white noise as natural and comforting without disrupting students and teachers (Anonymous,
2017). Fuji Kindergarten is also a unique setting for progressive education. The kids are
learning by running around and around and rediscovering the same thing over and over in a
slightly different context: alongside different classmates, at a different time of day, and when a
different activity is going on—whether that be rediscovering a tree, a teacher playing the piano,
or the resident turtles in their cages (TED, 2015). Fuji Kindergarten was awarded the Moriyama
RAIC International Prize, a prestigious architectural distinction, in 2017 (Anonymous, 2017).

Rather than considering place as “merely a venue for an activity,” place-based education
(PBE) has emerged to “build connections, dialogue and relationships between people and their
environment, a sense of place” (Stewart, 2003, see para. preceding “Outdoor Education”).
Further to that goal is that the relationships support a deep wanting to care for that place (Lisle,
2018). A good example comes from Williams and Taylor’s (1999) profile of Environmental
Middle School (EMS), situated near expansive green spaces, waterways, and mountains in

Portland Oregon. Teachers emphasized the local by centring all study around the theme of
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rivers, forests, parks or mountains, and classes often worked and studied outdoors. Students
studied rivers in art and painted themed murals, sang and wrote poetry about rivers, monitored
and conducted science experiments in nearby streams and worked as a team to rehabilitate
eroding streambanks. Through partnerships with the local college, university, department of
environmental services and various sponsors, students created on-site gardens and
composting/recycling programs in nearby parks, removed invasive ivy and mapped the park.
Native American elders regularly visited EMS to “tell the history of place through their stories,”
guide the planting and maintenance of cultural gardens at the school, and help the school make
curricular connections for Native American students to counteract their high dropout rates
(William & Taylor 1999, p. 85). In 1996, as an EMS student helped with sandbagging against
Portland’s notorious Willamette Valley flood, it was not the volume of water but the garbage he
saw floating in the water that caused the student the greater grief—an unfortunate but exemplary
instance of “connecting youth to the bioregion” (Williams & Taylor, 1999, p. 80).

Australian kindergarten and primary school educator Kumara Ward (2018) implemented
PBE through stories, songs and dances in her school’s OC in Wallumbin, New South Wales:

The content of the curriculum, although directly linked to the required

syllabus, was taught through the experience of place because it simply could

not be ignored. The lushness of the local environment was so powerful,

and experienced through all the senses...From, through, and in our place, we discovered

Dreamtime and creation stories, the secret lives of animals, insects, and habitats, learned

about geology, water cycles, and life cycles, learned about growth patterns,

photosynthesis, and metamorphosis... (p. 608)
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Such place-based explorations may help students “gain the insights needed to make the wide
range of difficult decisions regarding the environment likely to face them as they grow into
adults” (Smith & Sobel, 2010; p. 40).

Loose parts play is an up-and-coming branch of play-based learning that sees students
engage in unstructured play using piles of loose materials such as buttons, balls of yarn, washers,
recovered chandelier crystals, toy gems and the like. Attributed to Simon Nicholson, a landscape
designer/architect from England, loose parts play offers all children the ability to explore their
inherent creativity and has been shown to develop skills such as cooperation, innovation, and
collaboration (Neill, 2018). When taken outdoors, added benefits are being recognized.
Teachers in an Australian kindergarten reported calmer and more focused and imaginative play
after they added natural and organic materials, including natural loose parts, into an outdoor play
space (Nedovic & Morrissey, 2013). The kids turned woodchips, pinecones, and pebbles into
imaginary food for dinosaurs, bottles for babies, life-giving water and much more. Those
teachers also reported a decrease in some students’ separation anxiety from their parents when
they were allowed to take home a natural loose part that had been part of their play-based
learning that day. Large loose parts also provide benefits to children’s learning. Children in
Nedovic and Morrissey’s study (2013) used hay bales and wooden stumps in their dramatic play,
which increased in occurrence. Early childhood teacher Jackie Neill (2018) described outdoor
play in a kindergarten OC with large loose planks and frames that resulted in collaborative play,
problem-solving and the opportunity to teach kids about re-purposing used objects. Re-
purposing builds upon other environmental elements of OC use, and the outdoors provides space

for these large objects that would not be available indoors. Outdoors, children can also gather
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and add natural loose parts such as stones and fallen branches to their larger loose parts
creations, adding innovation and physical movement to the mix of benefits.
Promotes Spiritual Connections

In Holden Village, a religious retreat in Washington’s Cascade Mountains, parishioners
worshipped outdoors even during the harsh winters by sitting on carved snowbanks and singing
by the light of candles and stars. Seasonal changes became part of the liturgy in the form of
planting, harvesting, collecting native flora, acknowledging long nights and the return of light in
the springtime, and recognizing the local glaciers, creeks and mountain lakes during prayers and
petitions. Parson Scott Kershner said the villagers saw the trees “as co-participants in our
common worship and ourselves as faithful members of the land community beyond our doors”
(Kershner, 2017; p. 44).
Fresh Air for Health and Preventative Medicine

Setting up classrooms outdoors to provide children with fresh, circulating air to avert the
spread of infectious disease pre-dates the onslaught of COVID-19 by more than 115 years in
Europe and 100 years in North America (MacDonald, 1918). In his book Open-Air Schools,
Queen’s University Doctor of Pedagogy student and Toronto Public School Inspector Neil
MacDonald (2018) details how fresh air and sunlight was advocated in Germany as a prevention
and even cure for tuberculosis before the turn of the twentieth century. Hence, day sanitoria for
men, women and children were sprinkled across the country, but educators did not want children
to fall behind in their schooling. This led to the first Open-Air School, which began operating in
1904 in a forest just outside the city of Charlottenburg, Germany. Children who were anaemic
and had mild heart and lung conditions or signs of developing tuberculosis spent their days

outdoors learning science, mathematics, geography, poetry, singing and gymnastics. The
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students tended gardens of vegetables, and the girls learned needlework, wove grass baskets, and
learned to cook the vegetables. Students were provided clothing and blankets to keep them
warm through all the seasons, and a principle of open-air schools was for the children to rest
every afternoon, sleeping outdoors unless it was raining. The first open-air school in North
America was opened in Providence, Rhode Island by Drs. Mary Packard and Ellen Stone, both
early female graduates of Johns Hopkins School of Medicine (Korr, 2016). Although children
with tuberculosis or early signs thereof were the main students, the school eventually welcomed
healthy Kkids to prevent them getting tuberculosis, and admitted kids with other illnesses and
transmissible diseases, as well. By 1918, there were open-air schools in Canada, Italy, France,
Switzerland, Sweden, Denmark, Austria-Hungary, and Norway (MacDonald, 1918).

Fast forward to September 2020 and the COVID-19 pandemic. The New York City
Department of Education, in conjunction with the Department of Parks & Recreation, the
Department of Transportation, the Department of Sanitation, and the fire and police departments
launched the Outdoor Learning initiative to allow teachers to hold classes in their schoolyards,
on nearby streets and in nearby parks, and to expand their schoolyards using adjacent available
property to” give all of our children the quality education they deserve in a safe and socially
distanced environment” according to Mayor Bill de Blasio (NYC, 2020). Applications from
school principals in areas hit hardest by the pandemic were given priority, as were applications to
teach subjects that required space to move and breathe heavily, such as classes in music, chorus,
drama and physical education. Outdoor Learning initiative was continued for the city’s summer
school program for Grades K-8 and is planned for the 2021-2022 school year (NYC, 2020).

Cautionary Tales of Outdoor Classroom Use

40



Built or natural OCs that provide space to interact outside of proximity and/or direct site
of an authority figure might not be a positive experience for those that fear such circumstances.
For example, in a study of the perceptions of safety and unsafety of 11,152 students from 65
Southern Ontario schools in grades 4 through 12, the time and location that elementary students
who felt “unsafe” deemed to be the most unsafe was “Recess/break outside” (39.0%)
(Vaillancourt et al., 2010, p. 46). Similarly, educators in Wales noticed that students playing in
an OC found out-of-site locations, such as behind their built teepee, to engage in unsafe play
such as pretend sword fighting with sticks (Nedovic & Morrissey, 2013).

Children’s memories of negative experiences in the outdoors may drum up mental health
issues when children have had traumatic outdoor experiences. A study by Hoven et al. (2005) of
8236 New York City children in grades 4 through 12, six months after the bombing of the World
Trade Center on September 11, 2001, showed that “a high proportion” of the subjects had a
“probable mental disorder” (p. 545). Probable agoraphobia—a fear of being in places that have
caused stress or anxiety in the past, including open and public spaces—was the most prevalent
mental disorder (14.8%) (Hoven et al., 2005, p. 548). Probable separation anxiety was seen in
12.3% of children, and probable post-traumatic stress disorder was seen in 10.6% of subjects
(Hoven et al., 2005, p. 548). The study also found that exposure to trauma prior to the attack was
"a major risk factor for a post-September 11 probable mental disorder” (Hoven et al., p. 551).
The authors viewed this as a warning that thousands of children could now be considered at
higher risk for probable mental disorders in the future because of their exposure to the September
11 attack, which itself is considered a trauma. This brings into consideration the risk of mental
health disorders among children who have or will come to Canada from war-torn countries.

What might they be remembering when they are outdoors and invited by classmates to join in
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pretend chases or battles as part of dramatic play? Of 364 Bosnian children ages 6 through 12
evaluated for distress symptoms while in camps for displaced persons, 99.4% showed increased
arousal, whence “The mere presence of loud noises or military personnel would make the
children feel as if they were once again amidst hostilities. They were unwilling or, in more
severe cases, unable to play with other children and startled easily” (Goldstein et al, 1997, see
“Distress Symptoms”). Unfortunately, even another student jumping out from behind a tree
could create distress in students from war-torn countries; educators should be aware of the
triggers and needs of these high-risk students.

Being required to send their youth outdoors in the winter may cause worry and distress at
the parental level. Somali immigrant parents in Portland, Maine cited fear of broken limbs,
concern about pneumonia, lack of resources for warm clothing and gender barriers as reasons
they kept their children indoors despite recognizing the need to be active for health reasons
(Rothe et al, 2010). While these concerns are not insurmountable, addressing them would add
to a teacher’s workload, as teachers’ primary responsibilities in the outdoors must always be
safety of the students.

In “‘Fatties Cause Global Warning:” Fat Pedagogy and Environmental Education”
(Russell et al., 2013), Lakehead University Master of Education student and Outdoor Education
teaching assistant Hannah McNinch calls out to educators everywhere not to mistake body size
for fitness level, love of nature or caring for the environment:

I had a classmate tell me that I could not be “outdoorsy” because I did not “look the
part” and that my food choices did not support a “natural” lifestyle...If weight-based

oppression continues within education, | fear other youth may avoid the outdoors as I did,
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and then miss opportunities to foster appreciation of, and connection to, the natural

world. (Russell et al., 2013, p. 28)
Russell et al. (2013) also chastises noted author Richard Louv for warnings of what he declares
to be “life-threatening” obesity throughout his book Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our
Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder (Louv, 2008): “While obesity is not necessary for his
main argument, clearly he found this discourse to be a powerful tool” (p. 35). Finally, Ho (2014)
does not advocate the following of international OC trends within her home country of
Singapore. She suggests that social skills, cultural awareness and developing critical perspective
can be “homed in many settings” other than the outdoors (Ho, 2014, p. 167), and that place-
based OE is not fit for such a small country when they are far behind in global citizenship.
OCs in Canada

According to most recent statistics, 21.9% of Canada’s population are immigrants—the
highest proportion of the G8 countries—and 6.2% are of Aboriginal ancestry (Statistics Canada.
Social and Aboriginal Statistics Division, 2019). There are over 250 ethnic origins or ancestries
within the population, with 4 out of 10 people reporting more than one origin (Statistics Canada.
Social and Aboriginal Statistics Division, 2019). Canada is also the second largest country in the
world, bordering three oceans. How does a country of such diversity decide what goals to adopt
for education? What does ‘outdoor education’ look like across almost 41 degrees of latitude,
seven time zones, the longest coastline in the world and four of the five Képpen-Geiger climate
regions?, when the range of extreme coldest to extreme hottest all-time temperatures is nearly
120 Celsius degrees (Bonikowsky, 2016)?

In fact, education in Canada is governed by the provinces by order of the constitution,

and the territories by order of the federal government (Graham & Yarhi, 2017). Each province
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and territory interpret the function of education and its placement within society differently. The
names of the departments/ministries hint at their priorities: the Northwest Territories’
Department of Education, Culture and Employment, Prince Edward Island’s Department of
Education, Early Learning and Culture, and Manitoba’s Department of Education and Training
are just a few examples.

The following is a sampling of OC use in publicly funded schools and other organizations
across Canada, with focus on benefits to users.
Community Focus in British Columbia

At Davis Bay Elementary School on the Sunshine Coast, School District 46 launched
Nature Education for Sustainable Todays and Tomorrows in 2013 with 33 students in grades K-
4. The educators apply play-based, place-based, and experiential pedagogies (Sunshine Coast
School District, n.d.; Wood, 2015) with a focus on environmental sustainability. Daily
destinations may include the beach, the forest, a neighbour’s meadow, an estuary, or a creek with
pacific salmon, all in the nearby community. Down the highway in Roberts Creek, the same
school district spearheaded building of an OC pavilion targeted to become ““a shared use space
for the Roberts Creek community and the elementary school, where people can gather and learn
about food cultivation and sustainability” (Woodroofe, 2019). These goals are particularly
relevant considering the Sunshine Coast’s ongoing water shortage that led to Stage 4 water bans
in 2015, 2017, 2018, and 2021 (Bartlett, 2021). Thanks in part to thousands of dollars of donated
labour and materials, the finished OC includes garden beds and a large learning space. Classes
and teachers are now using the OC, and pavilion designer and builder Cody Chancellor is proud

to say the project has come “full circle” since he was hired “to run an after-school art program in
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the building [pavilion] and the surrounding gardens” (C. Chancellor, personal communications,
May 26, 2021).

In 2012, the Sooke School District near Victoria and its community partners on
Vancouver Island opened the Sangster Elementary School nature kindergarten to national and
scientific interest (Alphonso, 2013; Elliott et al., 2014; Westwood, 2013). It was inspired by
European forest schools, Scandinavian I ur och skur and “aboriginal ways of knowing,” but
based on the B.C. curriculum and EY frameworks (Elliott et al., 2014, p. 106). The program’s
guiding pedagogical principles are: “(a) connecting deeply with nature through play; (b) local
ways of knowing and understanding; (c) physical and mental health; (d) learning collaboratively
as part of an empathetic community, and (e) the environment as a co-teacher” (Elliott et al.,
2014, p. 106). Quantitative research showed that the nature kindergarten students’ levels of
nature relatedness increased from the beginning to the end of the year, while students in the
control (non-nature) kindergarten experienced a decrease over the same time period, creating a
significant difference between the two groups’ levels of nature relatedness by the end of the year
(Elliott et al., 2014).

Learning Languages

Grade 3 students at EAU,WELNEW Tribal school on VVancouver Island learn the native
language of SENCOTEN while they tend vegetable gardens and learn about traditional foods.
Community partner and Elder Ashley Cooper considers language and land to be an obvious
pairing: “I’ve always been told from my elders that SENCOTEN comes from the land, so it just
seems really appropriate to be teaching them the language [this way]” (Hennig & Paetkau, 2018).
The students are said to feel proud of their accomplishments and empowered about their heritage

(Hennig & Paetkau, 2018). Similarly, Alberta Tourism, Parks and Recreation and partners
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piloted the highly successful Learning a Language, Learning the Land program in 2010, using
the outdoors as classrooms for teaching English to adult immigrant newcomers. Based on the
widely used Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada curriculum, educators lead students
progressively from in-class literacy instruction to a one-day visit to an Edmonton park, to a
three-day camping trip in a provincial park, all under the umbrellas of nature and outdoor
recreation themes. Although the students were adults, the research and evaluation report of the
program (Lange et al., 2011) provides pages of valuable interview and survey data and makes
best practice recommendations that would benefit any educator wanting to pair OCs with
language learning. For example, this recommendation—one of 38—is worth considering for
introducing immigrant newcomer students to a natural outdoor classroom:
15. Interpretation Walks.
It is recommended that interpretation tours be smaller, have two interpreters at the
beginning and end of the group, go less distance, begin with the knowledge in the
group, and encourage finding parallels to home country ecologies, talk slower,
and simplify the language for newer English language speakers. (Lange et al.,
2011, p. 120).
Avenues for Technology
Technology use in OCs takes many forms. Tecumseh, Ontario’s Vista Academy JK-12
school includes three fully accessible OCs with lighting, charging stations and USB ports.
Parent Council member Heidi Hotz-Nourse cites specific benefits to special needs students who
can now charge their electric wheelchairs, iPads, and other support devices in order to be able to
learn outdoors (Langille, 2017). The OC at Hazelwood Elementary School in St. John’s,

Newfoundland comes fully equipped with wi-fi. It is used by all grade levels at the school.
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Principal Dale Lambe credits technology for changes in how students are learning (Thomson,
2016). At the same time, within the last decade doctors, teachers’ unions, parent groups and
advocacy organizations have questioned the safety of microwave radiation levels in schools,
demanding scientific review and in some cases the ban of wi-fi and wireless devices from
schools (Csanady, 2016; Janus, 2014; Nguyen, 2011).

In Nunavut, researchers from the Canadian Network for the Detection of Atmospheric
Change enlisted the assistance of elementary and high school classes in Igaluit, Igloolik and
Resolute Bay to monitor atmospheric conditions over a seven-year period. Students as young as
Grade 1 took regular outdoor temperature readings, while older students learned to measure wind
speed, wind direction and solar radiation (Canadian Network for the Detection of Atmospheric
Change, 2017, see “About the CANDAC student-researcher collaboration program”). Goals of
the multi-year project include engaging the students in discussion about changing atmospheric
conditions and the exchange of ideas amongst students and researchers. Given the territory’s
goal of helping students become aware of Nunavut’s “critical links to national, circumpolar and
global issues” (Government of Nunavut, n.d., see “Nunavusiutit”), this monitoring project could
be the basis for cross-curricular, inquiry-based, place-based, and highly scientific learning.
Outdoor Physical Education and Training

Outdoor physical training has been used historically to develop military strength,
especially in males (Ho, 2014; Peredun, 2018). France’s Georges Hébert sought to develop
physical strength, mental fitness, and personal morals with outdoor activity when he developed
his education physique, virile et morale par la méthode naturelle (“Physical, Virile and Moral
Education by the Natural Method™). Similar goals form the bases of Kurt Hahn’s Outward

Bound program and Lord Baden Powell’s Scouting movement. Today, various adaptations of
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hébertisme courses (also known as parcours Hébert and parcours courses) are popular in parks
throughout Québec. Participants undertake an obstacle course in a natural, outdoor setting using
logs, trees, ropes and rocks and incorporating different terrains. Schools also promote
hébertisme. For example, General Vanier Elementary School in Saint-Léonard, Québec (now
permanently closed) used to offer an annual Grade 6 leadership retreat in the Laurentian
Mountains that included hébertisme activities (General Vanier Elementary School, 2018).
Taking all safety concerns into consideration, tree stumps, rocks, and logs within built-up or
natural OCs could be turned into curriculum-based parcours courses for the development of
balance and motor skills.
The Role of Federal Government

There are several national and provincial bodies and policies that are relevant to the
building and use of OCs. Parks Canada, the federal governing body for national parks, national
urban parks, national historic sites and national marine conservation areas, supports OE across
the country through its Mandate and Charter, which obliges them to “protect and present
nationally significant examples of Canada's natural and cultural heritage, and foster public
understanding, appreciation and enjoyment in ways that ensure the ecological and
commemorative integrity of these places for present and future generations.” (Parks Canada,
2002). This is carried out by being guardians, guides, partners, and storytellers. Further, the
Parks Canada Agency Act (Government of Canada, 1998) dedicates national parks “to the people
of Canada for their benefit, education and enjoyment” now and in the future (see 4(1)). Parks
Canada’s “Framework for History and Commemoration: National Historic Sites System Plan”
(2019) and the “Canada National Marine Conservation Areas Act” (Government of Canada,

2002) have similar mandates and dedications.
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Another relevant government organization is the Canadian Cadet Organizations,
comprised of Sea Cadets, Air Cadets, Army Cadets and, in remote areas, Junior Canadian
Rangers. Sponsored by the Canada’s Department of National Defence, its goal is to develop
values such as fitness, survival, and leadership skills in kids ages 12-18, based on the Canadian
military (Government of Canada. Department of National Defence, n.d.). Army Cadets focuses
on physical activity and the outdoors, including map and compass skills, survival skills,
mountain biking, hiking, rafting, ziplines and parcours courses, for example. Physical activity in
many forms (Fjertoft, 2004; Pan et al., 2011), leadership (Smith & Sobel, 2010) and parcours
(Fernandez-Rio & Suarez, 2016) have been studied as they pertain to OE. According to the links
on Canadian Cadet Organization’s main website, (Government of Canada. Department of
National Defence, n.d.), Air Cadets also learn survival skills such as building a fire, creating a
safe shelter for the night and how to be seen by a rescue squad, all of which would be appropriate
to teach in an OC. Training courses for Cadet leaders have a strong focus on military drills,
behaviour and regulations, and the flying, sailing and land-based skills that the youth must learn.
Leaders also receive training to create a positive learning environment that helps with the
development of the youth. Assuming other criteria are met, this training would qualify a cadet
leader as an educator for this study.

Youth Development Organizations

Youth development organizations (YDOs) with a link to environment, agriculture,
leadership skills and other topics that translate well into OC lessons, activities and explorations
are plentiful and popular throughout Canada and Ontario. According to their website, Scouts
Canada, geared towards ages 5-26, follows a programming manual called The Canadian Path

(Scouts Canada, n.d.). The Canadian Path outlines six focal program areas: Environment &
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Outdoors, Leadership, Active & Healthy Living, Citizenship, Creative Expression and Beliefs &
Values. A new program, Scouts for Sustainability, now aligns Canadian Path programs with the
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (World Organization of the Scout Movement, n.d.). Girl
Guides of Canada is for girls aged 5-17. With a mission “to be a catalyst for girls empowering
girls” (Girl Guides of Canada-Guides du Canada, n.d.), Guiding provides opportunities to
explore outdoor challenges and global awareness. Volunteer leaders are trained to deliver Girls
First programs safely and inclusively, and they learn strategies to engage girls as participants,

decision-makers, and future leaders (see https://www.girlguides.ca/web). Outdoor Activity

Leadership training is offered for leaders wanting to take girls camping. Until 2019, Girl Guides
Canada owned several organized camping facilities in Ontario (Girl Guides of Canada-Ontario
Council, n.d.). 4-H Canada, another popular YDO, is driven by projects that are curriculum-

based (see https://4-hontario.ca/). Photography, birdwatching, gardening, the great outdoors,

hiking, and yard art are examples of some existing and former project topics. 4-H Ontario is
geared towards youth ages 6-21 and includes organized adventure and leadership camps.
Ontario: Filled with Possibilities

In Canada, there is no federal department of education. The jurisdiction of public
education falls to the ten provinces as stated in the Constitution Act of 1867 and has been
delegated to the territories by the federal government (Graham & Yarhi, 2017). Each province
and territory has its own department or ministry to create and govern education policy and
curriculum, headed by a minister appointed by the Premier. Ontario has a Ministry of Education
responsible for “child care and for administering the system of publicly funded elementary and
secondary school education in Ontario” (Ontario. Ministry of Education, 2018a, See “Ministry of

Education”). “Publicly funded” means the majority of funding comes from the province and
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municipality, whereas schools on Ontario’s First Nation reserves (called “on-reserve” schools)
are funded by the federal government, and private schools may be funded by tuition and/or
donors but are not funded by the Province of Ontario (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018c).

The history of OE in Ontario shows us that the use of OCs has changed and evolved
continuously and is still evolving today. Learning about and experiencing Ontario’s land
formations, water bodies, flora, fauna, and agriculture were the goals of nearly all the province’s
movements of outdoor education (Borland (2015). According to Borland (2015), early
documentation has Christian missionaries introducing agricultural education to Indigenous
populations in the 1820’s, as they felt it would be beneficial to a people who were formerly
nomadic hunter-gatherers. Within two decades, the nature study movement, founded by scientist
and educator Louis Aggasiz, was becoming popular. This saw students immersing themselves in
field guides and outdoor study of their local natural history. While the nature study movement
developed into the hands-on outdoor Junior Naturalists clubs of the late 19" century, the early
20" century brought official recognition of the importance of agricultural education by the
Canadian and Ontario governments, resulting in agricultural studies for rural secondary school
kids and gardening/nature study courses on school grounds and in local parks for their urban
counterparts.

The late 19" century/early 20" century also marked the development of the camping
movement, first in private schools and later as summer camps through organizations such as the
Canadian General Council of the Boy Scout Association (now named Scouts Canada) and the
Young Men’s/Young Women’s Christian Association (YMCA/YWCA). According to Borland
(2015), camp administrators applied “the latest psychological principles of education and

pedagogical principles of the progressive education movement to frame their businesses as
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places which provided ideal environments for fostering the positive psychological health for
children” (p. 29).

The conservation movement began to take shape in the mid-20" century when marine
biologist Rachel Carson’s international bestseller The Sea Around Us (1951) revealed the
interrelatedness and fragility of land, air, sea, sun and moon, and her Silent Spring (Carson,
1962) warned of the dangers of chemicals such as DDT. In Canada, the 1960 opening of the
Island Natural Science Centre on Centre Island in Toronto, by the Toronto Board of Education
(currently called the Toronto District School Board) marked the first time Ontario’s curriculum
was linked to the outdoors with a facility specifically designed for conservation education
(Borland, 2015). By the late 1960s, many of the then-flourishing school board-operated OE
centres had become equipped for the newest movement in OE, the adventure movement
(Passmore, 1972). Following in the footsteps of Kurt Hahn and his Outward Bound schools,
adventure educators engaged youth in risky physical pursuits such as back-country hiking, rock
climbing, canoeing and kayaking, as well as teaching skills such as cooking and cleaning in a
wilderness camping setting. This use of natural OCs to improve personal strengths, mental and
physical fortitude, self-esteem, problem-solving abilities, and teamwork skills shows an
expansion of OC use beyond academic purposes.

A current-day Internet search of remaining Ontario school board-operated OE centre
websites shows that nowadays they are typically run with assistance from partnerships, grants,
and sponsorships. Furthermore, in 2009 EDU published a new policy framework (EDU, 2009a)
mandating that EE be a part of all curriculum subjects in elementary and secondary school,

leaving administrators seeking budget-conscious means to, in essence, expand teaching
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capabilities of all educators. Thus, OCs are being re-visualized and studied as innovations in
education (Cone et al., 2015).
Current Publicly Funded School Education Policies in Ontario

The road to EDU’s current position on EE stretches back nearly 15 years but is highly
relevant to the development of OC usage in Ontario’s publicly funded schools. In 2007, EDU’s
Curriculum Council convened the Working Group on Environmental Education (WGEE) to
review and analyse elementary and secondary schools’ EE needs and practices within Ontario,
and to research suitable best practices within Canada and beyond. WGEE published Shaping
Our Schools, Shaping Our Future (Ontario Ministry of Education. The Working Group on
Environment Education [WGEE] 2007) in June of that year. The report noted the lack of a
“coherent approach to environmental education in Ontario schools that will prepare our young
people to take their place as environmentally responsible citizens” (WGEE, 2007, pp. 2, 3).

WGEE’s 32 recommendations informed EDU’s update of EE philosophies, goals and
mandates. By 2009, EDU had created Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow: A Policy Framework
for Environmental Education in Ontario Schools (Ontario Ministry of Education [EDU], 2009a).
Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow provided three main directives of interest for this research.
The first was EDU’s policy that EE is not a subject in and of itself, but that the Ministry of
Education would “embed environmental education expectations and opportunities in all grades
and in all subjects of the Ontario curriculum, as appropriate” (EDU, 2009a, p. 12). The second
was that each school board would create and implement its own EE policies based on its own
needs, the needs of its students and its potential for community partners. The third main
directive of interest required school leaders to oversee policy implementation in a manner that is

further narrowed to the needs and visions of their own school populations and neighbourhoods.
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Student engagement and leadership, local relevance, and community partnerships, sharing
educational resources, and an integrated teaching approach are recurring themes throughout the
framework, setting the stage for inquiry-based and experiential learning about and in local and
neighbourhood environments.

Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow contains the term ‘outdoor education’ but does not
define it. Some curricular documents provide ideas for taking students outdoors. One example
is in The Arts curriculum:

...a sense of connection to the immediate environment and the natural world is frequently

reflected in the arts — for example, Paleolithic cave paintings of animals, traditional

dances and performances that evoke aspects of nature, landscape painting, and

Impressionist music. To facilitate these connections, arts teachers are encouraged to take

students out of the classroom and into the world beyond the school to help students

observe, explore, and investigate nature, and to design activities that allow students to

integrate natural materials into their creative works.” (EDU, 2009b, p. 49)

From Health and Physical Education comes this example:

Appreciating the value of fresh air and outdoor spaces...being aware of the impact of

using trails, and understanding the health risks associated with environmental factors such

as sun exposure and air pollution are all components of environmental education that are
integrated with learning in health and physical education. To facilitate these connections,
health and physical education teachers are encouraged to take students out of the
classroom and into the world beyond the school to help students observe, explore, and

appreciate nature as they discover the benefits of being active outdoors. (EDU, 2015, p.

65)
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Because of such policy flexibility, it can be argued that Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow is the
document that has the most positive influence on creation, use, and functionality of OCs in
Ontario’s publicly funded schools (see Kyriakides et al., 2015, p. 113; see also Stewart, 2011,
“Teacher reform”). However, The Kindergarten Program, 2016 (Ontario Ministry of Education
[EDU], 2016b) contains the most direct call to bring students outdoors:
Children's natural curiosity and sense of wonder can be fostered by providing them with
many opportunities to learn outdoors. The learning that takes place in classroom
experiences can be explored in the "extended classroom” that nature provides. Similarly,
the natural environment can be reflected in the indoor learning environment...In the
Kindergarten program, learning in the outdoors is included as part of the instructional
day, and the educators play an active role, engaging with children in an inquiry stance as
they play, explore, and learn together outside the classroom. (p. 34)
The Kindergarten Program (EDU, 2016b) also references research about the many benefits of
being in nature. There are links to a video and a website to guide teachers in taking students
outdoors daily, and natural objects are to be included as play items in the indoor classroom.
Neither Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow nor Shaping Our Schools, Shaping Our
Future contain the term ‘outdoor classroom’. However, EDU uses the term ‘field study’ in
Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow (EDU, 20093, p. 13), and throughout Environmental
Education, Grades 1-8: Scope and Sequence of Expectations, 2017 (Ontario Ministry of
Education [EDU], 2017), a resource guide that walks teachers through curricular and cross-
curricular implementation of EE in all subjects in Grades K-8. The best example of field study
comes from the Social Studies, History and Geography curriculum document, where educators

will find this overarching consideration for program planning: “Field studies in the schoolyard, a
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park or field, or a local neighbourhood allow students to observe and discuss patterns in the built
environment, traces of human activities, and different types of land use or natural physical
features” (EDU, 2018, p. 36). Again, however, it is the play-based learning kindergarten
curriculum that is scattered with examples and discussion of the functionality of outdoor spaces
(see EDU, 2016b), making this EDU’s most progressive stance on OC usage.

Overall, EDU’s policies, directives and curricula present an expansive picture: nothing is
specifically labelled an “outdoor classroom,” but cross-curricular learning in the outdoors is
promoted within the schoolyard and neighbourhood, and EE is mandatory in all subjects.
Government of Ontario

Indigenous education has always been a form of outdoor learning throughout Canada and
Ontario. With Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation calls to action (Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of Canada, 2015; see Items 62-70 and 79-83) paving the way for content about
residential schools to enter EDU’s curriculum in 2018 and the revision of the First Nation, Métis,
and Inuit Studies curriculum in September 2019 (Ontario Ministry of Education [EDU], 2019),
there has been an increase in studying traditional education and FNMI culture and history in
publicly funded schools. The calls to action are also useful for YDOs, historic sites and
provincial government looking for direction to increase their traditional teachings; YDOs
particularly may find ways to do this in OCs. In 2016, my own Kindergarten Specialist
Additional Qualification class traveled to Bkejwanong Kinomaagewgamig (formerly Walpole
Island Elementary School) to learn about incorporating traditional content into play-based
learning and expanding our uses of OCs.

The provincial government has influence in OC use that goes beyond EDU and beyond

EE. For example, under Ontario’s Conservation Authorities Act, the province’s 36 Conservation
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Authorities have powers to “provide, in the area over which it has jurisdiction, programs and
services designed to further the conservation, restoration, development and management of
natural resources other than gas, oil, coal and minerals (Government of Ontario, 2021a; see Part
V, Objects, 20 (1)). Conservation Authorities were created for watershed management, but this
often includes ownership and management of green spaces, and may include management of a
green space that is also an historic property, (such as the John R. Park Homestead in Essex; see

https://essexregionconservation.ca/location/john-r-park-homestead/). Outdoor classrooms and

outreach education would fall under “programs and services” deemed necessary by the Authority
to carry out their purpose (Government of Ontario, 2021a; see Part V). Further, the province’s
Ontario Heritage Act allows municipalities to designate and manage heritage conservation
districts. These are sites that contribute “to a sense of place extending beyond their individual
buildings, structures and landscapes” (Ontario Ministry of Heritage, Sport, Tourism and Culture
Industries, 2017), making them yet more locations for building OCs. Finally, Ontario’s
Provincial Parks and Conservation Reserves Act (Government of Ontario, 2021b) does not
mandate learning or education, however the Ontario Parks website

(https://www.ontarioparks.com/) does detail guided (or self-guided, depending on COVID

restrictions) outdoor Discovery Programs where available.
Moving into Modern Day Uses of OCs

The Ontario Camping Association, founded in 1933, currently provides government
lobbying, research, mentoring and marketing services, and upholds standards for more than 450
organized camps and OE centres (Ontario Camps Association, n.d.). Their website

(https://ontariocampsassociation.ca/) offers 18 different areas of focus to choose from when

searching for a camp or OE centre, including academics, equestrian, First Nation, environmental
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education, leadership, performing arts, STEM, social justice, special needs and teen
development, as well as specialized Christian and Jewish camps. Camp Arrowhead in Muskoka
offers a Refugee Program. Four different camps (including Outward Bound) offer winter/winter
holiday programs. Intergenerational camp programs are designed for the entire family. Because
of the overnight residences, group activities and outdoor spaces for learning and having fun,
organized camps can address social, spiritual, and physical needs of youth, and the youth can
develop “self-expression, self-confidence and independence” by taking part in daily
programming (Shivers, 2011; p. 313).

Services within the province pivoted successfully to create outdoor learning opportunities
during the COVID-19 pandemic. In mid-June of 2020, the Native Child and Family Services of
Toronto (NCFST) launched a Trauma-Informed Land-Based Response to the isolation that
children and families were experiencing during the first wave of the pandemic in Ontario.
NCFST staff and a ceremonial attendant met outdoors in a park in Toronto with one Indigenous
family at a time to do a smudge, sing songs and often do activities at the creek (Garrick, 2020).
The program eventually expanded to two other parks and included physical activity, arts and
crafts and Indigenous storytelling. In May of 2021, during the third wave of COVID-19 in
Ontario, Toronto’s Hospital for Sick Kids, NCFST and researchers from University of Toronto’s
Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work, published a report/call-to-action to citizens,
politicians, educators, and health care professionals across Ontario to provide and advocate for
safe, outdoor spaces for children and youth to play and connect with nature (Schiffer, Birken et
al., 2021). The report was based in part on a “rapid evaluation” of the more than 50 families

who participated in the Response during the first two waves (Schiffer, Birken, et al., 2021; p. 3).
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Improvements in mental and physical health were noted, as were “an increase in feelings of
family, community and cultural connectedness” (Schiffer, Birken, et al., 2021; p. 3).
Situating Windsor and Essex County

The County of Essex includes seven municipalities: the Towns of Amherstburg, Essex,
Kingsville, Lakeshore, LaSalle and Tecumseh, and the Municipality of Leamington. The City of
Windsor is its own municipality, for a total of eight municipalities in what is known as Windsor-
Essex. Windsor is Canada’s southernmost city. Point Pelee National Park (PPNP), Canada’s
southernmost mainland point, is in Leamington.

Windsor-Essex is surrounded by Lake Erie to the south, the Detroit River to the west and
northwest, and Lake St. Clair to the north. Chatham-Kent County (including Wheatley
Provincial Park) lies to the east, and to the south is the Township of Pelee, which consists of nine
islands that comprise Canada’s southernmost points of land. With a latitude of 42.3149° N (as
far south as northern California), Windsor topped many categories in Environment Canada’s
most recent “Weather Winner” Highlights (Environment Canada, 2012), which presents 30 years
of weather data for Canada’s 100 largest cities: warmest fall, most thunderstorm days, most
smoke and haze days, most cooling degree-days, most warming degree-days, humidex days at or
above 30C, high humidex days at or above 35C and most humid summer location. Windsor is
also listed as having Canada’s third hottest summer, after Kamloops and Penticton, B.C.3

There are three main watersheds (Lake Erie, Detroit River and Lake St. Clair), and 29
sub-watersheds (Essex Region Conservation Authority, 2009) in Windsor-Essex. The waterways

provide outdoor physical activity and recreation opportunities such as canoeing, stand-up paddle

3 Reports and awards on the website have not been updated to include the record-breaking

heatwave in British Columbia during July of 2021.
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boarding, swimming, fishing, and beach activities. Also, citizens of all ages can volunteer with
the Canadian Freshwater Alliance to test water quality, plant native flora, and do shoreline
cleanups of Lake Erie (Canadian Freshwater Alliance, n.d.). The local English public and
English Catholic school boards have an agreement to use LaSalle’s Fighting Island, a former
dumping ground for industrial waste that was cleaned up and is being revitalized, as an OC for
curriculum-based learning (Diamond, 2018).

Situated in the physiographic region of the St. Lawrence Lowlands, Essex County was at
the bottom of a glacial lake during the last ice age, such that it is very flat today (City of
Windsor, 2017). As part of Canada’s Southern Deciduous Forest, Windsor-Essex is home to
native trees that do not grow anywhere else in the country (Bliss et al., 2015). Windsor has an
“about average” tree canopy coverage of 19%, but tree cover across the county of Essex
(Windsor notwithstanding) is low, at “about 8.5%” (Cross, 2021).* The fauna of the region is
among the “rarest and most biodiverse in Canada,” with over 240 “federally or provincially rare
species of plants or animals” (Essex Region Conservation Authority, n.d.-b; see “Wildlife”).
Farmers in Essex County cultivate planted crops and fruit trees and use greenhouses to take
advantage of warm fall and mild winter weather to grow year-round. Wind farms are another
way to take advantage of the county’s flatness.

Historically, Windsor-Essex makes for prolific place-based learning which can be

discovered on the County of Essex website (https://www.countyofessex.ca/en/; see “History™).

The Wyandot, Huron and Ottawa First Nations were already present when French soldiers began

4 According to ERCA’s most recent Watershed Report Card (Essex Region Conservation Authority, 2018;
see “Forest Conditions”), one of the foremost reasons for low tree coverage in Essex County is the
prominence of agriculture. Local undertakings such as 4-H, the ERCA Demonstration Farm, Greener
Farms organic compost facility and Serenity Lavender Farms show that there is potential to capitalize on
agriculture as a subject for OC learning (albeit for a wider age-range than the target audience of this

paper).
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to settle in Windsor-Essex County in the mid-1700s. In March 2021, the Caldwell First Nations
received reserve status and took full possession of an 80-hectare property in Leamington
(Kabatay, 2021). Windsor’s proximity to Detroit, Michigan in the US was vital in the area’s role
in the War of 1812, the development of the railroad and the development of the automotive
industry. The manufacturing industry continues to be the most prominent labour industry in
Windsor (Statistics Canada, 2020b; see “Total labour force population aged 15 years and over by
Industry”). Windsor-Essex is also distinguished for being a haven of freedom for tens of
thousands of black slaves who fled across the Detroit River from the US via a network of people
and hiding places known as the Underground Railroad.

There were 398,953 people living in Windsor-Essex County in 2016, according to the
census, and one in four Windsorites living in private houses were foreign born (Statistics
Canada, 2020a; see “Immigrant status for the population in private households”), making
Windsor a very culturally diverse city.

Situating Windsor-Essex County in Outdoor Learning

There are four school boards in Windsor-Essex County. The Greater Essex County
District School Board is public English and includes the Township of Pelee. The Windsor Essex
Catholic District School Board is Catholic English. Conseil scolaire catholique Providence is
Catholic French and extends eastward to Woodstock-Oxford County and north to the Gray-Bruce
region. Conseil scolaire Viamonde is public French, covering southwestern Ontario and much of
the Golden Horseshoe. Each board approaches outdoor learning slightly differently. There are
also many private schools: some are faith-based, others Montessori, and still others specialize in

sports or music. There is one registered Forest School.
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PPNP is the only national park in Windsor-Essex, although there is federal commitment
to designate Ojibway Shores and surrounding protected natural areas as a national urban park
(Garton, 2021). Ojibway Prairie Reserve in Windsor is a non-operating provincial park and
home to more than 500 flowering plants, of which 18% are rare in Ontario (Ontario Ministry of
the Environment, Conservation and Parks, n.d.). There are also 19 publicly accessible
conservation areas and close to 100km of trails owned/managed by ERCA. Waterfront parks
and beaches are plentiful and used almost year-round.

There are branches of Scouts Canada, Girl Guides, 4-H Canada, junior field naturalists
and many faith-based and non-secular youth clubs in Windsor-Essex. Museums, historic sites,
walking tours and annual events celebrate the area’s rich history and cultural heritage. The
Detroit River is the only river with the dual distinction of being designated both an American
Heritage River and a Canadian Heritage River (Essex Region Conservation Authority, n.d.-b; see
“Detroit River”).

After an extended March Break in 2020, no school boards in Ontario were permitted to
have students return to in-person learning for the duration of the 2019-20 school year. Kingsville
and Leamington were the last locations in Ontario to enter Stage 2 reopening during the first
wave of COVID-19 restrictions in June 2020 (Aziz, 2020), followed by Windsor-Essex being the
last health unit to enter Stage 3 reopening in August 2020 (Fraser, 2020). Except for “continued
in-person support for students with special education needs who require additional support that
cannot be accommodated through remote learning” (Ontario Office of the Premier, 2021b) who
were able to continue attending in-person, students in Windsor-Essex County finished their
school year with more than two months of online learning during stay-at-home circumstances for

the second year in a row.
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The University of Windsor has a Faculty of Education for preservice, in-service, and
graduate studies. Outdoor Recreation has been a course in the university’s Department of
Kinesiology undergraduate program since the degree started in the 1960s, and there is also a
Practice, Theory and Analysis of Urban Outdoor Recreation class, begun in 2008, which focuses
on having students explore physical activity possibilities in outdoor spaces around the university,
Windsor, and Essex County (V. Paraschak, personal communication, January 19, 2022). Other
programs and partnerships also promote and provide outdoor learning opportunities. At St. Clair
College, programs in Early Childhood Education, Native Early Childhood Education, Child and
Youth Care, Developmental Service Worker, Fitness and Health Promotion and Autism and
Behavioural Science might also lead graduates to working in OCs.

There are chapters of Sea Cadets, Air Cadets and Army Cadets in Windsor-Essex County,
and land and infrastructure for organized camping owned by Scouts Canada, Girl Guides of
Canada (transitioning to the Optimist Club as per personal communication with C. Robertson,
July 20, 2021), and PPNP. The organized camping facilities are available for rent by YDOs and
other groups.

Chapter Summary

From a global perspective to a national perspective to a provincial perspective, it is
apparent that OCs are being used for far more than learning about the environment. In addition
to school subjects, educators of all types are leading students and youth through personal and
social development activities, development of leadership skills, fitness training, survival skills
training, transmission of culture and heritage and so much more. OCs lend themselves well to
pedagogies such as experiential learning, play-based learning, place-based education, loose parts

play, traditional Indigenous education and progressive education. OCs are also used to teach I ur
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och skur, friluftsliv and Forest School, and for youth development organizations and government
programs for military training, conservation education, agricultural knowledge—too many to list
in one summary!

In examining OC functionality on all these plains, recurring themes emerge. OCs are
functional because of their spaciousness as compared to indoor classrooms and gymnasiums,
allowing for increased physical activity (Pan et al., 2011) and tackling of physical challenges
(Nel et al., 2017), and elaborate dramatic play. Space to cultivate gardens and food and engage
with animals provide tremendous opportunity for developing responsibility, leadership, and pride
(Jolly & Sandberg, 2018; Truong et al., 2016). Caution must be exercised by teachers to avoid
creating frightening and/or bullying situations because of the spaciousness of the outdoors
(Goldstein et al., 1997) and educators in general need to be aware of all their students’ needs
(Hoven et al., 2005; Vaillancourt et al., 2010). OC’s provide opportunities for increased noise
levels such as group singing and music making of all kinds (McDonnell, 2013; Ward, 2018),
including with natural items. This might be based on their distance from indoor classrooms.
OCs can offer varying degrees of infrastructure (Borland, 2015) , and can offer a functional and
inexpensive alternative to less-than-ideal indoor classrooms (Khan et al., 2018; Yaman, 2005)
Outdoor classrooms offer a diverse range of topography, climate, flora and fauna, stimulating
creativity in students and educators and providing a setting for teaching any subject. This also
contributes to their flexibility in accommodating the various needs of federal and more local
educational goals. Because changes occur naturally in OCs, they allow students to undertake
their same explorations in different seasons and under different circumstances, making them an
ideal setting for teaching about the cyclical nature of life and the environment. Finally, because

they are viewed as both a traditional and innovative teaching platform, OCs offer extensive
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opportunities for community partnerships: from environmental organizations to community
elders, artists to farmers to builders, with prospects to benefit from the knowledge and
experiences of all types of educators, certified or not.

Windsor-Essex is ideally situated for learning in OCs. With its mild climate, plentiful
waterways and surrounding lake and river, fascinating history and multicultural population, there

is much to see, do and explore outdoors in all seasons.
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY

This study investigates the functionality of OCs within Windsor-Essex, guided by
specific questions and based on qualitative research, backed by theory and literature. It will
explore lessons for embedding outdoor learning into priorities for schools, organizations, and
pre-service and in-service teacher education programs, and for advancing OC use in local
organizations and those that work with youth across Ontario.

The purposes of this research are (a) to examine the functionalities of Windsor-Essex
County’s outdoor classrooms- that is their natural and structural features, their use and purposes,
and the perceived benefits; (b) to encourage in participants and readers thoughtful analysis of the
relationships that make up functionality, and how those relationships can be used to better the
OC experience for educators and students, and (c) to be useful as a resource and inspiration for
policy-makers, administrators and educators across the province.

To fulfill the first two purposes, | undertook a two-phase approach. First, I created online
questionnaires with opportunity for descriptive, qualitative comment. Second, I used the
questionnaire responses to inform semi-structured, follow-up phone interviews with those
participants who were interested and qualified. As I received questionnaire and interview data, |
analyzed them for themes and items of interest, and created charts, tables, graphs, and narrative,
each where appropriate. To fulfill the purpose of creating a useful and inspirational resource, |
pursued communications with key informants, especially concerning professional development,
and wrote the findings and discussion sections as though the interview participants were part of a
group discussion, as | feel strongly that they would have had much to share and learn from each
other had they been allowed to meet.

My Role as a Researcher
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Interpretations of research are based on the background and experiences of the researcher
(Lichtman, 2012). I fulfill three roles that I feel will influence my interpretation. First, as a
parent, | have watched both of my children develop into curious, creative, non-stop learners,
thanks in part to the incorporation of daily outdoor learning in their play-based kindergarten
program. | learned pedagogies, teaching strategies and practical examples applicable to outdoor
learning throughout my three-part Kindergarten Specialist Additional Qualification course
(which I pursued while my kids were in Early Years/Primary grades), and now have a well-
rounded understanding of the potential of OC use. Second, my Master of Education
specialization in Second Language Acquisition, Culture and Society increased my awareness of
the needs of all students and gave me an appreciation for cultural learning opportunities (which |
now understand can fall under place-based learning). Finally, as an Occasional (and Long Term
Occasional) Teacher of many years, | worked in such a variety of educational settings—schools
in different socio-economic situations, run by administrators with different styles and priorities,
in all parts of Windsor-Essex County—that | recognize and accept that what works for one
school, classroom, or student, may not work for another. Ultimately, this motivates me to
provide a plethora of choices and ideas, and to want to help educators chart their own OE
journeys.

Research Formats
Combining Historical and Descriptive Research

When combined, historical and descriptive research is useful for recognizing trends
within the subject (Charles, 1998). Historical research is peppered throughout the global and
Canadian tiers of my Literature Review and directly addressed in the provincial tier (see Chapter

2), revealing the development and adaptability of OCs across the globe and in Ontario,
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particularly. For example, outdoor physical training for combat in the United Kingdom has been
replaced by very popular Forest School. Children in Norway, many of them in cities, are now
heading back to farms to take classes about where their food comes from. Ontario’s camping
movement began with Scouting, but nowadays, in some secondary schools, students can obtain
credit for outdoor adventure classes. As for the descriptive element of Charles’ (1998) equation,
much of the global and Canadian tiers cite descriptive secondary research, and my primary
research is also descriptive, presenting the stories, opinions, and reflections of the participants.
Qualitative Research

Qualitative methods paint a well-rounded picture of the research subject (Lichtman,
2012). They help us acquire information and understanding about the values, beliefs and
motives that fuel decisions, activities and events (Treagust & Fraser, 1984)—in this case,
regarding educators taking their students outdoors. They also provide an opportunity to delve
into local contexts, stakeholders’ needs and change over time (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).
The questionnaire first and foremost was designed to guide follow-up interviews, as “Well-
executed qualitative research is often essential preparation for worthwhile quantitative research
and vice versa” (Bouma et al., 2016; p. 55). It was also designed to help me determine where
participants fit in the target population, so | could make the findings credible to the community |
am researching (Creswell, 2009). Collecting qualitative data suited the pragmatist in me; |
queried the respondents about their training, goals and their thoughts moving forward, without
attaching or asking them to attach a philosophy to the findings (Creswell, 2009; Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 1t is my hope that my findings will pique interest at the administrative
level to encourage further research and action, particularly by those in charge of PD.

Data Collection
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Qualitative Online Questionnaires

The first phase of data collection was the online questionnaire (Appendix A). 1 use the
term ‘questionnaire’ rather than ‘survey’ because there was and is no central data bank about
OCs or OC-educators in Windsor-Essex such that | could have planned to achieve a
representative sample. Also, | included several opportunities for descriptive text entry answers,
intending for the questionnaire to inform my interview rather than provide a data set. | designed
the questionnaire using Qualtrics, which is the University of Windsor’s web-based survey tool,
while referring to Charles (1998), Creswell (2009), Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004), and
Lichtman (2012) for guidance on how to formulate questions in an unbiased way, to pinpoint
what | would need to know for a rich follow-up interview. Five people tested the questionnaire:
four were teachers and one an Information Technology specialist. Testing took place before the
pandemic, and | made changes according to feedback.

The questionnaire commences with the full text of the Letter of Consent, including

29 ¢

detailed definitions of “educators,” “students/youth,” “outdoor classroom,”
“activities/lessons/exploration in the OC,” and “some degree of success.” The first question
requires the participant to give their informed consent before the questionnaire can continue.
The initial questions request anonymous information about the respondent’s sub-population (see
“Sub-populations across Windsor-Essex County,” below).and the PD they may/may not have
had, as a reassurance to me that they meet the participation criteria as trained educators. These
questions also helped me determine which sub-populations were/were not responding.

The main questions then explore design and features, purposes for use and benefits to users.

Respondents are instructed to consider only one OC when answering these questions (see “A

pathway to functionality,” below). Short questions about pedagogies and seasonal use of OCs
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provide a quick and easy break from the more serious questions about key elements of
functionality.

Throughout the questionnaire, there are reminders for respondents to focus on their one
chosen OC. Definitions of critical terms re-appear through a ‘hover-over’ feature wherever those
terms are written in blue text (not accessible to cell-phone users, unfortunately). The definition
of functionality is kept simple: “how the OC is well-suited to serve its purposes and meet the
needs of its users” and explained further as how the OC is “well-suited to serve its purposes,
meet your needs and the needs of your students” (App. A). Respondents could leave their
questionnaires for 72 hours and return to complete it by using the same browser on the same
device.

Towards the end of the questionnaire, respondents who wanted to enter the draw for the
$20 Indigo e-gift card prize were taken to a second Qualtrics questionnaire to input their email
addresses, so their addresses resided separately from their raw data, creating a level of
anonymity. Placement at the end of the questionnaire discouraged those only interested in the
opportunity to receive incentives from continuing through the entire questionnaire.

Knowing that fieldtrips, March Break camps and YDO gatherings were cancelled or had turned
virtual, and that libraries, galleries, museums, and faith-based organizations were closed to the
public, I expected non-school educators to have more time on their hands. | optimistically
targeted 50 as my maximum questionnaire participant expectation.

A Pathway to Functionality. When designing the questionnaire, | intentionally created
a ‘pathway’ of questions (adapted from Wax, 2008) to try to lead educators to consideration of
the functionality of OCs based on the four key elements | introduced in Chapter 1 (see

“Background”). I limited respondents to focusing on only one OC, as it would be difficult to
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draw linear conclusions otherwise. Wax (2008) proposed a line of questioning appropriate for a
designer wanting to create a product, whereas the respondents in my study are using OCs that
have already been built. Thus, (having obtained information about the user at the beginning, as
discussed in “Qualitative online questionnaire,” above), | commenced the pathway by asking
about categories and sub-categories of features of the OC (App. A, Q5-13). Next, | wanted to
introduce the concept of purpose: to determine what makes an item suitable to its purpose, one
needs to know the item’s purpose! Based on the diverse examples in my secondary research, |
included lengthy and detailed checklists of potential purposes for using OCs (App. A, Q15-27).
By including scholarly, personal development and life skills goals, | intended for this section to
also make respondents think about their needs and the needs of their students. This leads into
questions about benefits to self and perceived benefits to students (App. A, Q28-32).

The questions about functionality come at the end of the pathway of questioning, to draw
out deductions and thoughtful conclusions from respondents. Additionally, in creating my
functionality question checklists, | took a page out of the profession of architectural design by
attaching physical features to human needs (adapted from “The multiple meanings of function,”
2018): where 1 listed physical features such as amount of space, presence of nature, presence of
wind and abstract features such as providing access to changing surroundings and change of
season, | hoped for the respondents to consider the need. | also planned to ask respondents about
those needs during follow-up interviews.

Optional Follow-Up Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were the second phase of data collection. Participation was

optional to all questionnaire respondents, and only to questionnaire respondents. | planned a few

questions to ask all interview participants (such as what they think is the purpose of an outdoor
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classroom), but garnered most questions from the participant’s questionnaire responses, creating
a semi-structured situation (Kallio et al., 2016). | screened for interview participants based on
their indicated willingness to participate (App. A, Q37-39) and their suitability according to their
questionnaire responses: | sought trending or outlying opinions and responses, and roles as
educators that filled any gaps in the target sub-populations (see “Sub-populations across
Windsor-Essex County,” below). Indicated willingness provided me with a sample of
convenience (Henry, 1990) and an email address so | could send the participant more detailed
criteria for participation.

Interviewing subjects in person allows the interviewer to observe the subject’s
expressions, body language and environment (in this case their school and OC), but is often cost-
prohibitive (Jaeger, 1990). Indeed, | originally planned for extensive time and travel to visit
educators in person and hopefully during activities in their OCs. However, because of contract
negotiation-based limitations that were in effect with various educator and secretary unions when
I first applied to the UWin REB in March 2020 (see “Union work-to-rule and strike conditions”
below), I had to re-organize my methodology to do interviews by phone. Telephone interviews
share with in-person interviews the advantages of allowing the subject to ask clarification
questions and the interviewer to be flexible with questioning based on the participants’ responses
(Jaeger, 1990). This proved to be advantageous when COVID restrictions made this format
necessary.

| projected interviews of 30 minutes maximum, unsure of what would be practical for the
many educators who were working from home during February’s stay-at-home order (Ontario
Office of the Premier, 2021a). It became quickly apparent, however, that participants were eager

to share their experiences with OCs with me, which extended most interviews. In some cases, |
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obtained verbal (recorded) permission to extend the interview. In all such cases of enthusiasm, I
recognized how important it was for participants to be communicating something positive in the
middle of the COVID-19 crisis, so I did not push for conclusions about functionality where it
was clear that was not of great interest to the participant. In addition, some interview
participants were slightly confused about how much time had passed since they had taught in an
OC. | attribute this to the fact that during my recruitment, COVID-19 restrictions had been in
effect for one full year, potentially keeping them out of their OC for that amount of time.> In
consultation with my adviser, | pursued additional interviews to guarantee a scholarly
investigation. Sixteen educators indicated interest in being interviewed. Four did not respond to
my scheduling email (sent three times as per REB instructions), and | chose 11 of the remaining
12 as appropriate for this study

My goal was to obtain anecdotal examples of unique uses of OCs, personal
interpretations of best practices, and guided discussion of functionality without losing sight of
the main themes and questions (Algozzine & Hancock, 2016). | asked questions that were
generally open-ended, as they are particularly appropriate for qualitative research (Creswell,
2009, p. 181), and directed clarification questions to participants via email following my
transcription of the interviews.

Regarding requesting participants’ personal photographs of their OCs and obtaining
permission from principals to publish photos of OCs in schoolyards, | did not do this for publicly
funded schoolteachers because | knew that school boards were not supporting research at that
time. Also, because of the provincial stay-at-home order, it was not appropriate to ask

participants to travel to their OCs to take photos, and at least two interview participants taught in

5 According to clinical psychologist Ali Mattu (Burger, 2021), my hypothesis on the phenomena of losing track of
time during the pandemic was fairly accurate.
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OCs that they felt would be inaccessible for several weeks, if not months. 1 did ask a few
participants about using posted online photos of their OCs; one emailed me to confirm that
children’s parents had given written permission for those photos to be posted so I was welcome
to use them. Ultimately, | felt it was an inappropriate time to seek permission from
administrators who were already burdened with circumstances beyond their control. Instead,
after the stay-at-home order lifted, | stopped to take photos of empty OCs during my own travels
and based on my extensive knowledge of Windsor-Essex.
Key Informants

The final arm of my primary research was communication with administrators and other
key informants to explore trends and topics of interest that emerged after the transcription of
interviews. | did this through emails and phone conversations.
The Target Population

The target population for this study was educators who have used an OC in Windsor-
Essex County in the last three years with some degree of success. Since it was not possible for
me to create a list of all those who meet this description, | commenced research knowing that |
would need to use non-probability samples (Henry, 1990). | carefully considered each
component of the target population and have discussed them below.

What Makes an Educator? Throughout this study and from its onset, | have used the
word ‘educator’ rather than ‘teacher’ as much as possible, since the word ‘teacher’ suggests a
certain level of training and expertise (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization, n.d.) and I did not want to dissuade those without such a level of training from
joining the study. Also, not all educators work from a school or school curriculum. I considered

these and other factors when creating my definition of an educator, aiming to be inclusive right
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from the start. As in the teaching of First Nations culture and traditions, having acquired
expertise by doing something thoroughly and for a long time can make someone an esteemed
educator (Stiegelbauer, 1996), and as such | pondered how to incorporate knowledge of subject
matter into the definition. | countered that thought by asking myself what would be the amount
and type of training an educator would need to make conclusions about benefits to their learners
and functionalities of an OC? After much research, I opted for requiring formal education and/or
training that would afford the participant “a professional or expert viewpoint of teaching and
learning in the OC” (App. A, see “Letter of Consent”), according to the vision, mission, goals
and/or curricula of their school or organization. In YDOs, for example, training is required for
educators that is different from pre- and in-service teacher training. Cadets (in Canada) and
Junior Rangers (in the US) have non-curricular goals that would drive educational activities in an
OC.

Windsor-Essex County. | grew up in Windsor-Essex County and currently live and
study there. Under COVID conditions and restrictions, I chose this location to give myself the
best possible chance of success by: (a) Being able to benefit from my extensive knowledge of the
schools, green spaces throughout the county and use of OCs by local organizations and branches
of government, (b) Not having to travel out of the county during the pandemic, and (c) Being
able to visit OCs in person to take photos.

Sub-populations Across Windsor-Essex County. My target population included not only
certified teachers from publicly funded schools, but teachers from private schools and on-reserve
schools, and educators from day cares, faith-based organizations, environmental and historic
sites, libraries, galleries and museums, youth development organizations, government bodies and

any other school or organization, provided the educator would meet the definition described
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above in “What makes an educator?” and meet the criteria of having taught students between the
ages of 4 and 13 in an OC in the last three years with some degree of success. This broad
spectrum of educators set me up with a large and relevant target pool, which was vital
considering the stresses that schoolteachers were dealing with because of COVID conditions in
schools.
Although I hoped for representation from across this spectrum of educators, only Q3
(App. A) on the questionnaire would help identify the educator. To improve my chances of
broad representation, I recruited participants through connections with my LinkedIn account, the
project Facebook (FB) page and the project e-mail).
Some Degree of Success. Because questions 28-30 and 32-35 of the questionnaire (App,
A) require respondents to judge the benefits of class time spent in the OCs and describe the
functionality of the OCs, respondents need to have had positive experiences in the OC.
Algozzine and Hancock (2016) reinforce selecting participants “whose knowledge and opinions
may provide important insights regarding the research question” (p.39). For the purposes of this
research, I define “some degree of success” as having taught lessons/led activities in the OC
about which the educator can say any of the following:
e The activity was more successful than I hoped it would be;
e The activity was as successful as | hoped it would be;
e The activity was less successful than | hoped, but I can see it has potential and I will try it
again with appropriate changes;
e The activity yielded successes in a way I didn’t foresee.
This definition was included in correspondence and publicity material where necessary, the letter

of consent and the online questionnaire.
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Timeframe of the Previous Three Years. As a former elementary school educator, | do
not feel that asking respondents to recall benefits and functionalities past the timespan of the
three previous years is a sound research choice.

Identifying and Recruiting Participants. Because | was not working with a school
board or partner educational organization, | used a two-pronged approach to recruit potential
participants: | promoted the study through social media, which included paid advertising; and |
sought connections through e-mail, Facebook, and LinkedIn so the connections could then see
my social media marketing. | discuss these approaches in detail below, as my methodology and
for the benefit of others who find themselves recruiting using the Internet.

First, | secured a project e-mail address from UWin to keep my student address separate,
anticipating months of communications. Second, | hired a marketing specialist to help me
through the social media aspect, as it was not my strength. Third, I established an advertising
budget.

The marketing specialist posted graphics based on the REB-approved basic recruitment
poster (see Appendix B) on the project FB page about the study and questionnaire, and short
textual blurbs two and three times per day, appropriately timed to capture the attention of
teachers who might be on lunch break or just finishing school and checking their FB page.
Simultaneously, | was engaged in the second prong of recruiting, which was using LinkedIn and
the project email to establish connections who would then see the project FB page.

Here 1 will pause to discuss the second prong. The UWin REB does allow use of
LinkedIn for recruitment since LinkedIn is meant to be used for business rather than personal
communications. To begin the process, I identified local private schools and organizations with

educators who were likely to match the criteria, that would have use of outdoor classrooms (see
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Appendix C). | avoided the four local school boards, since that would have required clearance
from their respective REBs, and only if they had resumed research. | did Internet searches for
private schools, the Caldwell First Nations, environmental and historic organizations, museums,
galleries, faith-based organizations, youth development organizations and multi-cultural
organizations within the Windsor-Essex area. | also searched for umbrella organizations that
might have local membership, such as the Canadian Museums Association. For non-publicly
funded schools and YDOs, | verified that educators would require formal education and training,
and that curriculum or visions, missions, and goals were well-defined on the website. For other
organizations, | verified that visions, missions, and goals were well-defined on the website. 1
also looked for evidence of a well-trained educator on staff, such as a curator or ECE, but did not
exclude organizations lacking this, as I didn’t expect that to be standard website material the
same way Vvisions and missions are. Once | identified a list, | sought connections through
LinkedIn and the project email, and used relevant hashtags on my LinkedIn posts (such as #yqg,
#environmentaleducation, #curator and #4h) to guide my LinkedIn posts to be seen by educators.
Also, I included the link to the project FB page on my LinkedIn posts. In addition, | posted
recruitment blurbs with/without graphics on my project FB page to reach out to: faith-based
leaders, curators, private school educators, teachers, ECEs, DSWs, FNMI Elders, and those who
have led taught on culturally, historically, or geographically significant land.

It is imperative to note that my marketing specialist and | did not approach individuals
known to either of us to participate in the study. We approached groups and individuals to be
Internet friends or LinkedIn connections. | emailed brief introductions to directors or general
mailboxes, inviting the recipient to spread the link to my project FB page to their staff and

volunteers (see Appendix D for a generic example). Recipients were under no agreement to do
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so. | noticed that those who liked my FB and LinkedIn posts did eventually share them with
prospective educators, but that was due to the snowball effect of social media and not my
methodology. As per the instructions of the UWin REB, | only communicated with people |
knew if they contacted me first and expressed interest in joining the study.

Each time educators contacted me by project email to tell me of their interest in
participating, | sent a communication clearly outlining the criteria for participation (see
Appendix E). |then sent the link to the questionnaire in a separate communication (see
Appendix F), only to those who emailed me to confirm they did indeed qualify.

Following the questionnaire process, | sent one letter to those (who indicated they were
willing to be interviewed) that | wanted to interview (see Appendix G) and a different letter to
those | chose not to interview (see Appendix H). Interview participants received their Letter of
Consent (see Appendix I) by email, and were allowed to send me a signed, scanned copy or
indicated permission at the onset of the interview (which was recorded).

Data Analysis
Analyzing the Questionnaires to Plan for the Interviews

| initially reviewed questionnaires as Qualtrics received them. This gave me a feel for
trends, unique experiences, and comments, and which sub-populations were answering the
questionnaire, all of which helped me choose who among the interested respondents | wanted to
interview. | then reviewed more closely the questionnaires of those | wanted to interview so |
could tell them my areas of interest in my scheduling e-mail (see Appendix ??? for a generic
example). Once the interview was scheduled, | reviewed the questionnaire again and wrote out
my specific questions, along with the few questions that | would ask all participants.

Analyzing the Optional Follow-Up Interviews
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| transcribed interviews as | completed recording them so | could ask questions in
remaining interviews based on emerging themes (Algozzine & Hancock, 2016). When | had
finished all interviews and transcripts, I began to code. I quickly recognized that Lichtman’s
(2012) advice to code manually when working with small-scale data sets was more appropriate
than learning to use the coding functions of the Qualtrics software. | coded transcripts based on
OC features, users’ identity, purposes for use, users’ needs, benefits to users, functionality and
other items of interest that would help me to answer my research questions. During my second
and third reading of each transcript, | sub-coded the key elements, then highlighted sentences and
phrases that were emerging as the most important themes, thus refining according to Lichtman’s
(2012) three Cs of codes, categories and concepts; | had ample information to address my
research questions. By coding after I’d finished the transcribing, I was able to sub-code and
categorize quickly and easily because | knew what | was looking for.
Analyzing the Questionnaires Post-Interview

| returned to the questionnaires after coding and analyzing the interviews to look for
factual information (such as numbers of completed questionnaires, percentages, most and least
popular responses and the like) and responses that added to the discussion of themes that had
emerged in the interviews. | also re-examined the functionality responses after having had the
benefit of interviews. The number of questionnaires completed, 20, was too few for me to draw
conclusions about relationships.
Data Management
Establishing an Anonymous Sample Frame

| recorded phone interviews using an Olympus Digital VVoice Recorder WS 853 and a

land-line phone on speaker function, because the device does not attach to a cellphone. Once the
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interview was completed, I deleted the participant’s phone number from my land-line phone,
transcribed the interview and deleted the audio file of the interview from the device.
Safeguarding Data

| exported questionnaire data from Qualtrics to Excel to be stored in University of
Windsor’s password-protected Office 365. | exported reports about the data from Qualtrics as
.pdf documents to be stored likewise. Transcribed interviews are saved in the same password-
protected Office 365, with hard copies in a fire-proof safe.
Maintaining Anonymity

| requested that interview participant provide their own pseudonyms to be used for their
interview and in all written material in my thesis, to respect their ethnicity and help develop
positive relations with them (Allen & Wiles, 2016). In a few instances, | advised the participant
if I felt they could be identified by their chosen pseudonym and chose the pseudonym myself
when requested to do so. All computer files are saved by pseudonym only. Transcripts use only
pseudonyms. The master list of real-names-to-pseudonyms is kept in a locked safe. Key
informants are properly referenced as personal communications. | did not find it necessary to
use pseudonyms for interview participants’ schools/organizations, as there were no more than
three interview participants whose main roles as educators overlapped (for example, three who
were publicly funded schoolteachers, three who worked for environmental organizations, two
who were YDO educators, etc.). Also, | presented findings and discussion as a conversation
with the interview participants, making it easier to know which school/organization is being
referenced.
Addressing Challenges

Non-Responsiveness
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To give schoolteachers as much time as possible to respond to the questionnaire, |
obtained a ten-day extension. This kept it active until April 18, 2021, which was the final
Sunday of the April Break (revised from March Break due to COVID-19). This resulted in 12
additional completed questionnaires. 1 also eventually added the link to the questionnaire to the
screening e-mail to make the process shorter. | put the link at the end of the e-mail so recipients
would still go through the screening process. In the final few days of recruitment, I posted the
link to the questionnaire on the project FB page, knowing that the letter of consent included all
necessary definitions and criteria, and it provided contact phone numbers for questions.

Union Work-to-Rule and Strike Restrictions

In December 2019 and January 2020, as | was simultaneously applying to the UWin REB
and an ethics committee at an Ontario public school board, the Elementary Teachers’ Federation
of Ontario and other unions representing teachers, ECEs and school secretaries were escalating
their work-to-rule restrictions (Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario, 2020) to the point
where it was becoming unlikely I would be able to visit or speak to a school educator in person.
This was because of limits on the amount of time educators were able to spend on non-curricular
activities, and the amount of time educators were permitted to stay on site at the end of the
school day. This delayed my application process, but | was able to overcome these obstacles by
creating a plan to do the interviews by phone and ask the participants to take non-identifying
photos of their OCs (for which | would later obtain approval from the principal). Although this
plan did not come to pass, it did put me in an ideal position when COVID-19 restrictions
required data collection to take a non-contact format.

COVID-19 Conditions and Restrictions
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COVID-19 resulted in a full-year delay in my being able to start my primary research
because my originally targeted school board and others across the province immediately
cancelled all research when the COVID emergency was declared by the province on March 15,
2020. Once | re-designed my proposed research and received clearance to begin recruiting, it
was difficult to have to compete with the surge in online work, shopping, and recreation to get
the attention and commitment of potential questionnaire participants. It was also challenging to
have to contend with online and what had been name ‘Zoom fatigue’ (Bailenson, 2021) in
general, especially during the April Break, which was a long-awaited opportunity for school
educators to take a break from computers. Even educators whose primary jobs were not based
out of a school were most likely working from home due to widespread closures of businesses
and organizations, making them among the millions who were experiencing fatigue from hours
of daily video chats (Forani, 2021).

Limitations

It is unfortunate that pandemic restrictions made it impossible to observe educators and
students at work and play in their OCs, for that would have given the author first-hand
perspective of how the OCs were being used and how different features and designs of the OCs
were serviceable or adapted to become serviceable. Even meeting with educators at their empty
OCs was prohibited by the University of Windsor Office of Research and Innovation throughout
the time that data were being collected. The study would also have profited from being able to
obtain the students’ input on what they experienced as benefits, since only one participant
mentioned tracking benefits to students specifically based on their time in the OC. Again,
however, it was not possible to meet students while they were learning in the OC because of

COVID restrictions and because many OC programs in Windsor-Essex were shut down,
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eliminating my own perspective on how students are using and benefiting from OE. When it is
again possible, future studies might take into consideration the viewpoint of the student.

Thankfully, because six of the 11 interview participants were engaged with the same
students on a regular basis for ten months in a row, and four others reflected upon specific
students, discussion with educators about perceived benefits to students did appear to be
carefully considered. Benefits to self appeared very well considered based on interviews, but no
participants mentioned any form of tracking for this.

Compared to a standard, pre-COVID recruitment partnership with a school board, the
study was expansive in terms of types of educators who responded but limited in terms of
number of respondents. The author attributes this to having to compete with all other Facebook
posts for the attention of OC educators, as only 31 educators signed into the questionnaire,
despite the respectable reach of the project Facebook page® and the author’s LinkedIn posts. The
author considers the competitive aspect of Facebook to be a limitation to recruitment and
suggests that researchers who are primarily relying on Facebook have a plan and budget to
promote their posts to a targeted audience, have time to post unique, eye-catching messages at
least twice daily, and have a large existing friend base to assist with sharing posts. The technical
difficulty of the Qualtrics questionnaire may also have contributed to the low response: it
prevented the completion of at least one questionnaire, and possibly three others. The advertised
length of the questionnaire, at 20-25 minutes, was likely another contributing factor.

Because the target population has not been previously identified, the participants may not

comprise the best sample of the target population. That is, they may not be the educators who use

6 As of October 9, 2021, the project Facebook page had 71 followers, 69 accumulated likes, an
“estimated” (according to the Facebook Business Suite) one-day organic high point reach of 738, and an
estimated one-day paid reach of 8 809. Having never had my own FB page to draw upon for contacts
and ‘friends’, | consider this a respectable reach for a recruitment that only lasted five weeks.
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the OCs most often or most diversely or have the most useful information to contribute to the
field. This is undiscernible. Also, although the premise of this research is not to be comparative,
the participants came from different schools, school boards, YDOs and other organizations,
meaning that some have more training and support to develop their ideal programs for their OCs
than others. Incidental comparison is hard to avoid, which is one reason | organized Chapters 4
to resemble a discussion: | believe all the participants, had they been able to meet and share
experiences, would have learned from each other regardless of their respective profiles as
outdoor educators.

Finally, the author’s attempt to include pedagogies in the questionnaire as a purpose for
taking students into the OC was incomplete, asking only about PBL and PBE and not giving
respondents a chance to check off or add other pedagogies. Although this was not a limitation to
the entire study, it was a poorly designed element that limited the resulting knowledge of
pedagogies as a purpose of using OCs in Windsor-Essex.

Disseminating Findings

My primary audiences are educators and administrators from school boards and
organizations in Windsor-Essex whose business it is to educate students ages 4-13 based on
visions, missions, goals and curricula, and administrators of teacher training programs at UWin
and St. Clair College (see “Situating Windsor-Essex County”). My secondary audiences are
school boards and teacher training programs across Ontario. Once | have successfully defended
my thesis, | will post a two-page, plain-language highlight infographic about key elements of
functionalities and functionalities of OCs in Windsor-Essex—or a similar version thereto,
depending on comments during my defense—to the project FB page, which I will then promote

through LinkedIn, Twitter, my membership in WE-SPARK Health Institute and other
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appropriate social media. I also intend to send an electronic copy of the infographic with a
generic letter of introduction (see Appendix J) to my primary and secondary audiences, and any
other applicable organizations in Windsor-Essex.

The generic letter will include an invitation to share the report with all staff, a link to
access the full thesis through the University of Windsor repository of theses and dissertations at

https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/education_etd/, and a notice that receipt of the infographic in no way

suggests that any of the participants were their employee or volunteer.
Summary

This examination of the functionality of the OCs of Windsor-Essex County elicited
information on relationships between features, users’ grade levels and teaching specialization,
activities, benefits to self and perceived benefits to students associated therewith. | undertook
two sequential phases of qualitative research: an online questionnaire based on the four key
elements of functionality and functionality of OCs in Windsor-Essex, and semi-structured
follow-up interviews with a purposive sample of convenience (the individual’s willingness to
participate). | used respective questionnaire responses to guide my questions for each follow-up
interview. | transcribed interviews as | conducted them and planned upcoming interviews with
some thought to emerging themes. | coded and analysed transcripts based on the four key
elements and my research purposes. Following interviews, | collected photos of various OCs
around Windsor-Essex, based on my own travels and knowledge of the city and county.

This study will be useful to educators throughout Windsor-Essex County and across
Ontario who require knowledge of the functionality of OCs to augment their abilities to teach
outdoors, particularly if pandemic conditions require creative solutions to keep students learning

in person. It will also benefit school boards across Ontario who are wanting to strengthen their
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installation and use of OCs and (better) integrate OCs into their Board-wide EE policies and
priorities. Since teacher education programs throughout Ontario should include instruction in
creating cross-curricular lessons and incorporating EE in all subjects, directors of said programs
will benefit from a better understanding of the multi-faceted functionalities of OCs and their
place in EE. | will disseminate a graphic summary of my findings to all these parties.

| feel that these many benefactors, the lack of research that explicitly covers the
functionality of OCs in Windsor-Essex, and the potential for generating interest and influence in
the use of OCs for (particularly during COVID-19 conditions, and in educational landscape

design justified the need for this research.
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CHAPTER 4 FINDINGS

This chapter is divided into four parts. Part 1 discusses the numeric data that | obtained
from the questionnaire responses and follow-up interviews. With only 20 completed
questionnaires, the anticipated connections and generalizations for the local population of
educators did not materialize. Still, the questionnaire data did provide some numeric (if not
statistical) findings that are worthy of discussion. Part 2 introduces the interview participants and
is organized based on the purposeful pathway that | incorporated into the questionnaire to lead
respondents to understand the concept of functionality: think of your identity as a user, then of
the features your OC has and how you use them; this will lead you to recognize the benefits to
yourself and perceived benefits to your students (the other main OC users) and formulate
opinions about the functionality of your OC. | hope this will lead the reader to understanding of
functionality the way it did to some of the participants. Part 3 presents insights into functionality
of local OCs that emerged during follow-up interviews; these are presented as themes. In Part 4,
| summarize my findings and associate them with the questions that I intended to answer with
this study. This research aimed to uncover:

e The structural and natural features found in the OCs in Windsor-Essex County;

e The purposes for which educators are using OCs in Windsor-Essex County (that is,
the curriculum-based activities, personal development activities and other uses), the
seasons during which educators are using the OCs, and the influence (if at all) of
professional development on the way they use the OCs;

e The benefits that educators have experienced and the perceived benefits to their

students, from time spent teaching and learning in OCs;
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e How the educators of Windsor-Essex understand and interpret the functionalities of

the OCs they use.

Starting in Part 2, | have presented the findings as though the interview participants have
gathered to meet each other and exchange ideas about OC use and functionalities. | designed
this format after hearing so many stories during the interviews that would be inspiring to the
other interview participants; hence, I put them all in a room together on paper, because I couldn’t
do that in real life. Where possible, I used direct quotes (but without quotation marks, as this is
set up as a discussion). This format also allowed me to edit any paragraphs that originally
consisted of several rapid changes of subject and tense as the participants were excited to talk
about their experiences. Finally, with the exception of small words and transition phrases such
as “So did I!” or “Thank you for mentioning that,” for example, I was careful not to attribute to
participants anything that they did not truly express, and to keep dialogue in context.

Numeric Data: The questionnaire and interview participants

Thirty-one responses to the online questionnaire were received over 38 days. The
questionnaire was active during the April Break. Q2 asked respondents to ‘sign’ the Letter of
Consent (which was Q1), therefore the first significant question was Q3. The participants
completed the questionnaire as follows:

o 29 finished up to and including Q3;

o 24 finished up to and including Q5;

o 20 completed the entire questionnaire (unless otherwise specified on a question-by-
question basis).

Two respondents had technical difficulties with their questionnaires, but this was

resolved.
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Eleven follow-up interviews were completed with respondents included one participant
who had not completed the questionnaire but wanted to do the interview. Accommodations were
made with extra questions during the interview to gather information that was absent from the
questionnaire.

Respondents were instructed to choose “only one OC to reference for this entire
questionnaire” so the pathway to understanding functionality would be more obvious. There
were reminders to focus on that one OC throughout the questionnaire, and only one deviation
from said instructions, late in the questionnaire.

Although the guestion of who is using OCs in Windsor-Essex County was not a core
question in this study, information gathered about educator users and student users can be a
starting point from which to discuss trends, commonalities/differences, and perceptions of
functionality. For example, student users were identified according to grade level, age group,
type of school (publicly funded, private, forest school or homeschool), membership in an
organization, circumstance surrounding their visit (as a field trip participant or a visitor with
family), and sometimes multiple categories simultaneously. Regarding experience teaching in
OCs within and prior to the three-year limit, 29 respondents indicated 11 different types of OC
teaching experience (see Table 1, p. 91). Six respondents (20.69%) had more than one response
for Q3; there was no discernable pattern in the multiple responses. Table 1 shows which types of
educator viewpoints were not represented in the questionnaire.

Multiple responses to Q5 through Q13, about features, were allowed, as OCs have
multiple features. Twenty respondents answered the full series of questions. Items that can be
repositioned (83.33%), green space to use along with the OC (83.33%), large infrastructure (LI)

(79.17%), and brown space (50%) were each present in at least half of the 24 OCs described in
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Table 1:

Location of Participants’ OC Experiences

Publicly funded school 14 48.28
Youth development organization (Scouting, Guiding, 4- 7 24.14
H, Junior Achievement, etc.)
Private school 5 17.24
Environmental organization or site 4 13.79
— Church or faith-based organization ’ 6.90
— Historic organization or site '
— Early ON Centre
— Family Learning Centre 1 3.4
— Camp counsellor 45
— Homeschool
— Forest School
— Reserve school

0 0.00

— Agricultural organization
— Library
— Language instruction or tutoring

'Educators could have experience teaching in OCs in multiple settings, such that percentages
will add up to more than 100%.

Q5’. Smaller infrastructure (SI) (45.83%), blue space to use along with the OC (41.67%) and

permanent technology (20.83%) were each present in less than half the chosen OCs. The

number of features per OC ranged from two (with only wood chips and a central oak tree) to 29.
Indication of LI presence (such as picnic tables and large rocks) and/or items that can be

repositioned (such as chairs and small tree stumps) suggest a spot to gather for a group to take

’Because the questionnaire did not collect data about location of the OCs, it is possible that two or more
people described the same OC, and that one or more OCs were described multiple times.
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part in lectures, discussions, and question/answer exchanges. Thus, | used these subcategories to
check that participants were understanding my explicit definition of an outdoor classroom. Only
one respondent did not indicate any type of gathering structure. This respondent’s chosen OC
included a wood chip patch, which could be used for sitting, and an oak tree, which could be
used to indicate the ‘front’ of a gathering space.

Essex County contains three main watersheds and 29 sub-watersheds (ERCA Geomatics,
2011), making for many opportunities to learn about, alongside, in and using the local waterways
and surrounding rivers and lake. Although only 41.67% of OCs described by respondents who
completed Q5 included blue space to use along with the OC, 90% of those OCs featured multiple
blue spaces. Indicated blue spaces were enclosed water (such as a pond), flowing water (such as
a river, stream, creek, or ditch), wetland/marsh, access to Lake Erie, and swamp. This is a good
example of how expanding the target audience beyond publicly funded schools broadened the
findings and bases for discussion, as there are no publicly funded schools in Windsor-Essex that
have schoolyards on flowing water.

Of note are the many items that were added to the ‘Features’ section by text entry, with
LI and Sl additions being most prominent. Pollinator gardens, washroom structures, docks,
compost, cabin, natural indigenous plant garden, beach, savannah forest, fire pits and more were
added to LI, resulting in 20 indicated LI items. Two respondents added text-entries of flora/fauna
to SI, those being “pine cones, leaves, the forest floor” and “Generally any items that are
typically found in varied natural habitats including feathers, egg shells, snail shells, live animals
and insects.” Picnic tables, climbing gear and canoes were also added, totaling 15 distinct SI
items. “Sand at the beach,” a stone path, rock gardens, and an upstairs herb and vegetable

garden were added to Brown Space. Other features that did not fit a category included “Blacktop
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area, chain link fence that we attach many things to, flower pots with cement on top to use as
moveable solid surfaces” and “Portable classroom with water and electric.”

Under ‘Green Space’, when writing “marked patches of native plant species,” the
respondent may have been stressing the importance of the labels and the fact that the plants were
native to the area, rather than the plants themselves. Similarly, I interpreted that the wording of
“Access to weather shelter” and “Adequate shade due to the pavilion” may have been meant to
stress the affordances of the infrastructure, rather than the infrastructure itself, suggesting an
appreciation of intangible features.

When designing the survey, | failed to notice having included “gravel patch” in Q11 and
the smaller infrastructure item of “stones to play with” in Q7.

Finally, permanent technology was indicated in the fewest number of OCs (20.83%)
described by respondents who answered Q5. Within the three OCs described by respondents
who answered Q6-13, there was one OC with solar panel(s), wi-fi access and wind turbine(s),
one with outlet(s) and wi-fi access, and one with only wi-fi access, making wi-fi access a feature
of all three.

This study did not ask respondents the purposes for which their chosen OCs were built
despite this being a definitive ingredient in determining functionality (see “Definitions.
Functionality” in Chapter 1). Educators who are new to an organization or school might only be
aware of general purposes such as teaching environmental education or allowing Early Years
students a place for exploration. School/organizational priorities, improvement plans, and annual
reports do not always include purposes for which OCs were built or intended to be used.
Regardless, for this study, it is the purposes for which the educators are utilizing the OCs that is

being investigated since it is the educators—the users—who are being asked to determine the
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functionalities of these OCs based on their personal experiences and their perceived benefits to
their students.

Thus, Qs 13-27 provided the respondent with 93 potential “Purposes for teaching
in an OC,” organized into 12 categories (not including ‘Other’). Respondents were instructed to
check all that apply and add Others by text-entry. The 12 categories of purposes are shown in
Figure 3 (p. 95). All 20 respondents who completed Qs 13-27 specified using their chosen OCs
for health-based and science-based activities. All but two categories (First Nations, Métis, Inuit
activities and second/additional languages activities) had every purpose (not including ‘Other’)
checked at least once. Between check marks and added text entries, respondents indicated 101
different purposes for using their chosen OCs—ten more than the options provided (see Qs 13-27
in App. A for a comprehensive list of options provided in the questionnaire). There were 18
different purposes indicated under personal development activities, 11 indicated under
geography/history/social studies-based activities, 10 under health-based activities and 10 under
Arts-based activities. The lone respondent whose sole experience teaching in an OC was
teaching in a faith-based organization was also the lone respondent who indicated social justice
education/activism as a purpose and the lone respondent who did not indicate using their OC for
math-based activities.

Respondents were asked about their professional development history, if any, to
determine the influence PD might be having on the way educators use the OCs. Interest in this
stemmed from my discovery of the Simcoe County District School Board, which provided (pre-
COVID) day-long, hands-on, outdoor classroom PD sessions three times per year that were
typically held in a park or conservation area (PbeacockL, 2016; Simcoe County District School

Board, 2017; Simcoe County District School Board, 2019a; Simcoe County District School
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Figure 3:

Purposes for Using Chosen OCs, as Indicated by Respondents
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Board, 2019b) and attended by more than 100 educators per session (B. Kennedy, personal
communication, September 18, 2018). Attendees signed up voluntarily and were from within

and outside the Simcoe Board (B. Kennedy, personal communication, September 18, 2018). Of

First Nations
Metis Inuit
Activities
(40%)

Storytelling

Environmental values

Community project (e.g.
Teraditional music

Principles of learning

Traditional artistry

Spiritual values

the 19 respondents in the current study who indicated they had participated in teacher
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training/professional development about how to teach in OCs, the following seven specific
training providers emerged: ERCA, the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario, a forest
school in Southwestern Ontario, Parks Canada, Scouts Canada, Respect Group (providers of the
Respect in Sport program) and EcoSchools. Eight more non-specific providers were listed:
“First Aid,” “the city” (municipality not specified), an EY conference, a school board, a local
naturalist club, “basic safety training for youth,” a forest school and ECE workshops. This
constitutes up to 15 different PD providers across 19 respondents (fewer if any of the non-
specific and specific providers were the same).

Respondents checked off every one of the benefits to educators and perceived benefits to
their students that were available to check (see Figure 4, p. 112) and added additional benefits by
text-entry. Additions to benefits to educators were “great satisfaction in engaging families to
learn the importance of the outdoor classroom environment and the value of learning outside;”
and “’building’ a pollinator garden with the families and community,” for a total of 12 distinct
benefits to educators. Additions to perceived benefits to students included “greater
environmental stewardship;” and “a general knowledge and ability to acknowledge their
likes/preferences, confidence in creating their own fun and a sense of happiness in outdoor
spaces” (see “Benefits” in Part 2, below, for more examples), for a total of 26 distinct perceived
benefits to students. Question 31, ‘How do benefits to yourself and your students impact you as
an educator?’ generated more revealing answers than a similar question regarding functionality.
Educators called themselves calmer, engaged, enthusiastic, resilient, and effective as teachers.
These were mixed with statements that the benefits were rewarding, motivating, important for
our mental health and they prevent burnout. One educator saw their self as a “more engaging

presenter” and another “a better person because of the work I do.” Another was constantly
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challenging their self and learning with their students. Finally, there was this from a YDO
educator who did not take part in interviews: “Students get to see that a growth mindset is
required - forever :).”

Regarding interpretations of functionality, Table 2 (p. 99) shows that every respondent
indicated spaciousness as being a functionality of their chosen OC. The mean average of number
of functionalities chosen per respondent was 15.15, the range between three and 23. There were

no added text entries.

Table 2:

Gradated List of OC Functionalities According to Questionnaire Respondents

erC@/?tag erce"fage
Corp % Re
es'oOfISe S,Oonse
S hs S he
S =20 N =20)
Functionality Functionality
More spacious than indoor classroom 100 It is pedagogically relevant 65
Better air flow than indoor classroom 90 Different lighting/shadows than 65
indoors
Gives access to changing seasons 85 Allows us to experience the wind 60
Helps create social connections 85 Gives access to changing surroundings | 60
Enhances mental health 85 Helps create spiritual connections 60
Includes variety of textures 80 Distant from indoor classrooms 50
Contains living things 80 Features of OC are 50
moveable/adaptable
Includes variety of sites, sounds, smells | 80 Relevant to my school’s/organization’s | 40
of nature priorities
Presence of green/blue/brown space 75 Built on 35
geographically/historically/culturally
significant location
Includes calming features 70 Close to indoor classrooms 35
Sound is transmitted differently than 70 Sheltered from the wind 30
indoors
Lack of walls 65
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Of the 14 respondents who answered Q35 about how functionality impacts their use of
OCs, one wrote that it did not, one was unsure, and one wrote “if it is too much planning or work
to use the space — I will not use it.” Two were contending with dysfunctionality within their OCs
that had to do with the weather. Eight respondents wrote of the importance of functionality, and
the final respondent felt that any space could be made functional with an educator who is

passionate and knowledgeable of how to do so.

Chat Session: The Pathway to Functionality
The Users

Primary Investigator (PI) to interview participants (GROUP): Welcome, everyone.
Thank you for joining me. Could you please introduce yourselves?
AUDREY: Hello, I’'m “Audrey.” I’m a secondary school teacher but | worked for three years at
a privately-owned property that’s very popular for science-based classroom field trips. There’s a
vast property to use along with the OC that includes trails, a pond and portable classrooms that
have electricity and running water. I’ve taught students from JK-12 [ages 4-18] at this OC, and |
find that most teachers think the program is just related to ecosystems, but my colleagues and |
have come up with physics- and chemistry-related ways to learn in the OC, and a great biology
application. | incorporate examples from the property into my secondary school lessons
whenever | can.
BETHANY: Hi! I’'m “Bethany.” | worked at an Early Years drop-in centre [ages 0-6] and we
had access to the most vibrant community garden! It was right next to our own outdoor learning
space. Altogether, we had the garden and a little hill and a small, forested area. | currently

homeschool 4-year-olds, and I’m going to open my own homeschool kindergarten, complete
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with functional OC. | consider myself a facilitator rather than an educator, with a desire to instill
a love of the earth.

BRIAN: I’m “Brian.” I’ve been teaching Intermediate students [Grades 7-10, ages 12-16] at a
publicly funded school for many years. | try to share my love of the outdoors with students and
coworkers whenever | can. | helped with having 3 outdoor classroom spaces designed and built
at my school, and now we’re working on a ‘legacy project’ to build an outdoor classroom
structure with a cement pad, a blackboard, a whiteboard, and seating with enough area for the
kids to spread out because of COVID. My class and | also use the trails and picnic shelters at the
park adjacent to our school.

CAROLINE: My name is “Caroline” and I was a contract educator at an environmental/historic
site OC with access to a trail, a pond and a beach. | hosted field trips with students from JK-12,
but Grades JK-3 [ages 4-8] were my main students in the outdoor classroom. | began each field
trip with an exercise in mindfulness and allowed some time throughout the day for open-ended
exploration, no matter what the age of the students, so they would benefit from sensory
experiences and leave with an appreciation of nature. Working on an historical space, you can
touch on many different topics: What has changed over time about the physical land? About the
culture? What would the space and environment have meant to people before you?
CHRISTINA: Hello everyone, my name is “Christina.” I’ve been teaching JK/SK [ages 4-6]
for over twenty years in the publicly funded school system, and I’ve been a presenter at
conferences and AQ [Additional Qualification] courses for several years. This year, our class
has been exploring a park close to our school. We also did a garbage cleanup there and wrote a
letter to the city asking them to put garbage cans in the park. To those of you who want to teach

outdoors but feel that you lack the space, | have two words for you: traveling wagon!
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DELLA: Hi, I'm “Della.” I’m also a JK/SK teacher at a publicly funded school. The last
couple of years brought several changes for me: a new school with a very different outdoor
space; a meadow and a forested area; much smaller class size; and students with some not-as-
common physical and neurological needs. And by 11 o’clock in the morning it’s very windy in
our OC, so wind has been a huge part of our learning. Then there’s COVID-19, of course. But
you don’t give up. You address the challenges one step at a time, come up with solutions, make
sure everyone is on board and head outside!

GREEN LEAF: “Hi everybody, I’'m “Green Leaf”—not my real name. | used to be an outdoor
educator [JK-12 and public visitors of all ages], but I’'m currently working in project and
infrastructure development at an environmental organization. I’ve been creating indoor and OE
programs and learning tools at environmental and historic sites for the past two decades, for two
user groups: students and the public. 1 go through a logical planning procedure to create
experiences that fulfill my organization’s mandates and promote its visions, plus I like to tell an
impactful story.

ODIN: I'm “Odin.” I volunteer for a youth development organization, and I’ve led kids ages 5-
10 during my 11 years with this organization. | take a kinematic approach to physical health and
body awareness in the OC, particularly with the 8 to 10-year-olds. This means | supervise the
youth as they discover what they are capable of and how their bodies work. For example, when
they’ve had enough exposure to how their body moves, how it feels when they fall, how it feels
to jump different distances, they develop this inherent appreciation for limitations and risk that’s
healthy, as opposed to one that is artificially generated.

SUNFLOWER: Hello, I’'m “Sunflower,” also not my real name. I also volunteer for a youth

development organization, and | take my 4—7-year-olds to outdoor classrooms across Essex
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County, mostly in public parks. Through careful planning and with the help of parents, my
group and | had this amazing one-time outing at an OC that was quite far away from our regular
meeting area, but the kids had asked to go there. The day was so full of creative exploration and
unexpected learning opportunities! | find the youth are more curious and creative when they can
really feel and play with natural items.
TERRI: Hi everybody! My pseudonym is “Terri.” I’ve led OC activities and explorations for
publicly funded classes, private school classes and Forest School Canada programs. My
employer is a learning centre collective that promotes its missions and mandates through
different themes and programs, at different locations. In fact, right now we’re on the cusp of
offering a lot of different programs that we just couldn’t release due to COVID-19 restrictions,
including a farm school. | think of an OCs not so much as a classroom, but as a learning
opportunity and a natural space.
VAL: I'm “Val.” I was hired to do a contract as an education coordinator for an environmental
organization. I helped create many programs; I’m here to talk about a neighbourhood
birdwatching program for families that we ran in an OC in an urban park. The program was
attended by children ages 6-14, each with one or two parents, twice per week for one month. It’s
a captivating factor having a birdwatching program in an urban neighbourhood that has mature
trees. I think neighbourhood is important for outdoor classrooms. There’s so much to be
explored in every square foot!

Pl to GROUP: Thank you. Let’s get straight to the purposes for which you used your
chosen OCs. When | asked you what drives your activities, lessons, and explorations in the OC,

whether it was curricula, the visions, missions, goals of your school or organization, it was
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moreso combinations of these things that surfaced. Personal and professional combinations
surfaced, as well.

SUNFLOWER: In the organization that | teach in, the focus is on being outdoors and teaching
the kids skills. They can earn badges that carry over for the duration of the program they’re in. |
guess you could call the skills the curriculum. But I’m also driven by the location itself; the
location is primary because the kids like to pick the location. My favourite thing about these
OCs is watching how creative the kids can be, so that’s always in the back of my mind.
BETHANY': As a facilitator of learning | have a vision, a mission and a goal. | enjoy and love
the outdoors and I feel if we’re going to have children who grow up to be adults who take care of
the outdoors, they need to have a relationship with it. I’'m driven to instill in children a love of
the earth. And | want them to have pure, unadulterated fun!

CHRISTINA: I’'m with you, Bethany! Part of what | do is conditioning my students as they
grow up to care about their environment and want to do what’s best. It’s instilling them with
knowledge that I’m hoping they will talk about at home. Curriculum-wise, did you know that
there are only four learning expectations in the Early Years curriculum that can 't be addressed
outdoors?

DELLA: I did know that, in fact! | think outdoor learning makes the children more independent
thinkers overall, and better problem-solvers. And I really want the kids to love nature and feel
comfortable outside. For example, I don’t want them to be afraid of bugs. Every kid by the time
they leave my program likes bugs!

CAROLINE: 1 also try to give the students a love of nature and a great experience. Our
programs are curriculum-based, but I also can go with the flow of what the students are

interested in.
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TERRI: My organization’s main mandate is to connect people with nature, to kind of foster that
nature connection and environmental stewardship, and then the learning that happens is extra.
And when we’re talking about children learning literacy and math, it’s not always that concrete
‘two time two equals four’. It’s sometimes a very abstract look at problem-solving, for example,
or basic engineering skills depending on what we’re doing that day.

GREEN LEAF: Our organization has a mandate, as well, with ecological, earth-education goals
that we’re trying to share and teach. Curriculum totally matches up with our mandate anyway,
and it becomes a gateway to share our mission for conservation when we’re doing what we call
formal education (nature walks and school programs). When we’re doing non-personal
exhibits—things that don’t involve direct teaching, like setting up information panels—Wwe stick
to our mandate and don’t consider curriculum.

P1 to GROUP: I noticed that 16 questionnaire respondents indicated practicing place-
based education, and when | asked those of you who had indicated that, as interview participants,
to discuss a place-based experience, not all of you understand what the pedagogy was. Yet, your
stories convinced me you are practicing PBE, nonetheless. Through activities and explorations
about Carolinian flora and fauna and the history of the Three Fires Confederacy and Caldwell
First Nations—and even just by discussing land recognition with your students—you are
teaching them important lessons about the history, culture, botany and ecology of local OCs and
Windsor-Essex County. So, hats off to you for that!

Odin, you said you would like some guidance in creating learning opportunities with First
Nations, but for the most part, you as a group did not show interest in learning more about PBE.
Your professional development interests, and experiences, were all very personal and unique.

Della, do you want to give us your perspective?
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DELLA: All the learning that I’ve had from being an outdoor educator, I’ve learned through
some colleagues that I’ve worked with, and through conferences for kindergarten teachers. Even
within the conferences, outdoor learning has been a small portion, but to be fair, it’s becoming
more popular. The biggest connection I’ve had with other educators was when I participated in a
kindergarten conference as a presenter with my teaching partner, discussing all the value and the
things that happen during outside learning. And for sure, the teachers who picked our workshop
to attend were really interested, really excited about it.
CHRISTINA: | have to agree! There is a lot of interest out there! Prior to COVID restrictions,
my teaching partner and | were getting ready to do a presentation to our Board because we had a
lot of administrators that were interested in how we do the outdoor classroom. We were starting
to see educators spending more time outside, but without the valuable engagement and
documentation parts. It’s now a part of the Kindergarten Specialist AQ [Additional
Qualification] course, but there’s a difference between just reading about it and fully
understanding it.
BRIAN: We actually had a couple of ERCA-led workshops at our school. The most recent one
was because of COVID. It was about outdoor activities we can do with the students to get them
out of the classroom so they can get their masks off.
P1 TO BRIAN: Did the teachers then use those ideas?
BRIAN: Yup, most of them, as far as | know.

P1 TO GROUP: How else does the PD you have received affect how you teach in your
ocC?
TERRI to group: My training has given me a toolbox to draw from so that I might apply it to

different learning situations [Barrable & Arvanitis, 2019]. We have a variety of educators who
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take our training sessions. We have Ontario College of Teachers-certified teachers, and people
who are in an OE or environmental science program in university, and Forest School
practitioners, etc. We’re all at different levels and we compliment each other in many ways. A
schoolteacher might look for connections to Ontario curriculum, and a Forest School teacher
might help them facilitate how that would happen in the outdoors [Carney, 1998, and Sparks,
1994, as mentioned in Mueller & Welch, 2006].

Through my training I learned that I don’t have to have all the answers. That’s a guiding
principle for me. It’s more about our abilities to want to learn and grow with the children. Quite
often I’m learning something because the children are enquiring about it, and we’re learning it
together so we’re co-facilitators [Barrable & Arvanitis, 2019].

ODIN to group: I put my training to use every time | go outdoors with my students, and I, too,
have a guiding principle, which I developed from watching another volunteer’s willingness to
fail. There’s a big expectation these days that if you’re not very good at something right off the
bat you might as well not stay at it because you’re not cut out for it. The willingness to be
terrible at something really has a tremendous amount of value [Zhou et al., 2020].

Needs of the Users

P1 TO GROUP: You talked about your needs as educators: Having the energy to be
physically active with the kids, to move around, climb the hills, walk on the rocks, do everything
that the kids do. What else?

CAROLINE: A warm coat! But seriously, if the students will pay attention to half of what |
say, half the time, I can bring them along the rest of the way with my love of nature and prior

experience in rocks and soils.
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BETHANY': At the drop-in centre I needed an outdoor storage unit, so I didn’t have to haul
items outdoors and back in. At the homeschool I’m creating on my property, I’m considering the
location of the OC: if I can’t supervise or see most of the children, and I’'m on edge because |
can’t see them, I won’t even send them out. Then the OC just isn’t functional, right?

VAL.: | need to have a safe gathering space that allows an element of control, equipped with
bathrooms and running water and a first aid kit. When you’re in the elements, things can change
quickly, people’s conditions can change, all kinds of factors.

Pl TO GROUP: Several of you talked about the needs of students in general and your particular
students as users of the OC: they need freedom and independence to explore their capabilities
and surroundings, room to move and get their energy out, and to spend more time in nature. Are
there additional thoughts on this topic?

BETHANY : Children need something to draw them in. Once we had that little hill built on our
property, the children loved the hill, and it drew them in, and it was at a level that was accessible
for everybody to enjoy it in any way. Also, educators and students need accessibility to the
outdoor space. That includes considering the distance from the indoor classroom for washing
their hands and using the bathroom.

AUDREY: Yes! We had to change the location of one of our portables because the younger
students couldn’t get to it; it was too far away for them to walk to and still have time to do
activities.

GREEN-LEAF: We had a similar issue. One of our most important outdoor experiences for
school groups and the public was designed to last one hour, and to meet the requirements for the

most people, most of the time. Unfortunately, erosion degraded that experience, so we’ve
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recreated the experience in a different location, and are in the process of re-defining and re-
invigorating it.

VAL.: I think kids need the attention of their parents. That’s what we learned by doing these
education programs. It’s the parents that are going to create in their children a long-lasting love
of nature.

ODIN: They need re-centring, connecting to the land, the quiet, the calm, the beauty of the
natural world. One of the reasons | like going to the overnight camps as opposed to just the day
activities is the quiet times: in the early morning, there’s always someone who’s up first just
sitting, overlooking the water. The sun’s rising, the steam’s coming off the water. The kids go
there for the re-centring.

TERRI: | see kids that need to spend time alone, too, Odin. | also want to add that children need
to make deep connections, to integrate what they see and do into their own passions for learning.
They need to use their imaginations so they’re not just memorizing things and repeating them.
And that’s what outdoor learning allows them to do.

P1 TO GROUP: Have you noticed anything about the needs of particular students as users of
your OCs, that you think worthy of mention?

BETHANY': With the four-year-olds that I have right now, I can have bags of children’s books,
but it’s the adult reference books they want to look at. I have no problem going to the adult
reference books to look things up with them, about insects, plants, the wingspan of a Great Blue
Heron—whatever interests them.

CHRISTINA: There’s been an explosion of occupational therapy referrals in kindergarten in the
last two to four years. Children are great at using devices, but their parents aren’t buying them

things they can build with, so they aren’t developing the muscles in their hands. They aren’t
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running around, climbing. Prior to us going on lockdown, an occupational therapist would come
into our classroom and work with a group of children, helping them with their muscle
movement.

BETHANY : I’ve noticed that, too, Christina. When the community garden would get mulch or
gravel or dirt delivered, I would watch the little ones and they didn’t know how to climb a hill!
There was this one instance when we had straw bales in the garden and it was piled high—it was
almost up to my chin, it was so high—and you could see some children capable and able to
climb, and some of them were brave enough to jump off. But you’d also see some children who
might put their foot up and say ‘I can’t do this’, and they would put their foot back down. Some
of them were not so little; some of them were four or five! Getting a teeny hill built outside the
drop-in centre was one of the best things we invested in.

P1 TO GROUP: I"d like to talk about technology in the outdoor classroom. Three
questionnaire respondents mentioned wi-fi as an OC feature, but at least five of you talked about
your students using phones and other devices to identify flora and fauna, look up building plans,
and do photo essays, for example (although not all of you indicated whether you had wi-fi
service or were using personal cellular data). Audrey, you and your colleagues regularly shared
data and research using your devices. Brian, you had some additional uses of technology.
Would you like to share?

BRIAN: We’ll bring our iPads or Chromebooks to the outside classroom to do work sometimes.
If the students can get their wi-fi—and most of the time they can—they can access Google
Books to do an essay or a story. While they’re doing the literacy project they get to stop and
take time to appreciate the natural world. They’re being observant of what’s around them, and

anything can happen at any time.
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Also, what I’ve done with one of my colleagues is I’ve done a couple of podcasts through
Twitter. The first one we did was at a park by the school. We went live and | talked about the
different things to see. When we go live, we give a link to the students and the teachers so they
can all watch at the same time. We’re working on one about spring wildflowers right now, then
we’ll probably do another one about migratory birds as soon as migration picks up a little bit.

We keep track of all the birds that we see in the schoolyard, too. We’ve created a school
biodiversity project. It’s not just for the school itself, but for anyone who comes into the area.
Anyone who is out birdwatching in our area can use an app to identify the bird species they see,
then look up our school on the app and add the data to our school project.

Benefits

P1: Thank you so much. | want to move on to benefits. Let me show you this chart.
There was a total of 36 experienced and perceived benefits to users due to time spent teaching
and learning in the chosen OC. Figure 4 shows that perceived personal development benefits to
students were indicated more frequently than perceived learning benefits to students and benefits
experienced by educators.

Other benefits that were added by text entry were:
e “Great satisfaction in engaging families to learn the importance of the outdoor classroom
environment and the value of learning outside.” [experienced in self]
e “Greater environmental Stewardship” [perceived in students]
e “Iteach Kindergarten, and many do not know what to do when they go outside and

actually beg to go in when outdoor learning time is first introduced every September - so
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Figure 4:

Questionnaire Respondents’ Indications of Benefits and Perceived Benefits
| Legend: i

i Perceived Personal Devo. Benefits to Students (n=18) !

1

' Perceived Learning Benefits to Students (n=20) :

I Benefits Experienced by Educator (n=20) !

More than 90% | Calmness, peacefulness,
ability to relax
81-90% | Better student-teacher Feeling more calm,
rapport relaxed, peaceful
Happier
Increased/improved
physical activity
71-80% | Improved social skills Increased physical activity Better rapport with
students
Understood topic better Improved teaching
skills
61-70% | More appreciative Improved learning skills Better rapport w/
colleagues,
administrators
Improved leadership skills Increased creativity Improved creativity
Improved self-esteem, Improved co-operation
body image skills
Learned more about the
topic
50-60% | Growth mindset Improved gross or fine Growth mindset re:
motor skills new experiences
Increased communication Improved self-esteem,
skills self-awareness, body
image
Less than 50% | Decrease in bullying Improved language skills Willing to give a
behaviour student a ‘clean slate’
Increase in anti-bullying
behaviour

just a general knowledge and ability to acknowledge their likes/preferences, confidence
in creating their own fun and a sense of happiness in outdoor spaces” [perceived in

students]
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CHRISTINA: Can I jump in here, being a kindergarten teacher? Within the two years that |
have my kindergarten children, they grow to appreciate and love nature. They want to make the
world a better place and share this passion with their families.

AUDREY:: We have very, very few behaviour issues at our location—far, far less than the
classrooms. It’s just different; it’s not paper and pencil, and it’s new—sadly—to many kids that
don’t get out of the city, so | find them more engaged.

BRIAN: They’re better listeners.

BETHANY: : I noticed the children have improved relationships with their caregivers.
CAROLINE: I find the kids can learn to use new words. | have taught four francophone
classes, and sometimes even though they’ve studied a unit prior to coming outdoors, they may
not really have grasped what the names of things are. But when we’re seeing and exploring
erosion and where houses are built and community encroachment, the students are taking back to
their classroom a whole bunch of new language that they’re able to use. I’ve had teachers tell
me that before. It’s neat to be able to help the kids put things together.

ODIN: That’s how I feel about our archery program, Caroline. When | get the kids who have
ADHD [attention deficit hyperactivity disorder] on the archery line, suddenly someone who
thinks of 14 things at once is an asset because in practicing archery there’s a whole lot of
variables that you’re trying to keep track of at once. I’ve seen several kids who were otherwise
unable to pay attention or sit still or stay on task able to focus and do very, very well at archery.
Then, when the parents come to pick the kid up, | bring them out to the archery range and the
child is so excited to show the parents what they can do, and so proud of themselves! It’s a boost

to their self-esteem and self-awareness.
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DELLA: The kids in my class who don’t have special needs have learned and grown so much
and are so excited for my special needs kids when they see that they’re able to do things outside.
My little guy who was in a wheelchair can now walk using a walker, and the other kids will go
behind him in case he needs help. They want to be supportive. They bring him natural things to
paint with! And the kids who have special needs are benefiting by growing and achieving in
their own way in the outdoors. I feel like, by taking them all outside, I'm helping to facilitate
people who are going to see people with disabilities as people with abilities.
Recognizing Themes Through Interpretations of Functionalities
After coding and sub-coding, the 11 interview transcripts and text-entries from the
questionnaire, | referred to the original questions and purposes to determine the value of the
emerging themes. Some themes, which became apparent in large part to stories, details and
opinions provided by enthusiastic interview participants, are recurring themes in the OC research
of the last decade. They are important to the broader field and form part of the holistic picture of
OCs in Windsor-Essex:
e Educators who teach outdoors have a personal love of nature and/or grew up in the
outdoors (Balkwill, 1996; Willis, 2001);
¢ Kids are losing touch with nature (Elliot et al., 2014; Louv, 2009);
e Educators want kids to develop a love of nature and grow up to make a difference in
this world;
e OQOutdoor classrooms provide physical benefits, such as being able to run, which
children need to do (Dillon et al., 2005; Pan et al., 2011);
e Outdoor classrooms provide mental benefits, such as decreased stress (Truong et al.,

2016; Wells & Evans, 2003 as cited in Nedovic & Morrissey, 2013);
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e Learning outdoors helps kids with socialization skills (Bentsen et al., 2017; Lisle,
2018; Maynard et al., 2013; Truong et al., 2016);
e Gardening gives kids a sense of ownership and responsibility and something to look
forward to (Dillon et al., 2005; Jolly & Sandberg, 2018; Truong et al., 2016);
e More local teachers are wanting to take their students outdoors.
However, the themes | explored more deeply are sub-topics of the above or outlying perspectives
on the above that may never have appeared in research findings, but they have a direct link to
functionality. This will contribute to the goals of filling gaps in the research and providing a
holistic view of outdoor classrooms in Windsor-Essex County, such that administrators and
educators who read these findings might discover something they did not know or had not
thought of, that will spur them to commence, review or develop their use of OCs.

Access to Natural Sounds. PI TO GROUP: Eighty percent of questionnaire
respondents indicated the inclusion of a variety of sites, sounds and smells of nature as a
functionality of their OCs, but six of you chose to elaborate specifically on sound. You cited
birds singing (Bethany, Brian, Caroline, Odin, and Della), the sounds of bullfrogs (Della) and
small animals (Brian), the wind in the trees or tall grasses (Brian, Caroline, and Sunflower), and
rain coming down (Sunflower) as sounds that calm you and your students, make it easier to
focus, incite curiosity and leave an impression on students. Sunflower, can you tell us about
your rainy-day hike?

SUNFLOWER: Sure. During a hike on a very wet day, | had the kids be quiet and listen to the
sound of the rain, and I told them it’s very calming if you think about it, and I want you to be
quiet for a little part of this walk and just listen to the rain. And they did, and I didn’t really get

much feedback from it, but I think it did give them something else to think about on the hike
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rather than ‘oh, I’m just walking and it’s wet and I’'m miserable’. It gave them something else to
focus on. They didn’t complain or anything, and you know they heard it. I think just listening to
the rain is good for mental health. Maybe next time they’re out in the rain they’ll take some time
to enjoy it.

BETHANY: I think there’s a meditative aspect to hearing a bird or hearing the wind, and if you
can draw a child’s attention to that, they’re automatically quieter and calmer.

Pl TO GROUP: The way sound is transmitted outdoors was cited as a separate functionality by
70% of questionnaire respondents.

BETHANY': Sound dissipates outdoors, making it easier for social interactions to take place
than in a noisy indoor classroom.

SUNFLOWER: I agree. The kids can run around and be noisy outdoors because there are no
walls for the sounds to bounce off. So, there’s a lot less ‘Stop doing that!” going on. In fact, I
find I need to take the kids outside as much for my own stress level.

CAROLINE: There’s a definite difference in sound. Either you’re hearing more sound, like if
the wind is whipping through, or if it’s a really cold day and we have that covering of snow, just
that insulating feel where it just feels so quiet and things are echoing. Sometimes it’s a bit of a
sensory overload for some students who haven’t had that experience, even though they hear loud
sounds all the time in the city. There’s just an audible change in the atmosphere around them.
BRIAN: Indoors when it’s quiet, you can’t hear anything, but when it’s ‘quiet’ in the outdoors,
there’s always the birds and the wind. The students become curious about bird calls and small
animal noises, and they ask me what they’re hearing, so it’s an opportunity for learning.

P1 TO GROUP: Sound also brings a certain authenticity to outdoor learning experiences.

DELLA: Itdoes. The sound of the birds really sets the mood when we do yoga by the meadow.
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BETHANY': At the Early Years centre, we had a seed-planting event in the community garden
and an Anishinaabe Elder came to bless the seeds and do some traditional drumming. Another
time, members of a different Indigenous culture—I can’t recall which—did an indoor book-
reading and led us in a beading activity. The indoor event was wonderful, but I don’t think it
was as impactful as hearing the drum outside with the sun shining overhead and the birds singing
in the background.

Access to Different Textures. PI TO GROUP: I did not include hands-on learning as a
multiple-option choice in the questionnaire because it is so general a term and can be considered
a pedagogy, a purpose, a benefit and a functionality. 1 did include two specific and literal hand-
related choices: improvement of fine motor skills as a purpose and benefit, and ‘includes a
variety of textures’ as a functionality. Eighty per cent of questionnaire respondents indicated
texture variety as a functionality. You told me it helps them pinpoint their interests, develop
their creativity, and problem-solve.

ODIN: The students are noticing and benefiting from texture even if they don’t know how to
iterate what they’re learning.

BETHANY, CAROLINE, SUNFLOWER: Absolutely!

ODIN: They might substitute branches with smooth bark for those with rough bark when they’re
trying to tie them together, for example.

SUNFLOWER: We went outdoors with sidewalk chalk once, and you can see how the sidewalk
is very different than a piece of paper. One of the kids used up their whole piece of chalk,
breaking it up, squishing it with his hand and mixing the different colours. Kids get so creative
with texture! Like when they were building ramps and bridges in the sand for their remote-

control cars in the OC | chose for the questionnaire. They were also using their fine and gross
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motor skills. | think when you give them fun activities like that and the freedom to explore the
possibilities on their own, it really helps with rapport between educator and youth.
CAROLINE: I used to get the students to really dig their hands into different types of soil
before we talked about the soil composition. This would lead to discussing things like
gardening, erosion and building foundations for houses, so, more problem-solving and learning
opportunities.
ODIN: TI’ve noticed the texture of snow makes for a great learning opportunity, too. If we’re
building a quinzhee, we throw the snow high up in the air and let it land because the energy of
that movement helps the snow sinter and bond together.
Pl TO GROUP: Interesting! It sounds like texture can be a catalyst for discussion, learning,
problem solving—what else?
CHRISTINA: It’s a great platform for vocabulary-building.
DELLA: Yes! talking to kids about what they’re touching, seeing and hearing outdoors helps
even the youngest students understand and use new words.
BETHANY': The children were always touching things in this little herb patch. We’d rub the
plants then smell our hands or pick an herb and taste it. It was all part of the amazing sensory
experiences we had in the garden.
CAROLINE: That’s interesting, Bethany, because I’ve found that some kids will always want
to touch things—even snakes!—whereas others don’t feel comfortable engaging with unfamiliar
textures.

Ability to Engage with Snow. PI TO GROUP: Although only 50% of respondents to
Q14 (regarding seasonal use of OCs) use(d) their chosen OC in wintertime, 85% of respondents

indicated access to changing weather as a functionality, and eight (72.73%) of you talked of
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positive experiences with snow, ice and cold weather use of the OC. We heard that snow is a
component of sound transmission and learning through texture. What else do you want to say
about snow?
BRIAN: It’s great for physical activity. I have seven or eight pairs of snowshoes that I keep
with me to take different groups of students outside to snowshoe around the schoolyard.
SUNFLOWER: We went tobogganing this year. That was one of the most fun meetings they
had all year! They just tobogganed for the full hour straight, without any complaints.
AUDREY: The kids always love checking out the tracks! One November morning after a
snowfall the number of tracks that were around the property was just phenomenal! You could
see all the movement of the animals. I’d never seen that before, and I didn’t envision the place
being that busy, so it was a learning experience for me, too.
SUNFLOWER: I know what you mean. I’d never seen the shoreline trees and bushes draped in
layers of ice from the waves crashing up against the beach in the wintertime, but | found it
fascinating and so did the kids. They weren’t allowed near it, of course, but it made for a good
opportunity to turn a standard lesson about water safety into a lesson about safety on ice.
Having More Space than Indoors. Pl TO GROUP: Having more space than indoors
was indicated as a functionality by 100% of respondents who completed the questionnaire.
Being outdoors has been associated with restoring mental fatigue, reducing stress, and improving
one’s mood (Gladwell et al., 2013), but some of you pinpointed mental health benefits
specifically associated with spacious OCs. As an example, did any of you who are
schoolteachers take advantage of additional space in your OCs during COVID-19 restrictions?

DELLA, BRIAN, CHRISTINA: | did!
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BRIAN: Our school’s fortunate because we’re near a park that has two picnic shelters, so during
COVID I brought over an easel, the kids packed up their books, and a couple of days we spent
the whole day over there, just doing everything outside. Also, as I already mentioned, ERCA
staff led an outdoor classroom workshop at our school; they taught teachers outdoor activities to
help get everyone outside, but still learning.

CAROLINE: It’s so necessary to be able to access and interact with the space you have. I’ve
had experiences in outdoor classrooms elsewhere where you are in a good setting, but you’re
stuck to the path. You can’t leave the path to touch the leaves; you can’t get down in the dirt.
Kids need opportunities to see the plants up close, touch the plants. I think that’s always a really
great thing to connect them to the environment instead of just pointing or showing them a
picture.

GROUP: Absolutely!

DELLA: Another functionality of space I’d like to point out is that coming to the teacher in the
OC for one-on-one help, sounding out a word for example, is different than having to put up
your hand and ask for help in front of the whole class. The OC is a safe space for students to get
the help they need, and | like being able to take the time to work with them individually without
the pressure of other kids noticing who needs more help.

P1 TO DELLA: I have not heard or read of that before, Della. Thank you for putting that on the
table. Being too embarrassed or afraid to ask for help must surely have negative effects on a
child. Perhaps educators can take the first step by approaching those students who they feel may
need extra emotional, physical, or learning support while other kids are too far away to notice.
CHRISTINA: I find there are children that really, really struggle in the beginning with coming

into kindergarten and being in a space where it can be overwhelming to them. There are so
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many choices, so many things that we’re engaged in. They could be struggling but they’re not
able to express themselves, and behaviour issues set in. Whereas for a lot of children, their
coping mechanisms work so much better outdoors. It’s almost like a switch goes on and there’s
space and there’s freedom.

P1 TO GROUP: I also noticed an interesting emerging pattern with space and time.
Audrey, what did you notice when your students set out on a hike?
AUDREY: There’s opportunity when you’re hiking to develop student-teacher rapport. You can
end up hiking next to certain students and you talk to them. They want to share with you the
things they’ve experienced and they’re tying this field trip into what they know. As you walk
on, the groups re-mix and you end up hearing from other students.
TERRI: I have sooo many stories about that! Often kids will be registered for the same program
because their friend is in it, or their cousin, and they’ll arrive in these little cliques. But there’s a
lot of collaborative working-together play and working-together learning in our space, so they
really don’t have the opportunity to stay in their little cliques. The children are confronted very
quickly with having to learn how to get along with all different types of people. It doesn’t take
long for everybody to break down the barriers and see everyone else as a potential playmate or
friend or acquaintance.
P1 TO GROUP: What | am hearing is that having time to move about freely allows the students
to develop and improve relationships with educators and each other, learn from each other and
improve social skills. Would you agree?

BETHANY, CAROLINE, DELLA, TERRI, VAL: Absolutely!
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BRIAN: I think with my class this year, the biggest concern some of them had when we were
walking on a trail was who they were going to walk with, why wasn’t this person talking to me--
those kinds of more social friendship issues.

P1 TO GROUP: Thank you for that different take on the subject, Brian.

Providing Opportunity for Community Engagement, Community Focus and
Community Partnership. PI TO GROUP: The findings of this study indicate at least three
different ways that functionality of outdoor classrooms can be linked to community: through
community engagement, community focus and community partnership. Community
engagement, as described by all of you in your interview, means including educators from the
community in the activities, lessons, and explorations; including family members who learn with
the students; and/or having community members help design and build the OC.

Val, family and community engagement shone through in all aspects of your
birdwatching program. It was a main purpose, and it benefitted the students with a better
understanding of what they learned, a greater volume of learning, being able to enjoy quality
family time and being able to engage in Indigenous learning first-hand. What can you tell us
about engaging the parents and community?

VAL.: We recruited youth to participate in the program with their parents so they could learn
together—that was always the plan. During the morning sessions the parents sat with their kids
and learned observation skills, then in the evenings we brought in other people to learn with. We
had a lot of fun! We had volunteers who helped put together souvenir scrap books for each
youth to work in throughout the program. | arranged for an expert forager to join us on a

foraging outing in the surrounding neighbourhood, and there was a neighbour who invited our
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group to see their incredible yard, which we did do. A biologist worked with us on identification
of bird sounds and a lesson on bird movement.

Also, a First Nations chief came to talk to us about use of land and to lead a water
ceremony. She brought a drum and there was movement and song. We sat under these great big
oak trees, and she started explaining about the connection between people and laws and
agreement, and she introduced the idea of the wampum belt, and the youth asked her questions
about it, and they discussed it. Then she talked about the four directions and the sacredness of
water, because in her role, she is the woman responsible for our waterways. We walked together
down to the river, and she engaged us in this ceremony. It was a ritual, really. It’s interesting
what happens—when you’re outside and you’re in a ritual, your mind goes into I’ll say a trance
state. When you’re engaging in ritual you’re out of your norm, right? Something more
perpetual, something greater than the moment, greater than your day-to-day. | was taking
pictures and | was looking around and | could see that they were all extremely engaged.

The birdwatching program was a lot of work, but ultimately it showed the organization
what can be done in an urban area with help from the community.

Pl TO GROUP: What terrific learning opportunities, Val! Thank you for sharing that.

Brian, you have had the support and involvement of administration, colleagues, parent
council, students and their families throughout your 16 years of planting trees and building OCs
at your school. Community engagement started at your school when the ash trees in your
schoolyard succumbed to the Emerald Ash Borer beetle. Can you tell me how it progressed?
BRIAN: We planted in the neighbourhood of 50 trees the first couple of years. The town
donated the mulch, and everybody helped plant: parent council, teachers, all different classes

came out. We had a parent who owned a playground company who came in with his post-hole
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digger to break up the soil, so those trees have done well because their roots have had room to
grow. Parent council allowed some funding for us to get rocks as a seating area. The ERCA
forester comes to our school occasionally and teaches the kids about the trees, the pruning and
gives them a little forestry lesson. We added more large rocks during COVID to give more
cohorts a place to sit.

Pl TO GROUP: The Roberts Creek Pavilion discussed in Chapter 2 is a good example of an
OC that was conceived with a community focus: it is an OC and garden situated at a school that
is also a place for the community to gather and learn together (Woodroofe, 2019). | can see
community focus in what Brian has been doing this past year: he has registered the school with a
birding app that anyone can contribute to and is posting podcasts on Twitter about the
ecosystems in the neighbourhood and nearby parkland. Interestingly, the Roberts Creek Pavilion
has been completed since this study began, and pavilion designer and builder Cody Chancellor
was hired to teach after-school art lessons in the outdoor classroom, making it a “full circle”
undertaking for him that he was thrilled to be part of (C. Chancellor, personal communication,
May 26, 2021). Perhaps the legacy OC Brian mentioned in his introduction will result in similar
community focus uses.

As for the third way that functionality of OCs can be linked to community, Terri, your
learning centre collective doesn’t own the land where you hold your outdoor classroom programs
but has an agreement with a community partner that gives you permission for its use for your
outdoor classes. Can you tell us more about that?

TERRI: We’re always looking for natural spaces to use and strategic partners to work with to
offer programming in different parts of the county and city. We’re now offering a specific

program that focuses on organic farming. We’re also looking for a partnership with a city park
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to expand our programming to urban areas. So, the community partner maintains ownership of
the land, but the learning centre collective offers the programs. The nice thing is, we won’t be
severing our partnership with the forested area where we currently hold our programs. The new
programs will co-exist. It’s an expansion, really.
P1 TO TERRI AND GROUP: The farm school sounds like a great place to learn about where
food comes from, healthy eating and being good stewards of the land, Terri. | hope the urban
park program will attract kids who do not have the means to travel to the county!

P1 TO AUDREY: Audrey, you told me you had one last important thought to share;
here’s your opportunity.
AUDREY: | think any outdoor education is absolutely amazing. Kids are losing touch with
nature and where things actually come from. My only concern is Lyme disease. It definitely is
something, a real illness that people don’t understand. Doctors don’t understand what it’s really
like, so it flies under the table pretty easily. People don’t know the signs of Lyme disease to look
for, and they also don’t know that if you don’t treat it right away, it is a big problem.
PlI TO AUDREY AND READERS: Thank you Audrey. Here are some websites to help
everyone learn more about ticks, including where they are found, how they spread disease and
what to do to lower your risk of getting bitten by a tick:

e The Windsor-Essex County Health Unit: https://www.wechu.org/your-environment/ticks-

and-lyme-disease;

e The Government of Canada: https://www.canada.ca/en/public-

health/services/diseases/lyme-disease.html.

Summary
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This study aimed to present a holistic picture of OCs in Windsor-Essex and fill gaps in
the research pertaining by investigating what features local OCs contain, how and why educators
use local OCs, benefits of teaching and learning in the OCs, and the educators’ interpretations of
the functionalities of OCs. Questionnaire respondents’ and interview participants’ uses of OCs
in Windsor-Essex County can be described as diverse and in an exciting state of expansion. In
addition to schoolteachers, there are a variety of paid and volunteer educators who use OCs
daily, weekly, or occasionally with some degree of success, and educators who work at OCs
where they host different student user and general public user groups every day. More than half
the 11 interview participants regularly use OCs that are not owned or operated by their school or
organization.

The OCs of Windsor-Essex have items that can be repositioned, green space and large
infrastructure above other features. Educators differed on what they considered to be features,
some adding insects and dead leaves by text-entry, for example. Electronic devices were used in
the OC by four Interview participants, but not evident in any questionnaires as a write-in feature,
opening the topic for discussion and further research. The local educators who participated in
this study were guided in their OC planning by visions/missions/goals or curriculum, or a
combination of both. More than half were also or primarily guided by a personal mission to
instill in their students a love of and/or desire to take care of nature, the environment, and the
earth. Educators used OCs to teach life skills and personal development as often as they used
OCs to teach most academics-based activities (with science- based activities being the
exceptions). Gardening, bird watching and winter activities such as snowshoeing, hiking,
tobogganing, building snow structures and playing in the sand (in wintertime) showcase how the

warm local climate and southerly geographical location influences what users are doing in their
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OCs. Place-based education opportunities in the OCs centred around Carolinian flora and fauna,
land recognition, and First Nations ceremonies, agricultural practices and use of the land.
COVID-19 restrictions caused an increase in usage of OCs, as the four interview participants
who were legally able to teach in OCs during different stages of COVID restrictions increased
their use of outdoor classrooms because of challenges associated with masks, distancing, sharing
toys and gathering indoors.

The functionalities that interview participants were most passionate to discuss were
access to different textures (prompting students to learn without realizing it); access to sounds of
nature (students and educators are calmed by this); providing opportunity for community
partnerships (local families, residents and organizations are enthusiastic about creating and
engaging in outdoor learning opportunities); and, having more space than indoor classrooms (for
creative exploration, mental and physical relief, development of physical skills, privacy to ask an
educator for help, and room to develop social relationships with other students and teachers).
Although the educators were not always aware that they were discussing functionality, it was
clear that they had thought a great deal about their purposes for taking their students outdoors,

and the ways that their OCs could help them achieve those purposes.
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CHAPTER 5 DISCUSSION

In this study of the functionality of outdoor classrooms as learning tools in Windsor-
Essex County, I explored the educators and students (through the eyes of their educators) who
have used these OCs with some degree of success; the features of these OCs; the types of
learning that are being done in these OCs; the personal, academic and life skills benefits to the
educators and students because of their teaching and learning in these OCs; and, the educators’
thoughts on the functionalities of these OCs based on their own experiences in them. Being that
this was descriptive research, | did not intend for any one answer to emerge. | did intend,
however, for many functionalities to emerge, as is shown by my use of the pluralized form of the
noun, functionalities, in the title of the study and throughout the paper whenever possible. | was
not disappointed: educators cited numerous ways that their OCs helped them to achieve the goals
they were wanting to achieve. That in itself is worthy of further discussion, for how often do
educators extol the features of their indoor classroom or school gymnasium as tools for learning?
The Users

Studies, journal articles and official reports about OCs and OE habitually fall into
categories. The subjects might be teachers (Balkwill, 1996; Stan, 2010; Pedretti & Nazir, 2014;
Willis & Connelly, 2001), or students (Barr-Wilson & Roberts, 2016; Braun & Dierkes, 2017;
Chapman, 2017; Cone et al., 2014; Elliot et al., 2014; Fernandez-Rio & Suarez, 2016; Truong et
al., 2016; Whittington et al., 2011) and sometimes both (Dillon et al., 2005; Lebak, 2005).
Common locations for studies are schools and pre-schools (Elliott et all, 2014; Lloyd, 2016;
Lyne Strachan et al., 2017), OE centres (Borland, 2015), and in the case of outdoor adventure,
the location where the adventure is taking place (Barr-Wilson & Roberts, 2016; Hoad, 2015).

There are other categories based on what is being studied, such as level of environmental
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awareness and/or activism uptake (Elliott et al., 2014; Johnson, 2014), pedagogies (Gelter, 2000;
Gough, 2009; Jolly & Sandberg, 2018; Lloyd, 2016; McDonnell, 2013), and personal
development (Alikhani, 1986; Whittington, 2006). The OCs themselves—how big they are, their
designs and features—are another category that falls under the umbrella of studies of OE (Nel et
al., 2017; Wood, 2006; Yaman, 2005). By using my study to explore a mix of these categories
simultaneously, | was able to detect certain dynamics taking place among users across Windsor-
Essex County.

First, the educators are using each others’ OCs. Three of the interview participants
mentioned (by location name) having used an OC associated with another
respondent/participant®, and three others alluded to doing the same. One participant named more
than one OC associated with another respondent/participant. Second, it is possible that the users
have interacted with each other, not only because they have used each others’ OCs, but also
because three of the respondents/participants indicated having provided instruction in how to use
OCsl/develop OC programs, and multiple respondents/participants indicated having received PD
from sources that match the description of the PD provided by the three. Also, four
respondents/participants are educators from schools/organizations where mentorship was used
(pre-COVID) as a form of PD such that they may have learned from or alongside another
respondent/participant in a mentorship relationship. This contrasts with the arguments of
Henderson and Potter (2001), who suggest the outdoor educators in Canada are far apart and
rarely have communication (albeit Henderson and Potter studied only OA educators, and OA has

become more popular since their study).

8 In order to maintain anonymity, | removed identifying names of people and places from questionnaires and
transcripts, but | nonetheless became aware of user-to-user relationships during interviews and the process of
removal.
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Even within a small group of local OC educators from a variety of walks of outdoor
education (the 24 respondents who completed up to Q5), communication opportunities are
nearby and, in some cases, convenient. If there were a blog, a series of webinars or other
formal/informal communication forums open to local outdoor educators regardless of school
board or type of organization, the educators could be learning from one another and having their
questions answered by those who are in similar situations. Although the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (2011) specifies that teachers can and should do more
towards PD than just talking and exchanging ideas with each other, these communication forums
could be a first step towards more systematic collaboration and mentoring relationships as
promoted by the same organisation. Also, adoption of an innovation—in this case, looking at an
OC through the lens of functionality—begins with knowing the innovation exists, then develops
with the awareness of successes pertaining to that innovation (Rogers & Shoemaker, 1971).
Such is the basis for the need for organized communication among educators, led by those who
have achieved success as outdoor educators.

The Features

Educators differed greatly in what they considered to be features of their OCs.
Questionnaire responses about features ranged from the very small (pebbles, detritus, insects,
etc.) to the very large (chain link fence, nearby building, etc.), to what was potentially meant as
the intangible (access to shelter and shade, information about native plants). Surely, all OCs
include insects and small stones, just as OCs in schoolyards all include a nearby school, and
many OCs in urban settings would be surrounded by a chain link fence. Yet not all respondents
who could have included these as features, did. It is possible that some respondents placed value

on certain items as part of their students’ learning, thereby making a point to identify them as
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features. Despite inconsistencies among what respondents called features, and within what
interview participants listed as features versus what they discussed as important features of their
OC programs, all educators did include a combination of natural and built items as features.

Based on this spectrum of interpretations, | propose that educators would benefit from
learning to look closely at what is around them in their OCs and learning to recognize what they
and their students can do with and learn from what is there. When Della and her students noticed
that strong winds blew in at least once a day in their OC, instead of going inside, they began an
exciting tradition of bringing out scarves, gathering leaves and making kites and other objects to
test the strength and direction of the wind. Caroline used water to illustrate soil varieties by
having the students try to dig and fill trenches on the beach, in the garden and in the marsh.
Green Leaf suggested that educators without access to natural areas find a park with a rotten log,
and let the learning begin! Academic and environmental educator David Sobel has labelled these
types of wonder filled investigations as “initiation experiences” (2008, p. 12) into the natural
world. They provide to children “the essential glue, the deep motivational attitude and
commitment, the connection to the animals and dirt” that ultimately fuel a “pursuit of knowledge
that leads to conservation behavior” (Sobel, 2008, p. 12).

These vastly different interpretations of and innovations with features could also be the
basis for discussion about my definition of an outdoor classroom, versus what one might call
“the outdoors being used as classroom” (C. Beckford, personal communication, January 19,
2022). Who is it that must “designate” a space as an outdoor classroom? Can the addition of
new features or the recognition of common items (such as twigs and leaves) as features turn a
non-designated OC into a designated area of learning, and at what point does is the line crossed?

This is beyond the scope of this research, but worthy of further consideration.
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The utility of features is equally relevant to those who are or would be building the OC.
Administrators, boards of directors, parent councils, donors, educators, and community partners
would benefit from a careful review of what users in similar situations considered to be
functional features and designs of an OC, and how those users garnered value from their chosen
features and designs. For example, Green Leaf’s organization is strategic in choosing “exhibits
and props” (features) to enhance outdoor learning and motivate users to become stewards of the
environment, as guided by their mandate and a stewardship scale:

Does a natural place need bat houses to help these animals? No, it doesn’t. But it shows

people that in places where there aren’t many places to live, that’s a place a bat could

live, and you could build that and put it in your backyard and then you become part of the

conservation story for that species. You could say that about...a butterfly house...or a

small pond as a water feature for birds, or a small garden or planting a tree—it’s all the

same idea...If you just left the field alone, the trees would show up eventually, but by
getting people to plant trees, then maybe they become part of the conservation movement
that’s surrounding that natural space. And then they bring that concept to their homes
and their neighbourhoods.

Christina, who has spearheaded building OCs at two different schools, advocated
consulting the students on what they would like to have as part of their outdoor learning space
(Salama, 2008), and Della has noticed that students are proud and motivated to work in a garden
that they have planted themselves (Block et al., 2012; Cavaliere, 1987). She said students will
enjoy maintaining a garden that they have not planted, but not to the same extent. Indoor-

outdoor interfaces such as windows, covered porches, and indoor plants and small animals also
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bring happiness and aesthetic pleasure to students who are learning indoors (Dutt, 2013).
Clearly, there is much worth knowing about features and designs.

Do the above comments from the interview subjects form the foundation of a Local
Knowledge System? It is possible, as the educators’ data are hyper-local, developing over time
and with experience, and based in some cases on theoretical constructs (Dingcong, 2016).
Again, Windsor-Essex would benefit from a communication forum that would allow local
educators of all types to connect, especially since this study has shown that they are already
teaching some of the same students, from some of the same school boards, and interacting with
each other without realizing it. Professional development would be another option for sharing
information, particularly if it were provided in an outdoor classroom (Schleicher, 2011). | have
learned a great deal about setting up and running an OC from courses that included instruction in
and use of an OC.

As for content of a PD course, many elements of Forest School practitioner training
would be appropriate. Rather than supporting a curriculum, the courses teach guiding principles
to prepare educators to use OCs effectively regardless of location and features, based on the
needs of children (Barrable & Arvanitis, 2019). Terri’s description of how interactive and
supportive the many types of educators have been during her training supports this.
Rasmussen’s (2004) study of ‘children’s spaces’ (as opposed to adult-created ‘places for
children’) gives sociological insight into meanings that children attribute to outdoor spaces they
have created and designated on their own. The Reggio Emilia approach asserts that teachers
should create designs and choose features thoughtfully to help students connect with their home
life (Edwards et al., 1998). In fact, Malaguzzi’s interpretation of the physical environment of the

inside and outside of the school as a key “third teacher” (Edwards et al., 1998, see Chapter 9;
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Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007) would be most applicable. According to Malaguzzi, the success of
the environment as a teacher is based in part on its flexibility to undergo frequent modifications
by both children and teachers to maintain the ability for students to construct their own
knowledge (Edwards et al., 1998).

All the EY interview participants in the current study described a form of daily
modification by carrying the children’s items of choice (buckets of water, paint, books, building
blocks) into the OC using a wagon or a bin. Audrey and Brian, who taught older students, used
camping and gardening equipment and electronic devices, respectively, as modifications,
showing how the Reggio Emilia approach can be put into practice with older students, as well.
On a more long-term basis, Bethany had a small hill and a wooden xylophone built in her OC,
and her students planted a garden. Bethany, Brian, Christina, Della, Sunflower and Val
expanded the space in which their students were able to explore and learn. Even Green Leaf’s
team, who work at a place where the first teacher is the environment, recognized that it was
necessary to make changes to ensure their students could continue to construct their own learning
experiences.

Purposes for Using Chosen OCs

Purposes were categorized in the questionnaire by topics such as math-based, science-
based, First Nations studies-based and second language study-based, although the purposes
themselves were deliberately presented as generic (storytelling, working with community
partners, warm- and cold-weather physical activities) so respondents would not automatically
associate them with school curricula (Creswell, 2009). In addition, there were purposes

categorized as personal development purposes and life skills.
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Each of the 20 respondents who completed the questionnaire reported an average of
40.75 purposes for taking their students to do lessons, activities, and explorations in their OCs.
One hundred and one different purposes were named, and more were discussed during interviews
that were not counted. Whether respondents answered purpose-based questions based on what
they already knew to be their reasons for teaching in the OC, or whether they became aware of
what they and their students were doing and were capable of doing because of the choices
provided in the questionnaire, or a combination of both, is not possible to know from this study.
Regardless, this shows tremendous potential for the direction that teaching can take in an outdoor
classroom—far beyond EDU’s curricula that promote field study, music, the Arts and play-based
learning as the main reasons to head outdoors. According to Christina, administrators in her
Board had been noticing more schoolteachers heading outdoors pre-COVID but, treating it as
“an extended recess time” without “that engagement part that is so important.” This reinforces
the need for local communication forums, and this study’s findings suggest that at least 20 local
outdoor educators would have valuable contributions.

Four guiding purposes for using the OC—one more than | presented as options—surfaced
during interviews. They were curricula, an organization’s visions/missions/goals, relief from
COVID restrictions and personal aspirations (this being the additional purpose). Ten of the
eleven interview participants clearly iterated without hesitation their guiding purposes for all that
they teach in the OC. Stories emerged from those ten about the educator seizing an opportunity
to supplement a planned or emerging lesson/activity in the OC to include a guiding purpose. For
example, Val accepted an on-the-spot invitation from a homeowner for parents and children to
explore their backyard garden, thus increasing the amount of community involvement (goal).

Sunflower spontaneously adapted a standard lesson about water safety (curriculum) to a lesson
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about ice safety not just for the safety aspect, but so her students could work towards their safety
badges (goal). Odin had this to say: “The outdoors is often chaotic, and procedures and systems
don’t work out as you plan...A knowledge of first principles and how to build a plan from there
really goes a long way.”

Some would dismiss this as nothing more than taking advantage of teachable moments,
however, Khoza (2016) has shown how an educator’s understanding of curricula, the
organization’s visions and goals and their personal vision are reflected in their teaching practices.
Along this same line, Christina’s PD advice is for kindergarten teachers to become familiar with
the EY curriculum, “really understand it and help parents understand why you are spending so
much time outdoors and how the children are developing.” She underlined the importance of
understanding the play-based pedagogy (an EY purpose), especially in the face of websites such
as Pinterest, from which educators mistakenly draw ideas that they automatically think they can
bring into their OC. Similarly, Khoza (2016) recommends that self-educating through reading is
a key first step to reflecting upon personal visions and understanding curriculum and your
school’s visions and goals.

Benefits and Perceived Benefits

The questionnaire was not developed to determine if benefits and/or perceived benefits
aligned to the purposes for taking the students into the OC. There were some similarities in
answer choices, but the two key elements were not aligned explicitly. | did not want to make
respondents feel they had shortcomings as educators (Creswell, 2009). if they could not see the
alignment between purpose and benefit or were not realizing benefits stemming from their

original goals. Additionally, the questionnaire was designed to impart understanding of
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functionality, rather than for respondents to be able to review all their answer to cross-reference
relationships among the key elements of functionality.

| feel the value of knowing the benefits is in being able to use this to help with building
new and expanding existing OCs and OC programs. This came to light because of the ten
interview participants who told of their personal involvement in past developments/expansions
(Bethany, Brian, Caroline, Christina, Green Leaf and Val) in-progress developments/expansions
(Bethany, Della, Green Leaf and Terri), and/or developments/expansions specifically for relief
from or despite COVID-19 restrictions (Brian, Christina, Della, Odin, and Sunflower). No
matter what the scale of the development/expansion, money will always be a main concern. It
may manifest as the fee for signing a child up to be an army cadet or gas money for taking field
trips. Support sometimes hinges on a budget to water and maintain new trees and gardens in an
OC in a schoolyard over the summer. There are a lot of grants available for building and
enhancing OCs, according to Christina, but in her experience, the application is best
accompanied with a plan, a vision for learning and “the latest research with the importance of
children being outdoors.” The many benefits that surfaced during this study (12 for educators
and 26 for students), the range of benefits (from learning skills to social skills to mental health
benefits), and the ways that respondents were affected as educators by these benefits (calmer,
engaged, enthusiastic, resilient, and effective) address Christina’s third point. The benefits are
impacts of outdoor learning, and presenting impact is necessary for successful fundraising (Gail
Perry Group, n.d.).
Functionality

All 20 respondents who completed the questionnaire were able to determine multiple

functionalities for their chosen OC, and 70% chose to write a comment about how functionality
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does/does not influence their use or their students’ use of the OC. Only one of the 14
respondents who wrote about influence was decidedly uninfluenced by functionality. One of the
14 wrote “unsure,” suggesting that 13 of 14 (92.86%) respondents who entered a comment about
functionality understood what functionality meant. The responses of the interview participants
suggest that all 11 (100%) understood the meaning of functionality. Despite the respondents
having more to say by text-entry about benefits than functionality, | feel functionality was a
worthwhile topic to explore.

Having access to snow was an unanticipated theme among functionalities, given the
warm climate of Windsor-Essex (Environment Canada, 2012) and the fact that only 50% of
respondents indicated using their OCs in winter. The snow was accessed passively by Caroline’s
students as it dulled surrounding noise; actively by Audrey’s and Della’s students who
investigated it; and with purpose by Brian’s, Odin’s, and Sunflower’s students as they interacted
physically with it. Educators said it spurred creativity, was useful for developing engineering
skills and doing physical activity and was a source of unadulterated joy. There is very little
research about the use of snow in OCs, however, Son et al. (2017) showed that students learning
Science Technology Engineering and Math activities through snow-science at an outdoor school
showed optimal engagement on three fronts: in Science Technology Engineering and Math
learning, engaging in physical activity, and balancing physical and mental challenges.
Furthermore, they did it by designing creative inquiries and joyfully taking part in skiing,
snowboarding, and hiking as each pertained to Science Technology Engineering and Math
topics. The students of the current study experienced much the same academic, physical, and
cerebral stimulation during their snow-based learning in OCs, albeit on a smaller scale. Local

outdoor educators may want to use scaled-down and grade-appropriate versions of the snow

138



science activities from the Son et al. (2017) study, such as examining snow crystals under a
microscope, experimenting with slope and avalanche potential, estimating the amount of water in
a body of snow (then melting the snow!), exploring the characteristics of hard- versus soft-
packed snow (as Odin’s students did), and having students come up with their own inquiries.
During interviews, participants had much to say about access to sounds of nature as a
functionality of the OC, but for reasons far beyond calming effects. Brian’s students became
curious about the different calls of birds. Bethany found that the dissipation of sound on the OC
made it easier for her students to have social interactions outdoors than indoors. Bethany, Della,
and Val said outdoor sounds made their experiences in the OC more genuine. Buxton et al.
(2021) corroborated that “exposure to natural sounds improves health outcomes and positive
affect and decreases stress and annoyance” over exposure to noise (p. 3 of 6). Water sounds,
according to the researchers, improve health, while bird sounds primarily alleviate stress and
annoyance (see Figure 5, p. 140). The study also determined that natural sounds are better for
our health than no sound at all, and more natural sounds are better than fewer natural sounds
(Buxton et al., 2021). Caroline and Sunflower both discussed the affects of natural sound and
noise, on the students and the educators, respectively. Caroline found that students from an
urban location who were accustomed to loud city noises were sometimes overwhelmed with the
quiet of her site’s rural setting, the “audible change in the atmosphere around them.” This
supports Buxton et al.’s speculation that “an absence of natural safety indicators in the acoustic
environment may provoke vigilance and autonomically induce a more alert, aroused state”
(2021, p. 4 of 6). Sunflower found it too difficult to speak above crashing waves. For that
reason, her ideal OC would include sand and piped-in running water, but not be at a beach.

Interestingly, Buxton et al. (2021) posited that the benefits of continuous water sounds may
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relate to their ability to mask noise, although the sources of the water sounds (trickling stream
versus tempestuous ocean) are not discussed.

Pan et al. (2011) investigated the value of space to provide room for students with autism
to engage in physical activity. Khan et al. (2018) attributed higher science scores in an OC to the
amount of space, fresh air and good lighting compared to overcrowded, stuffy indoor classrooms.
However, most studies about learning, doing schoolwork, engaging in physical activity and
playing outside focus on the presence of nature in an outdoor space (Chambers & Radbourne,
Figure 5:

Birds Nesting in a Pavilion in Windsor-Essex County

Birds will nest in many different types of spaces. Hearing and seeing birds piques the curiosity of
students working outdoors, according to Brian.

2015; Chapman, 2017; Fjertoft, 2004; Gladwell et al., 2013; Johnson, 2014) rather than
the amount of space available. Indoor learning space improves mood and increases amount of
‘teachable moments’ when it affords views of outdoor space (Dutt, 2013). Research that is
beginning to surface surrounding use of OCs during the pandemic includes topics such as how to
execute an outdoor learning program during the pandemic (Beery, 2020) and the impact of

COVID-19 on nature-based education programs already in existence (Borelli et al., 2020).
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Again, however, it appears that the functionality of having more space outdoors is taken as
obvious rather than studied. Figure 6 (p. 142) shows how one teacher used hidden OC space to
carry on activities with students while they were relegated to learning from home. Additionally,
the current study’s participants were very specific in their explanations of space as a
functionality, and the topics they brought to light fill in gaps in the research. For example, Della
found that having more space allowed students to approach her privately when they were afraid
to ask for help in front of their classmates. She also experienced this in a regular schoolyard:
two sisters who needed help learning to speak English would be silent in class but would reach
out to learn from Della while walking with her during Della’s recess supervision duty. When
Christina sensed students becoming frustrated from overstimulation in a busy indoor classroom,
she opened the doors to the OC and watched them run out to find relief in the very neutral-
coloured, unadorned, spacious outdoors. Audrey and Terri found that having space and time to
go for an extended walk allowed for the development of better teacher-student and student-
student rapport, respectively, although Brian noticed short trail walks causing some social unease
in his Intermediate level students. Finally, Caroline felt that it is not how much space you have,
but what you do with the space, that is significant. She advocated giving students access to the
space to connect with nature: examine it, touch it, smell it and just take one’s math book outside
to enjoy how the space one is in can be calming. Students will often connect with the space
itself, regardless of the features within it, by creating favourite places for socializing or being
alone (Rasmussen, 2004; Root et al., 2017).

The engagement of families, neighbours and the community with teaching and learning
in an OC is a functionality that can take the form of place-based education projects (Smith, 2002;

Williams & Taylor, 1999) such as Bethany’s ceremonial seed-planting and Val’s water ritual,;
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land-use arrangements (Jolly & Sandberg, 2018; Truong et al., 2016), such as with Audrey’s,
Terri’s and Green Leaf’s organizations; or perhaps starting small and building outward, such as
Christina’s students writing to the city to ask for garbage containers in the park, or Brian creating
a wildlife-spotting data bank for his school’s OCs to which the public can contribute. Bethany
felt her EY students were benefiting socially when they interacted with other youngsters who
were in the community garden (Kingsley & Townsend, 2006), and even benefitted from
exposure to groups of people they might not normally see, such as groups of seniors and

Figure 6:

Using Hidden Space in an OC in Windsor-Essex County

These photos, taken three weeks apart, show how an educator successfully used hidden space in an OC
to encourage students to use the OC during mandated online learning in spring of 2021. Students
created objects to add to the fairy garden, then traveled to the garden to add them, peruse what had
been added since their last visit, and play in the OC. The fairy garden was kept hidden so it would not be
ransacked or destroyed.
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handicapped persons. Ultimately, the gardeners allowed the drop-in centre a plot of land to sow
and tend as their own, showing strong community spirit and connecting with Bethany through
common interests (Kingsley & Townsend, 2006). Odin and Sunflower are themselves
community partners who are engaging as volunteer outdoor educators (D’ Amore, 2018). This is
common with YDO leaders. There are two takeaways from uncovering the functionality of OCs
as a good base for developing partnerships. The first is that there are a variety of ways to engage
community partners, including as being the educators. The second is that Windsor-Essex is
fortunate to have citizens, companies and landowners that are willing to engage to give local
students the chance to learn outdoors. Even at the post-secondary level, there are impressive
community alliances, such as the Great Lakes Institute of Environmental Research and the
Walpole Island Land Trust, offering OE and research opportunities. Partnerships are also to
thank for the Essex Children’s Water Festival and Detroit River Canadian Cleanup, both offering
different forms of hands-on, outdoor learning. President and CEO of the Canada Foundation for
Innovation Roseann O’Reilly Runte, in her keynote presentation ‘COVID as Catalyst: Innovation
and Discovery’, described how to create partnerships to promote Windsor-Essex County as a
vibrant, desirable place to visit and live (R. Runte, keynote presentation, October 7, 2021). |
immediately thought of the local community involvement in OE as a strong draw for families
considering moving to the area. | hope the current study spreads knowledge of partnerships and
community focus initiatives and result in further development to that end.

Lastly, the educators’ recognition of access to texture as a functionality of their OCs
brings up interesting potential for further research. For example, the educators noticed that the
students were learning through touching different textures, but without any targeted teaching

taking place: Sunflower’s student crushed the pieces of chalk, felt them, and mixed the crushed
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pieces together of his own accord. Caroline did not have to encourage her students to reach out
to touch leaves as they walked through the forested area. This is likely because using the tactile
sense—touching things and differentiating textures—helps with cognitive development in
children (Piaget, 1952/1963). Although it was not specifically discussed, it appears Odin
recognized this when he watched his students determine which barks were most suitable when
tying together sticks and fallen branches. Likewise for Caroline, who always gave her students
soil to dig their hands into when teaching about planting, creating a foundation for a house and
erosion. Touch is also a natural part of fine motor skill development in babies and infants
(Crider, 2020), making Christina’s and Bethany’s comments about declining fine motor skills in
their EY students a topic with great potential for further research, especially considering
Christina’s remark that kids are coming into kindergarten with a lot of experience using
electronic devices, which have smooth, uniform keys.

The importance of understanding functionality became apparent through my discussion
of professional development with Kris Ives, ERCA’s education co-ordinator (personal
communication, May 28, 2021). According to Ives, ERCA’s outdoor classroom training
program [which was mentioned by Brian in his interview] started as a curriculum-focused way to
get teachers and students outside during the pandemic. The training program was very well-
received by Essex County school boards. However, some teachers were reluctant to take their
students outdoors, Ives said, because they did not feel they knew enough about nature to be able
to teach nature to their students, and/or did not have lesson plans for the outdoors. Others felt
stigmatized by their school’s paved schoolyard (K. Ives, personal communication, May 28,
2021). lves showed the teachers how to take lessons they already had and extend them into the

outdoors by using whatever space they had. She pointed out trees and bushes that were just
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outside their schoolyard and discussed how they could be used to initiate learning. She felt she
and her team were able to convince some of the hesitant educators that it was okay to learn about
nature and the environment alongside their students. By the end of these adapted training
sessions, the educators had become more confident to take a first step into outdoor learning, Ives
sensed (personal communication, May 28, 2021).

With that in mind, I reviewed Table 2 to study the functionalities indicated by the study’s
respondents (three of whom were fortunate to have OCs surrounded by multiple acres of
undeveloped land). Based on Table 2, ‘presence of green/blue/brown space’ is the only
functionality that would not exist in a paved, fenced-in lot such as an urban schoolyard, although
it could exist with box gardens, container gardening, a rain barrel and the like. In fact, this
approach could be the basis for community partnerships with nearby hardware stores and
neighbours who could donate shovels, bags of soil, containers and even bulbs. Additional
purposes would be served by having the students research and contact potential partners and
decide what to plant.

Even cultural and historical significance can be studied by walking the nearby
neighbourhood to read street names®. | contend that a review of and conversation about
functionalities with a fellow educator who has experienced success teaching outdoors could
positively influence reluctant educators to try taking their students outdoors (Rogers &
Shoemaker, 1971). Rogers and Shoemaker’s theory of the adoption of innovations (1971) may
explain why Ives was able to help reluctant schoolteachers, as Ives is herself an experienced

educator at the John R. Park Homestead.

% As a former photojournalist for The Windsor Star, | wrote a recurring feature called ‘Foundation Families’, where |
interviewed the descendants of the earliest settlers of Essex County. Many families had streets and county roads
named after their surnames.
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Furthermore, discussions about functionality could form part of PD opportunities and
communication forums. Green Leaf considers functionality at every step of the way in designing
outdoor learning spaces. One of his suggestions in the case of a learning space that is not as
functional as it needs to be was to introduce the students to the intended experience ahead of
time, then bring props into the OC to enhance the experience. “The learning happens at a totally
different pace and over a short period of time” when the learning space is small, according to
Green Leaf. This information could be put to use by outdoor educators in many different

situations.

146



CHAPTER 6 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Conclusions

This study examined educators’ interpretations of the functionalities of outdoor
classrooms in Windsor-Essex County by investigating the key elements of functionality: users,
needs, purposes, features and designs, and benefits. Results were derived from a survey
questionnaire and interviews. Twenty respondents completed the questionnaire, and 11 were
interviewed. The study gleaned useful information and new insights that have not previously
been researched in this location or using this target population. The results revealed a bird's-eye
view of local OC users, uses and functionalities that had never been studied before. The
discussion is organized according to the research questions presented in Chapter 1.

Research Question 1: What structural and natural features are found in the outdoor
classrooms used by Windsor-Essex educators?

Questionnaire results showed that OCs have anywhere from two to 29 natural, built
and/or built-to-be-natural (such as installed hills and ponds) features. The categories of ‘items
that can be repositioned’, ‘green space to use along with the OC” and ‘large infrastructure’ were
each present in more than 75% of the described OCs. All but one OC contained places to sit and
gather, such as a picnic table, tree stumps, large boulders, and other similar features. A place to
gather was an essential component of the author’s definition of an OC for the purpose of this
study. Although leading American school designers recommend that OCs have wi-fi access,
(Minero, 2018; see ‘Technology Integration’ and ‘Outdoor Learning”), having wi-fi access was
indicated as a feature of fewer than 40% of OCs described in this study.

Respondents’ interpretations of features differed widely, ranging from stones and detritus

to living insects and small animals, to rock climbing gear, to indoor learning spaces that were
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used in tandem with OCs. Conversely, some interview participants who discussed incorporating
these and similar items (snowshoes, camping gear, birds, and wagons to transport art and craft
supplies, for example) into OC learning, did not include them as features in their questionnaire
responses. Technology use in OCs included cell phones or mobile devices that students used for
research. The author recognizes that level of importance to the educator and ownership of the
item may be factors in what were considered features. However, with such a small sample, it is
difficult to determine patterns, if there are any.

The results of this study show that, in Windsor-Essex, there is crossover in use of OCs
and public green spaces between schoolteachers, YDO leaders, outreach educators and others.
The public places were not necessarily designated as outdoor learning spaces—another rarely-
discussed detail that shows the ambitiousness, skills, and flexibility of the educators (see Figure
7, p. 149). This also makes us consider the adaptability of the spaces themselves: how fancy and
expensive do they need to be? According to the six participants who discussed using these
‘other’ and ‘makeshift’ OCs, the students became more civically responsible and interested in
nature, and/or spent time engaged with their parents while exploring, playing, and learning in
them, suggesting that children do not need to have the ideal, pre-designated or built outdoor
classroom with a plethora of expensive features to experience benefits. Ultimately,
administrators from different sectors would benefit from sharing resources when it comes to

developing and improving OC programs.

148



Figure 7:

A Makeshift OC in Windsor-Essex County

Although this space in Point Pelee National Park is not designated as an educational area, it
includes a gathering place, a fire pit, a pavilion, a wooden playground, and access to sand,
green space, rare flora and fauna, and nearby trails and the lake. This is an ideal place for
outdoor learning in all seasons.
Research Question 2: For what intended purposes are educators using outdoor classrooms
(that is, for what activities, lessons and subjects, curriculum-based activities, personal
development activities and other uses)? Are they following play-based learning, place-based
education or other pedagogies when teaching in the OCs? What times of the year are they
using OCs? What influences has professional development had on educators’ uses of outdoor
classrooms, if at all?

To draw relevant conclusions, it is first necessary to summarize who the users are. The

study reflected a diversity of types of educators using OCs in Windsor-Essex, from

schoolteachers and ECEs to Forest School practitioners, camp counselors to educators working
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at environmental locations, faith-based leaders to youth development organization leaders, and
more. Considering the many events and schools/organizations that are known to use outdoor
classrooms but did not have representation in the data (such as Cadets, Detroit River Canadian
Cleanup, the Essex Children’s Water Festival, etc.), there is an exciting variety of opportunities
for students to learn in OCs in Windsor-Essex based on interest, age, grade, faith, and other
criteria.

The students-users are not restricted to those kids in schools with OCs. Neither are they
restricted to the youngest of this study’s targeted 4-13 age group. Kids from birth to age 18 are
participating in OC learning in Windsor-Essex County through publicly funded, private and
Forest School schools and pre-schools, faith-based organizations, YDOs; as visitors to Early
Years drop-in centres and environmental/historical sites; and as participants in outreach
education programs.

For what intended purposes are educators using outdoor classrooms (that is, for
what activities, lessons and subjects, curriculum-based activities, personal development
activities and other uses)? With educators indicating more than 100 different purposes for
using OCs, these students, and sometimes their accompanying parents, have been engaging in (in
order of popularity according to the questionnaire) outdoor lessons that fall into the categories of
health, science, math, language, the Arts, physical development, geography/history/social
studies, FNMI and a second language. This could include formal instruction, less formal
exploration and activities, or combinations thereof. Teaching personal development skills and
teaching life skills were nearly as popular purposes as were teaching health- and science-based
lessons/activities/explorations (both indicated as purposes by 100% of respondents who

answered that question). Interview participants’ place-based education undertakings were
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largely focused on native flora and fauna, and local First Nations history, culture and traditions.
More recent history (than Indigenous history), use of natural resources, environmental
regeneration and meeting the neighbours were also used as PBE topics. In the author’s opinion,
this was one of the most interesting and inspiring findings of the study. Play-based learning was
popular with those who taught Early Years students, but also practiced to a lesser degree with
older students by those who were field trip educators, outreach educators and YDO educators.
The study did not delve deeply into the degree to which participants understood and exercised
pedagogical principals for PBE or PBL,; this would require a more targeted study.

Many of the interview participants stated that instilling in their students a love of the
outdoors and caring for the environment was equally or more important to them than their
school’s/organization’s goals. These participants were thankful to be able to share the outdoors
with their students in ways that they hope were, are and continue to be as meaningful as possible.
The students of Windsor-Essex County are fortunate to have outdoor educators that are so
dedicated to their principal causes.

What times of the year are they using OCs? Use of OCs by respondents was equally
prominent in spring and fall seasons, and less but equally prominent in summer and winter.
When asked about using their OCs in wintertime, three of the 11 interview participants were
eager to discuss how snow had been fundamental to their students’ past learning experiences,
and three others mentioned how the presence of snow did factor into what they chose to do in the

OC or how they chose to lead their outdoor lesson for the day (see Figure 8, p. 152).
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Figure 8:

Animal Tracks in the Snow in Central Ontario

Although not taken in Windsor-Essex, these photos show how snow can reveal not only various

animal tracks, but the movement of the animals, as was discovered by Audrey.

What influences has professional development had on educators’ uses of outdoor
classrooms, if at all? The respondents had a variety of educational training including certified
teaching qualifications, training based on their school’s/organization’s mandates, additional
training such as First Aid, or combinations thereof. Some of the participants were certified by
more than one organization, such as the Ontario College of Teachers, their YDO’s certification
program, a Respect in Sport program, First Aid program and/or as Designated Early Childhood

Educators. Thus, training qualifications as they pertained directly to OC use, ran a spectrum
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from minimal and incidental to targeted and extensive. One of the interview participants
attended a Forest School practitioner training course that include educators of mixed training,
giving all a chance to learn from and assist one another, since each participant had valuable
viewpoints and experiences to bring to the table.

Those interview participants who discussed their training and PD in detail primarily
derived from it either a philosophy that influenced their in-the-moment engagements with their
students (such as ‘it’s all right to learn along with your students’), or a set of guidelines to help
them in their organization and planning (such as carefully considering what items to bring into
the OC to engage students in exploration and learning). Publicly funded schoolteachers
mentioned the need for them and/or their colleagues to receive more targeted, PD on how to
teach in an OC. They listed pedagogies, documentation strategies, how to communicate the
learning to parents, how to stay focused on curricula, how teachers of higher grades can use OCs,
and how to engage with students outdoors as essential to outdoor classroom PD. Many of these
elements were seen to be missing from current PD opportunities. Also, one non-schoolteacher
interview participant was seeking help with the proper way to approach an Elder for help
incorporating more Indigenous teaching in their OC activities.

Research Question 3: What benefits to themselves and their students/youth have educators of
Windsor-Essex seen/perceived because of using outdoor classrooms?

Collectively, respondents checked off 100% of the possible benefits to self and perceived
benefits to students, then added more by text-entry. It is obvious there is a great deal of
knowledge among the educators of this study of how to put their OCs to use for fun, learning,
academic improvements, and personal development. It is also worth simply taking a moment to

consider these numbers: each of the 20 respondents indicated an average of 18.5 benefits to
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themselves/perceived benefits to their students because of their time spent teaching and learning
in the outdoor classroom. It would behoove educators and administrators to look over the list of
benefits (Fig. 4.2) and consider how they might tap into these opportunities in their OCs.

Students are perceived to be experiencing personal benefits (calmness, peacefulness, and
ability to relax, better student-teacher rapport and improved social skills) at an even higher rate
than learning benefits (increased physical activity, better understanding of the topic, improved
learning skills and increased creativity). Educators are benefitting from feeling more calm,
relaxed and peaceful, being happier, increased/improved physical activity and better rapport with
students. The text-entry responses and findings presented as conversations in Chapter 4 reveal
valuable details about how the benefits come about. Furthermore, respondents wrote that the
benefits made them more enthusiastic, resilient, fulfilled and generally better educators. The
benefits also improved their mental health and prevented burnout, making this a topic deserving
of further research.

Research Question 4: How do the educators of Windsor-Essex interpret the functionality of
the outdoor classrooms they use? What aspects of functionality guide their uses of outdoor
classrooms, if any?

How do the educators of Windsor-Essex interpret the functionality of the outdoor
classrooms they use? Although the word ‘functionality’ is not often used in research about
OCs, many of the most-reported functionalities from the current study were typical of those
discussed as findings in other studies: spaciousness, better air flow than indoors, helps create
social connections, and enhances mental health. However, less common findings in the field of
research (gives access to changing seasons, includes a variety of textures, contains living things,

and includes a variety of sites, sounds and smells of nature) were also indicated as functionalities
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by 80% (n=20) or more respondents in the current study. These may have surfaced as top
functionalities because of the relatively warm Canadian climate and Carolinian zone of Windsor-
Essex.

The author noticed that interview participants had quite particular interpretations of
certain functionalities, that, although not the most popular (nor in some cases presented as
options to begin with), emerged during interviews. For example, the way sound transmits
outdoors was seen as calming and providing an authentic atmosphere for learning about
Indigenous ceremonies. Access to different textures was described as enhancing creativity and
problem-solving skills; students learned much from texture without even realizing it. Students’
ability to engage with snow was a basis for learning about fauna, texture, and sound, doing math
activities, and engaging in fun physical activity. Having more space than in an indoor classroom,
when mixed with time to explore that space as a group, allowed for development of student-
teacher and student-student rapport, but could also create light stress with social situations
among students. Further to student-teacher rapport, with classmates spread out and far away
from the teacher, students sometimes took advantage of having privacy to approach the teacher
for help. This is a functionality of which all students, educators and administrators should be
made aware. Finally, community members were engaged with educators in their OCs as
colleague educators, land-use partners, and benefactors.

What aspects of functionality guide their uses of outdoor classrooms, if any?
Responses about how functionality impacted the respondents’ use of OCs ran the gamut from
having no impact, to use of the OC being impacted by the weather, to functionality being

recognized as very important to use of the OC. There were few details that described impact,
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suggesting this question required clarification. However, from this question there did come the
viewpoint that any space could be made functional with desire and knowledge to do so.
Final Conclusions

Despite the amount of detail in the questionnaire and the time it took to analyze and
interpret the data, breaking down the concept of functionality into key elements resulted in
tremendously useful—and in some cases rarely-studied—information. It is hoped the educators
benefitted from these interviews by having the chance to talk about functionality and the ways
that their OCs are helping them meet their visions/missions/goals and/or curricula.
Recommendations and Further Research

Outdoor classrooms are adaptable spaces (and tools!) for learning that serve hundreds of
fascinating purposes globally, across Canada and within Ontario. The educators who
participated in this study revealed that the climate and history of Windsor-Essex County
contribute to a stimulating OC culture that should be tapped into by administrators and
educators, promoted as a draw to the area, and enjoyed by students of all ages.

It is because of the vast amount of resourcefulness, imagination, pedagogical knowledge
and pure joy at being outdoors with their students, revealed by this study of only 20 educators,
that the author urges educators and administrators from local school boards, schools of all types,
teacher education/ECE programs, YDOs, faith-based organizations, libraries, museums and
galleries, environmental/historical organizations and other interested organizations to read this
study and engage educators in sharing their knowledge through professional development and
communication forums throughout Windsor-Essex.

Communication should lead to sharing of ideas in PD settings. Professional development

emerged during interviews as inspiring and guiding educators daily and throughout their careers
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and having the potential to help educators translate what they see and read into what they
become capable of and confident in doing in OCs.

The author also recommends administrators build the key elements of functionality into
the planning for the building and use of their OCs: Who will be the users (both educators and
students)? What will be their needs? What purposes beyond curricular and mission-based can
be fulfilled? Can our educators incorporate personal development skills (positive body image,
growth mindset, social and leadership skills), life skills (reading maps, using technology,
problem solving, decision making), and/or community partnerships? (This study’s respondents
assure us that all are achievable!). Likewise, administrators should be asking themselves with
whom they can share use of their OC, and whose OCs their students can use in return. Benefits
should be communicated, and there needs to be ongoing support to develop the skills of the
outdoor educators.

Reflecting upon functionality, while not the topic of greatest interest to the interview
participants, is the next logical step in the design process after key elements have been
determined: How can we design the OC to always have a view of the students? Where on the
grounds should we build it to provide access to calming sounds? What kinds of vegetation can
be planted to create a safe space for all cultures, introduce a variety of textures, and provide
shade and shelter from the weather in the face of the climate crisis? Should we plant native
species? How can we engage our students, students’ families, community partners and Elders in
the process of planting? Who will be our partners in the processes of design, building, teaching,
and learning alongside the students? How shall we design the gathering space? How shall we
use the OC to share cultural experiences and learn about the history of the land and

neighbourhood? Is more space necessarily better?
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If the OC is already built, administration, educators, students, and community partners
can work together to evaluate its functionality and determine how often to repeat the evaluation.
If it is no longer functional, there needs to be careful consideration of what can be done to make
it more functional in the face of changing visions, goals and curricula, societal needs, social
mores and user makeup.

The Simcoe County District School Board, with an OC in each of its 87 elementary
schools, has embedded a commitment to outdoor learning in its planning and priorities. The
Board’s strategic priorities for 2017-2022 cite “appreciation for environmental practices and
outdoor learning” under Wellbeing, and “innovative and engaging teaching practices and
learning environments” and other goals suitably applicable to OCs (Simcoe County District
School Board, 2018; see “Strategic Priorities — 2017-2022"). Likewise, the administrators of
Windsor-Essex County can and should commit in writing to using OCs and creating congregate
PD events that are practical and effective.

The current study presents many angles for additional research. At its very simplest, the
study’s findings on the key elements of functionality (users and their needs, purposes for use and
benefits to users) offer bases from which to expand. A survey of available PD and the points of
view of the student-users would also be valuable. More complex research questions could be
drawn from the opportunities for and use of PBE in Windsor-Essex; the affects of climate, native
vegetation, and Indigenous history on use of OCs; the use of outdoor spaces that are not
designated for learning, as OCs; the crossover in use of OCs among outdoor educators in
Windsor-Essex; and the ways that educators are affected by the benefits of teaching and learning
in an OC. The author feels that further research about functionality would be most effective

using focus groups that represent a spectrum of OC educator-users.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A On-line Questionnaire for Educators

University
of Windsor

PLEASE READ AND SIGN THIS CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH:

Title of Study: Teach a Person to Fish: An Examination of the Functionalities of Outdoor
Classrooms in Windsor-Essex County

You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Loretta Sbrocca and Dr. Clinton
Beckford from the Faculty of Education at the University of Windsor. Results will be
contributed to Loretta Sbrocca’s Master of Education thesis. If you have any questions or
concerns about the research, please feel free to contact Loretta Sbrocca, Investigator,

at sbroccl@uwindsor.ca, or Dr. Clinton Beckford, Faculty Advisor, at 519-253-3000

Ext. 3804 or clinton@uwindsor.ca.

ELIGIBILITY TO PARTICIPATE: Participant must be an adult (18 years or older) educator
who has taught activities/lessons/explorations in an outdoor classroom (known hereafter as an
"OC") to students/youth aged 4-13 over the past three years with some degree of success, as per
the following definitions:

"Educators" are adults (18 years or older) who have earned certification, accreditation and/or
formal education that will afford them a professional or expert viewpoint of teaching and
learning in the OC based on an alignment to their organization’s
missions/visions/goals/curriculum.

"Students/youth” are youth aged 4-13 who are under your direction as an educator. They may
include classroom students, students on a field trip, visitors to a national park or similar,
members of Scouting, Guiding, 4-H and other clubs, youth in a church group, and more.

"Outdoor Classrooms (OCs)" are designated outdoor teaching and learning spaces that include a
gathering area (such as but not limited to tree stumps, logs, rocks or benches) such that
discussions, lectures and exchanges of ideas can take place in a group setting. OCs may or may
not also consist of features such as rain barrels and bird boxes. They may also include natural
areas such as a field or a grove or trees, or built-to-appear-natural areas such as ditches, hills, a
pond and more.

"Activities/lessons/explorations in the OC™ must be based on at least one of the following:
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- Curriculum (e.g. school-based, faith-based);

- Formal missions/visions/priorities (e.g. anti-bullying, community partnership, wellbeing,
growth mindset);

- Personal development goals (e.g. organizational skills, co-operation, leadership development,
building self-esteem).

"Some degree of success" is defined as having led activities/lessons/explorations in an OC about
which the educator can say at least one of the following:

- It was as successful as | thought it would be;

- It was more successful than | thought it would be;

- It was less successful than | thought it would be, but | can see it has potential and | will make
appropriate changes and try again;

- It yielded successes in ways | did not foresee.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: This study is designed to:

- Examine the functionalities of outdoor classrooms, that is their natural and structural features,
who is using them, for what purposes and to what benefits;

- Encourage thoughtful analysis of functionality, and how this can be used to better the outdoor
classroom experience for educators and students, and

- Be useful as a resource and inspiration for policy-makers, administrators and educators across
the province.

PROCEDURES: If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in
a 20-minute online questionnaire. Participants may withdraw at any time up to the point of final
submission. Those who withdraw will have the choice to determine whether questions
completed are discarded or used by the Investigator, by sending the Investigator an email at
sbroccl@uwindsor.ca. Those who complete the questionnaire will be asked if they would like to
be considered for a follow-up interview by phone, at their convenience and no cost to
themselves. They may do this by providing an e-mail address.

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS: Data Security risk is deemed to be medium for
those participants who provide their e-mail address to indicate willingness to be considered for a
follow-up interview. Ten days after completion of all follow-up interviews, email addresses will
be deleted from those participants’ questionnaires, thus de-identifying the questionnaires. There
is deemed to be no data security risk for those participants who do not provide their e-mail
address to indicate willingness to be considered for a follow-up interview.

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR SOCIETY: Participants will benefit
from taking inventory of the purposes, benefits and functionalities associated with their us of
outdoor classrooms. They may develop a better understanding of functionality and be able to use
that to plan new or more beneficial ways to use outdoor classrooms. This will then be
information that they can share with colleagues, administration, employers and

directors. Educators across Ontario will potentially benefit from new knowledge of how, when
and why to use outdoor classrooms. Administration at schools, school boards, churches and
other organizations will potentially benefit from knowing more about how, when and why
outdoor classrooms are being used, as well as new knowledge about the functionalities of
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outdoor classrooms. Directors of Teacher Education programs across Ontario will potentially
benefit from new knowledge that will improve how they train pre-service teachers in cross-
curricular outdoor classroom use and incorporating Environmental Education into all subjects.

COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION: Participants who complete the questionnaire will
be eligible to enter a draw for a $20 Indigo e-gift card. Each participant has the choice to
indicate their interest in doing so by providing an e-mail address for contact in the event they
win. Entering the draw is voluntary. Only those who provide an e-mail address can be contacted
in the event they win. One entry per person. Multiple entries from the same person will result in
their disqualification from the prize draw. All e-mail addresses will be deleted from collected
data upon the winner’s receipt of the e-gift card.

CONFIDENTIALITY: This research has been cleared by the University of Windsor Research
Ethics Board. You are under no obligation to provide the name of your employer or the
organization for which you teach, and the Investigator will not request this information. If you
wish to discuss your employer or organization in a text answer, the use of phrases such as “my
school,” “my church” or "the park" is recommended. In the event of accidental naming of your
employer or organization, this information will remain confidential. Any information that is
obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you will remain
confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. Questionnaire data will be
maintained in the Investigator’s password-protected Qualtrics account (Qualtrics being the
University of Windsor’s approved survey platform) until the questionnaire closes, then deleted
from Qualtrics within three days. Questionnaire data will thereafter be maintained on a portable
hard drive stored in the Investigator's flood-and fire-proof, password-protected safe for the
duration of time the Investigator is using the data, then deleted from said hard-drive. E-mail
addresses of those who enter the draw will be deleted upon the winner’s receipt of the e-

gift card. E-mail addresses of those who indicate willingness to be contacted for a follow-up
interview will be deleted from the data ten days after all interviews are completed.

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL.: Participation is voluntary. Participants may leave
the questionnaire by closing their browser, but can only return by using the same computer.
Participants may withdraw from the questionnaire at any time and indicate whether questions
completed are discarded or may be used by the Investigator by emailing the Investigator at
sbroccl@uwindsor.ca. Participants who do not provide their email address to be considered for
a follow up interview cannot withdraw their data once they have submitted their questionnaire,
as their questionnaire will not be identifiable. Participants who provide their email address to be
considered for a follow up interview cannot withdraw their data once the Investigator has
removed their email address from their questionnaire (ten days after all interviews have been
completed). The Investigator may withdraw you from this research if circumstances arise which
warrant doing so.

FEEDBACK OF THE RESULTS OF THIS STUDY TO THE PARTICIPANTS: A digital
summary of results of this study will be distributed to the Directors of Education of all four local
school boards (English Catholic, English public, French Catholic and French public). The
summary will be posted on the project Facebook page. The summary will also be sent to
administrators of any and all organizations that were involved in recruitment, and other
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appropriate organizations that may potentially benefit, such as Point Pelee National Park, Girl
Guides Canada, private schools, the Essex Region Conservation Authority, etc. Results from this
study will also be available on the University of Windsor Research Ethics Board website:
https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/research-result-summaries/, and the completed thesis will be
available at the Leddy Library Electronic Theses and Dissertations site:
https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/education_etd/.

SUBSEQUENT USE OF DATA: These data may be used in subsequent studies, in publications
and in presentations.

RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS: If you have questions regarding your rights as a
research participant, contact: Research Ethics Coordinator, University of Windsor, Windsor,
Ontario, N9B 3P4; Telephone: 519-253-3000, ext. 3948; email: ethics@uwindsor.ca

SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH INVESTIGATOR:

These are the conditions under which | will conduct this research.
Investigator’s Name : LORETTA SBROCCA
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Q2 SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT

I understand the information provided for the study “Teach a Person to Fish: An Examination of
the Functionalities of Outdoor Classrooms in Windsor-Essex County” as described herein. My
questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this study.

By selecting “I agree,” you are consenting to the conditions described above and agree to
participate in this questionnaire.

o |agree

o | disagree

Q3 What is your experience teaching in an OC? Check all that apply.
(Laptop users may hover over blue text to review the definition).

o Publicly-funded school

Private School

Reserve School

Church or Faith-based Organization

Environmental Organization or Site

Youth Development Organization (Scouts, Guides, 4-H, Junior Achievement, etc.)
Historic Organization or Site

Agricultural Organization

Language Instruction or Tutoring

Library

Other

O oOoo0ooooooao

Q4 Have you participated in any teacher training or professional development regarding using
OCs?

o Yes (Brief description)
o No

o Unsure

Q5 THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS ARE ABOUT FEATURES OF THE OC IN WHICH
YOU'VE TAUGHT™.

*If you've taught with success at more than one OC in the last three years, please choose
only one OC to reference for this entire questionnaire.
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Does this OC contain any of the following features? Check all that apply:

o Larger infrastructure (large stationary rocks, pavilion, sandbox, box garden,
chalkboard, etc.)

Smaller infrastructure (bird house, bat house, rain barrel, etc.)

Items that can be re-positioned (picnic tables, tree stumps, logs, carts, etc.)
Green Space to use along with the OC (trees, field, forest, butterfly garden, etc.)
Blue Space to use along with the OC (pond, marsh, etc.)

oo oo o

gravel area)
o Permanent Technology (solar panels, wifi, wind turbine, etc.)

Q6 You indicated LARGER INFRASTRUCTURE. Please check all that apply.
Large, stationary rocks

Pergola/Pavilion/Picnic Shelter

Bleacher- or auditorium-style seating

Sandbox

Chalkboard/Whiteboard

Greenhouse

Box garden

Rooftop Garden

Other

O oOoo0ooooaogoaoaao

Q7 You indicated SMALLER INFRASTRUCTURE. Please check all that apply.

o Rocks to play with

o Wood chips to play with
o Bird house(s)

o Bat house(s)

o Other(s)

Brown space to use along with the OC (garden in the ground, rooftop garden, trail, dirt or

Q8 You indicated ITEMS THAT CAN BE RE-POSITIONED. Please check all that apply:

Tables
Easels
Bicycles
Carts
Tree stumps
Other(s)

O oo oo o

Q9 You indicated GREEN SPACE TO USE ALONG WITH THE OC. Please check all that

apply:
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O oo o

Grass/Field (mown)

Ornamental grasses (not mown)

Trees (planted)

Forested area: a large area of trees and bushes in various stages of growth, inhabited by small
animals, typically left to grown on its own without pruning

Meadow: field of long grasses and wildflowers, not mown, perhaps near water, inhabited by
small animals and birds

Others(s)

Q10 You indicated BLUE SPACE TO USE ALONG WITH THE OC. Please check all that
apply:

O oooogo o

Pond: small, enclosed, made of mostly water

Swamp: poorly drained area, continuously wet, sustains trees and woody plants
Marsh: low-lying wetland, sustains grasses, reeds and cattails

Stream, creek, river, ditch

Lake
Other(s)

Q11 You indicated BROWN SPACE TO USE ALONG WITH THE OC. Please check all that
apply:

|

o oo oad

Garden in the ground (VVegetable, herb, flower?)

Trail

Dirt patch

Gravel patch
Wood Chip patch
Other

Q12 You indicated PERMANENT TECHNOLOGY. Please check all that apply:

|

o o o d

Solar panel(s)
Outlet(s)

Wi-fi access
Wind turbine(s)
Other(s)

Q13 Does this OC contain any other features you'd like to mention?

Q14 In which season(s) do/did you typically use this OC for teaching? Check all that apply:
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Summer: (June — September)
Fall: (September — December)
Winter (December — March)
Spring: (March — June)

Q15 THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS ARE ABOUT YOUR PURPOSES FOR TEACHING
IN AN OC.

Have you engaged your students in play-based learning in this OC?
Yes

No

Unsure

Q16 Have you engaged your students in place-based education in this OC?
Yes

No

Unsure

Q17 Have you engaged your students in health-based activities in this OC? Check all that apply
or leave blank if none apply:
o Nutrition

Healthy Lifestyle

Learning to dress for the weather

Body-knowledge (heart rate, body temperature, function of body parts, etc.)
Body Confidence Development

Spiritual Health

Mental Health

Other(s)

Oooooooaa

Q18 Have you engaged your students in physical development activities in this OC? Check all
that apply or leave blank if none apply:

o Phys Ed Class (must include OC features, e.g. obstacle course using logs, chin-ups on a tree
branch, trail-running, running down a hill, etc,)

Gross Motor Skills Development (using larger muscles in arms, legs and torso)

Fine Motor Skills Development (using small muscles in hands, fingers and thumbs)

Warm Weather Physical Activities (e.g. yoga, digging a garden)

Cold Weather Physical Activities (e.g. using toboggans, building a lean-to)

Stamina Activities

Development of Balance

Other(s)

Oooooood
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Q19 Have you engaged your students in language-based activities in this OC? Check all that
apply or leave blank if none apply:

Literacy

Reading

Writing

Storytelling

Journaling

Singing Songs for Recreation

Other(s)

O oooood

Q20 Have you engaged your students in math-based activities in this OC? Check all that apply
or leave blank if none apply:

Numeracy (learning to understand and work with numbers)

Collecting Data

Mathematical Problem-solving

Geometry (incl. area and perimeter)

Structural Engineering

Other(s)

O oooogo o

Q21 Have you engaged your students in Arts-based activities in this OC? Check all that apply
or leave blank if none apply:

Sketching

Painting

Creating art with natural objects

Making music w/ instruments

Making music w/ natural objects

Crafts

Drama

Dancing

Sculpture, Clay

Weaving

Photography

Other(s)

Ooo0oooooboooooo o

Q22 Have you engaged your students in science-based activities in this OC? Check all that
apply or leave blank if none apply:

o Exploration

o Field Study, including sampling,collecting
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O o0oooooaogo o

Learning to use scientific equipment

Environmental Science/Sustainability

Gardening

Physical science (e.g. properties of matter, chemistry experiments, etc.)
Life sciences (biology, botony, ecology)

Agriculture/Food Science

Astronomy

Other(s)

Q23 Have you engaged your students in geograpahy/history/social science activities in this
OC? Check all that apply or leave blank if none apply:

|

o oo g

O o ooo o

Rock Study

Soil Study

Water study

Environmental/Sustainability Education

Community Project (e.g. cleanup, erosion control, neighbourhood garage sale, creating
neighbourhood history book)

Storytelling

Activity with a Community Partner or Elder

Learning About/Engaging in Historical Activities (e.g. collecting sap, weaving, harvesting)
Social Justice Education/Activism

Disability Education/Activism

Other(s)

Q24 Have you engaged your students in second/additional languages activities in this
OC? Check all that apply or leave blank if none apply:

|

o oooo o

Structured French Lessons

Games for Learning French

Casual or Incidental French conversation
Structured English Lessons

Games for Learning English

Casual or Incidental English Conversation
Structured Lessons for Other Language(s) (List)

Games for Learning Other Language(s) (List)

Casual or Incidental Conversation in Other Language(s) (List)

Other Activity/Activities
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Q25 Have you engaged your student in First Nations Métis Inuit activities in this OC? Check all
that apply or leave blank if none apply:
o Storytelling

Principles of Learning

Traditional Artistry

Traditional Music

Spiritual Values

Environmental Values

Learning a language(s) (please list)
Other(s)

O oooood

Q26 Have you engaged your students in personal development activities in this OC? Check all
that apply or leave blank if none apply:

o Developing Self-esteem

Developing Self-regulation Skills

Developing Positive Body-image

Developing a Growth Mind-set

Developing Social Skills

Developing Leadership Skills

Developing Trust

Increasing Social Justice Awareness

Anti-Bullying Education

Developing Compassion

Developing Empathy

Developing Confidence

Improving Relations Among Students

Yoga or Tai-chi

Meditating/Mindfulness

Other(s)

0o O0Ooo0oooooboooooooao

Q27 Have you engaged your students in learning life skills activities in this OC? Check all that
apply or leave blank if none apply.

Building a Fire

Cooking

Swimming

Decision Making

Problem Solving

First Aid/CPR

Using Technology (GIS, Apps)

Map-Reading

O O0oooogoaoao
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o Other(s)

Q28 THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS ARE ABOUT BENEFITS OF TEACHING AND
LEARNING IN THE OC. You are still referencing your one chosen OC in which you've
experienced some degree of success in the last three years.

Have you perceived any of the following benefits to learning in your students of the last three
years, as a result of time spent in this OC under your instruction? Check all that apply:
Understood topic better
Learned more about the topic
Improved learning skills
Increased communication skills
Improved co-operation skills
Increased creativity
Improved language skills
Improved gross or fine motor skills
Increased physical activity

O o0oooooooao

Q29 Have you perceived any of the following benefits to personal development in your
students of the last three years, as a result of time spent in this OC under your
instruction? Check all that apply:

Calmness, peacefulness, ability to relax

Growth mindset

Better student-teacher rapport
More appreciative

Decrease in bullying behaviour
Increase in anti-bullying behaviour
Improved social skills

Improved self-esteem, body image
Improved leadership skills

O oO0oo0oogoooao

Q30 Have you perceived other benefits to students not listed above?

Q31 Have you yourself experienced any benefits as a result of your time spent teaching in this
OC in the last three years? Check all that apply:
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O o0ooonoooooaogoao

Improved teaching skills

Feeling more calm, relaxed, peaceful

Better rapport with students

Better rapport with colleague(s), administrator(s)
Willing to give a student a ‘clean slate’

Growth mindset about new experiences

Improved self-esteem, self-awareness, body image
Happier

Increased or improved physical activity

Improved creativity

Other(s)

Q32 How do benefits to yourself and your students impact you as an educator?

Q33 THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS ARE ABOUT FUNCTIONALITY (that is, how the OC
is well-suited to serve its purposes and meet the needs of its users).

Which of the following contribute to the functionality of your chosen OC? That is, how is the
OC well-suited to serve its purposes, meet your needs and the needs of your students? Check all
that apply:

oOoooooooooooooooooooooaoaoa

Provides more space than indoor classroom
Sound is transmitted differently than indoors
Different lighting and/or shadows than indoors
Better air flow than indoors

Distant from indoor classrooms

Close to indoor classrooms

Includes variety of textures

Lack of walls

Built on geographically, historically or culturally significant location

Includes calming features

Contains living things

Sheltered from the wind

Allows us to experience the wind

Includes variety of sights/sounds/smells of nature

Presence of green space, blue space (e.g. pond) and/or brown space (e.g. soil, rocks)
Features of OC are moveable, adaptable

Gives access to changing seasons

Gives access to changing surroundings

It is pedagogically relevant

It is relevant to my school's/organization's priorities

It helps create spiritual connections

It helps create social connections

It helps enhance mental health
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o Other(s)

Q34 How often do you consider functionality when planning activities/lessons/explorations in
any OC?

Never

Sometimes

About half the time

Most of the time

Always

Unsure

o oooo o

Q35 How does functionality impact your use of OCs?

Q36 Is there anything else you have to add about OCs in general?

[Q37-39 verify respondents’ interest/non-interest in being part of the follow-up interview, and
collect and verify e-mail address if respondent is interested. These questions and responses have
been deleted from the questionnaire as per de-identifying procedures.]

Q40 Final question... What is the likelihood that you will consider functionality when planning
OC activities/lessons/explorations now that you’ve participated in this questionnaire?

o Extremely likely

Somewhat likely

Neither likely nor unlikely

Somewhat unlikely

Extremely unlikely

o oo g

Q41 Thank you for completing this survey. Would you like to enter a draw for a $20 Indigo e-
gift card? Your email address will remain private and be deleted once the prize is awarded.

To enter the draw, open this LINK.

OR, click SUBMIT to end this questionnaire.

206



Appendix B Basic Recruitment Poster

This study has boen clearad by the
University of Windsor Research Ethics
A Board.

University
ot Windsor
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A
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rﬂs SEAHC
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Appendix C List of Places | Contacted to Promote and Invite to Join My Research

NAME SCH/ORG PROJ LINKED | PROJ | OTHER
EMAIL IN FB

Ambherstburg Freedom Museum v

Caldwell First Nations v v

Canadian Historical Aircraft
Museum

Canadian Museums Association

Canadian Transportation Museum
and Heritage Village

< SIS KKK
AR
<

Centre for English Language
Development, University of
Windsor

Chimczuk Museum

Essex County 4H Association

<
<

Essex Region Conservation
Authority

Essex Steam Engine Museum

AR NN

Fort Malden National Historic Site

Friends of Ojibway Prairie

Multicultural Council Windsor

Park House Museum

Pelee Island Bird Observatory

ANAN
SIS KIS

Point Pelee National Park

South Essex Community Council
for Language Instructors

Turtle Island, University of
Windsor

LK SKKKKKIKKK KKK

AN YR NN

WE-SPARK Health

Académie Ste Cécile

Al Hijra Academy

Al-Sadeq Academy

ANAN

An-Noor Private School

Educators at Greater Essex County
District School Board*

Educators at Windsor Essex
Catholic District School Board*

Lakeview Montessori School

Maranatha Christian Academy
Windsor

Montessori Academy of Windsor

SIS SIKP LS SKKKKK
<

AR

South Windsor School of Music
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St. Peter’s ACHS College School v v

University of Windsor Faculty of v v
Education

*These contacts and promotions were based on people | knew to be educators at these

boards, who approached me first.
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Appendix D List of Places | Contacted to Promote and Invite to Join My Research

Subject Line: Seeking Educators for Thesis Research

Dear [full name]:

I'm a Master of Education student at the University of Windsor, researching outdoor classrooms
in Windsor-Essex County.

I'm currently recruiting educators of all kinds (including teachers, curators, historians,
environmental educators, faith leaders, Elders, youth development organization leaders and the
like) who have lead youth in activities and explorations in the outdoors to take a 20-minute
questionnaire about their experiences.

If you, your colleagues or volunteers at the [location] would like to participate in my study, |
invite you to check out the details on my Facebook page
(https://facebook.com/OutdoorClassStudy) or reply to this email address for more information.

Feel free to share this email with other educators who have taught youth in the outdoors who
may be interested.

Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely,

Loretta Sbrocca

University of Windsor
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Appendix E Letter to Educator Who Has Expressed Interest in Participating in the
Questionnaire

Dear Educator,

Thank you for your interest in participating in “Teach a Person to Fish: An Examination of the
Functionalities of Outdoor Classrooms in Windsor-Essex County.” This research is being
conducted by Loretta Sbrocca and Dr. Clinton Beckford from the Faculty of Education at the
University of Windsor. Results will contribute to Loretta Sbrocca’s Master of Education thesis.

This study is designed to:
« Examine the functionalities of outdoor classrooms, that is their natural and structural
features, who is using them, for what purposes and to what benefits;
« Encourage thoughtful analysis of functionality, and how this can be used to better
understand the outdoor classroom experience for educators and students; and
e Be useful as a resource and inspiration for policy-makers, administrators and educators
across the province.

PLEASE READ THE FOLLOWING STATEMENT AND DEFINITIONS CAREFULLY
TO DETERMINE IF YOU ARE ELIGIBILE TO PARTICIPATE:

Participant must be an adult (18 years or older) educator who has taught
activities/lessons/explorations in an outdoor classroom (known hereafter as an “OC”) to
students/youth aged 4-13 within the past three years with some degree of success, as per the
following definitions:

"Educators™ are adults (18 years or older) who have earned certification, accreditation and/or
formal education that will afford them a professional or expert viewpoint of teaching and
learning in the OC based on an alignment to their organization’s
missions/visions/goals/curriculum. This could include classroom teachers, Parks Canada or
Ontario Parks educators, museum curators, leaders of Scouting, Guiding or 4-H groups,
pastors, elders and more.

"Students/youth" are youth aged 4-13 who are under your direction as an educator. They may
include classroom students, students on a field trip, visitors to a national park or similar,
members of Scouting, Guiding, 4-H and other clubs, youth in a church group, and more.

"Outdoor Classrooms (OCs)" are designated outdoor teaching and learning spaces that

include a gathering area (such as but not limited to tree stumps, logs, rocks or benches) such
that discussions, lectures and exchanges of ideas can take place in a group setting. OCs may or
may not also consist of features such as rain barrels and bird boxes. They may also include
natural areas such as a field or a grove or trees, or built-to-appear-natural areas such as
ditches, hills, a pond and more.

"Activities/lessons/explorations in the OC™ must be based on at least one of the following:
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e curriculum (e.g. school-based, faith-based);

o formal missions/visions/priorities (e.g. anti-bullying, community partnership, wellbeing,
growth mindset);

« personal development goals (e.g. organizational skills, co-operation, leadership
development, building self-esteem).

"Some degree of success" is defined as having led activities/lessons/explorations in an OC about
which the educator can say at least one of the following:
o It was as successful as | thought it would be;
o It was more successful than | thought it would be;
o It was less successful than I thought it would be, but I can see it has potential and I will
make appropriate changes and try again;
o Ityielded successes in ways | did not foresee.

If you have determined that you’re eligible to participate and wish to receive the link for the
questionnaire, please REPLY to this email with the statement “YES I’M ELIGIBLE TO
PARTICIPATE” as your first line of text.

Those who complete the questionnaire may decide to enter a random draw for a $20 e-gift card
from Indigo.

If you have any questions or are unsure if you meet the criteria, please REPLY to this email with
your questions and I’ll get back to you within 48 hours (check your Spam/Junk Mail or send

your question again if you don’t receive a reply within that time).

Thank you again for your interest! Your experiences as an educator are valuable! This
questionnaire will be open until April 11, 2021.

Sincerely,
Loretta Sbrocca
Master of Education Candidate,

University of Windsor

N.B. When necessary, | embedded the link in this email in order to save the number of steps
required to secure the participant (due to online fatigue based on COVID restrictions), by
replacing this paragraph...

“If you have determined that you’re eligible to participate and wish to receive the link for the
questionnaire, please REPLY to this email with the statement “YES I’M ELIGIBLE TO
PARTICIPATE” as your first line of text.”

...with this paragraph:
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“If you're eligible to participate in the questionnaire, the link
is https://uwindsor.cal.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_a2BtTXc6m6i71pX”

213


https://uwindsor.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_a2BtTXc6m6i71pX

Appendix F Generic Correspondence Revealing Questionnaire Link To Educators Who
Indicated Qualification to Participate

Subject Line: Re: I’d like to participate

Thank you so much!

Here's the link: https://uwindsor.cal.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV a2BtTXc6m6i71pX

If you know others in Windsor-Essex County who may qualify and be interested, please feel free
to share this email with them.

If you have any questions, please don't hesitate to contact me at this address or the at the contact
information provided in the Letter of Consent (the first question in the questionnaire).

This questionnaire is open until April 11, 2021. The e-gift card will be awarded after the closing
of the questionnaire.

Sincerely,

Loretta
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Appendix G Letter to Set Up Follow-Up Phone Interview

Subject Line: Outdoor Classroom Research Study
Dear (name),

Thank you for filling out the Questionnaire portion of “Teach a Person to Fish: An Examination
of the Functionalities of Outdoor Classrooms in Windsor-Essex.” You have been selected to be
an interview participant based on your indicated willingness to participate and my interest in the
following:

* (Example: Your indicated use of the outdoor classroom throughout the winter months)
* (Example: Your comment that you have “always considered functionality above all else”)

Attached please find the Letter of Consent. Please read it and make sure you understand it. Take
the time you need to get any questions you may have answered, then please send me a digital
copy of the signed Letter of Consent. This can be done by scanning the Letter or taking a clear,
legible photo of all the pages of the Letter of Consent and sending them to me. If none of these
options are available, | can ask you for your agreement to the conditions of the Letter of Consent
at the commencement of the interview, and your response will be audio-recorded.

You will also need to reply to me with your availability in the next week for an interview. I’ll e-
mail you to finalize an interview date and time, and obtain your phone number to call you with
my landline phone. Phone numbers will not be recorded by the audio-recording device, as the
device is not attached to my phone. Phone numbers will be deleted from my phone after
completing the interview. I invite you to choose a pseudonym for yourself, which I’ll ask for
before audio-recording begins. I will choose a colour-based pseudonym for your school or
organization and tell you before the recording begins, so you can use it during the interview.

Thank you again for your time and assistance in completing this study.
Kindest Regards,

Loretta Shrocca

Master of Education Candidate

University of Windsor
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Appendix H Generic Letter to Questionnaire Participants Not Chosen for Follow-Up
Interview

Dear Educator,

Thank you for participating in the questionnaire portion of this study and for your indicated
willingness to participate in a follow-up interview. At this time, you have not been selected to
participate in the interview, but your e-mail address will be kept on file until the completion of
the study should there be need for additional interview participants.

Kindest Regards,
Loretta Sbrocca
Master of Education Candidate

Faculty of Education
University of Windsor
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Appendix | Letter of Consent to Participate in Follow-Up Phone Interview

University
of Windsor

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
TITLE OF STUDY:: “Teach a Person to Fish: An Examination of the Functionalities of Outdoor
Classrooms in Windsor-Essex County”

You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Loretta Sbrocca and Dr. Clinton
Beckford from the Faculty of Education at the University of Windsor. The results of this study
will contribute to the completion of Loretta Sbrocca’s Master of Education thesis. If you have
any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact Loretta Sbrocca at
sbroccl@uwindsor.ca, or Dr. Clinton Beckford (Faculty Advisor) at 519-253-3000 Ext. 3804, or
by email at clinton@uwindsor.ca.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This study is designed to:

a. Examine the functionalities of outdoor classrooms in Windsor-Essex County, that is how their
design and features help them serve their purposes;

b. encourage thoughtful analysis of functionality, and how this can be used to better the outdoor
classroom experience for educators and students, and;

c. be useful as a resource and inspiration for policy-makers, administrators and educators across
the province.

PROCEDURES

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a 20-30 minute phone
interview with the Investigator, at your convenience and at no cost to you. Scheduling will take
place by e-mail. The majority of the phone interview will be audio-recorded to facilitate
transcription of the interview. The interview will be directly based on your questionnaire
responses. You will be asked to come up with a pseudonym for yourself to use for the interview
and in text. Following the interview, the Investigator may contact you by e-mail only to clarify
words that didn’t come through clearly on the audio recording, but for no other reason.

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS

There is deemed to be a low risk of dual/multiple relationships between interview participants
and the Investigator due to the Investigator’s employment and volunteer history in the broad field
of education. There is deemed to be a low risk of Data Exposure, as the original audio recording
is not password protected and voices may be recognizable. To address this, the original audio
recording will be downloaded to a password protected file and deleted from the audio-recording
device. Once it is transcribed and unclear words have been clarified, the password protected
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audio recording will be deleted and the transcriptions will be maintained under password
protection. Also, pseudonyms are used for names of participants and their affiliations during the
recorded portion of the interview.. The Investigator will delete the participant’s real name from
the master pseudonyms-to-names list ten days after the completion of each participant’s
interview.

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY

The potential benefit to participants in this interview is an opportunity for guided reflection
regarding successful teaching experiences in outdoor classrooms. Participants may also develop
a better understanding of functionality and be able to use that to plan new or more beneficial
ways to use outdoor classrooms. This will then be information that they can share with
colleagues, administration, employers and directors.

Educators across Ontario will potentially benefit from new knowledge of how, when and why to
use outdoor classrooms. Administration at schools, school boards, churches and other
organizations will potentially benefit from knowing more about how, when and why outdoor
classrooms are being used, as well as new knowledge about the functionalities of outdoor
classrooms. Directors of Teacher Education programs across Ontario will potentially benefit
from new knowledge that will improve how they train pre-service teachers in cross-curricular
outdoor classroom use and incorporating environmental Education into all subjects.

COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION

Participants who complete the interview will be asked if they would like to enter a draw for a
$20 Indigo e-gift card. Chances of winning depend on number of participants. The winner will
be notified by e-mail.

CONSENT FOR AUDIO-RECORDING

| consent to the audio-recording of this interview. | understand these are voluntary procedures
and | am free to withdraw at any time by requesting verbally that the recording be stopped. I also
understand that my name will not be revealed to anyone and that a pseudonym of my choosing
will be used in all written and audio-recorded spoken material.

After the completion of the interview, the original audio-recording will be saved as a file by
pseudonym only and stored on a password-protected computer. The original audio-recording will
then be deleted. The audio-file will be kept confidential and deleted after transcription, including
clarification by e-mail of any words that didn’t come through clearly. The transcript of the
recording will be kept confidential and maintained in a password-protected folder.

After the audio-recording has finished, the Investigator will delete my phone number from her
phone, and I will delete her phone number from my phone. Any additional contact for
clarification of unclear words will be done by e-mail.

CONFIDENTIALITY

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you
will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. You will not be asked
to identify yourself, your school, the organization for which you teach or your students in the
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audio-recording. Apseudonym of your choosing will be used in all audio-recorded and published
material.

All audio and digital files will be maintained by password protection. Audio-files will be deleted
after transcription and clarification. The e-mail addresses of those participants who do not wish
to enter the gift card draw will be deleted after transcription and clarification. The e-mail
addresses of those participants who enter the gift card draw will be deleted after the prize has
been successfully delivered. Transcriptions will be maintained by password protection for ten
years, then destroyed. Any written transcriptions will be maintained in a locked file box for ten
years, then shredded.

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL

Participation in this interview is voluntary. You have the right to withdraw from this interview at
any point during the interview. You have the right to decide if any data collected is used by the
investigator as planned or deleted. You have the right to withdraw data collected from this
interview for ten days following the end of the interview. The investigator may withdraw you
from this research if circumstances arise which warrant doing so. Only those who complete the
interview will have the option to be entered into the draw for the $20 Indigo egift card.

FEEDBACK ON THE RESULTS OF THIS STUDY TO THE PARTICIPANTS

A summary of results of this study will be sent to the principals of all elementary schools within
the Simcoe County District School Board and to the SCDSB Director of Education for
circulation to all SCDSB staff; no names, email addresses or personal identifiers will be
included. Principals will be instructed not to assume that any of their staff has or has not
participated based on their receiving the summary. Results from this study will also be available
on the University of Windsor Research Ethics Board website:
https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/research-result-summaries/. *

SUBSEQUENT USE OF DATA
These data may be used in subsequent studies, in publications and in presentations.

RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS

If you have questions regarding your rights as a research participant, contact: Research Ethics
Coordinator, University of Windsor, Windsor, Ontario, N9B 3P4; Telephone: 519-253-3000, ext.
3948: email: ethics@uwindsor.ca

SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT/LEGAL REPRESENTATIVE

[ understand the information provided for the study “TEACH A PERSON TO FISH: AN
EXAMINATION OF THE FUNCTIONALITIES OF OUTDOOR CLASSROOMS IN
WINDSOR-ESSEX COUNTY?” as described herein. My questions have been answered to my
satisfaction, and | agree to participate in this study.

I agree to delete the Investigator’s phone number from my phone as soon as the audio-recorded
interview has ended.
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Name of Participant

Signature of Participant

Date
These are the conditions under which | will conduct this research

*NB: In error, I neglected to revise the text for the “FEEDBACK ON THE RESULTS OF THIS
STUDY TO THE PARTICIPANTS” section from the earliest version of this consent form
(targeted at teachers working in the Simcoe County District School Board). This section should
have read the same as it read in the Consent to Participate in the Questionnaire, which is thus:

“A digital summary of results of this study will be distributed to the Directors of Education of all
four local school boards (English Catholic, English public, French Catholic and French public).
The summary will be posted on the project Facebook page. The summary will also be sent to
administrators of any and all organizations that were involved in recruitment, and other
appropriate organizations that may potentially benefit, such as Point Pelee National Park, Girl
Guides Canada, private schools, the Essex Region Conservation Authority, etc. Results from this
study will also be available on the University of Windsor Research Ethics Board website:
https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/research-result-summaries/, and the completed thesis will be
available at the Leddy Library Electronic Theses and Dissertations site:
https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/education_etd/.”

There were no questions from participants regarding the mix-up.
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Appendix J Generic Letter to Accompany Two-Page Infographic

Dear [full name],

Having recently completed my Master of Education thesis for the University of Windsor Faculty
of Education on the functionality of outdoor classrooms, | thought you might appreciate and
benefit from this two-page infographic (attached) explaining the highlights of my findings.

In this primary research, outdoor classrooms are not limited to schoolyard structures, but include
any designated outdoor learning space that includes a gathering location for instruction and
discussion to take place—meaning that parks, environmental or historic sites, museums,
galleries, reserves, places of worship and other non-school settings may contain outdoor
classrooms.

| invite you to share this infographic with your educators, administrators and staff. It is my goal
to communicate experiences and the concept of functionality, to promote use and development of
outdoor classrooms across the province, and to encourage teacher training programs to consider
outdoor education in their curricula.

Please note that your having received this infographic is in no way is meant to suggest that an
employee or volunteer of your organization took part in the research.

To see my full thesis, please check the University of Windsor repository for Education Theses,
Dissertations and Major Papers at https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/education_etd/. If you wish to
contact me, feel free to write me at my University of Windsor email (sbroccl@uwindsor.ca) or
contact my adviser, Dr. Clinton Beckford, at clinton@uwindsor.ca.

Thank you for your time, and happy reading!

Loretta Sbrocca, B.A., B.Ed., M.Ed
University of Windsor
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