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ABSTRACT
There has been an increasing amount of conce rn about the lack of direct exposure that young children have to
nature and the outdoors in Canada and the United States, leading to an increase in outdoor - and nature -based
learning models for young children. However, very little research has been done i n the field of early childhood
environmental education. In particular, studies investigating young children’s perspectives on outdoor learning
and environmental education are extremely scarce. This article gives a critical summary of two previous studies
that do consider young children’s perspectives in relation to environmental education, and then describes a recent
case study in which one young child’s perspectives on outdoor play were sought. The findings from the three
studies are compared. The impo rtance of young children’s choice in active, co - constructed environmental
education is discussed. As well, the need for early childhood environmental education to take place in locations
that are familiar to young children is highlighted.
Keywords: envi ronmental education; early childhood education; outdoor play; young children’s perspectives
Early Childhood Environmental Education a nd Outdoor Learning Is Supposed To Be Good For Children
In the past two decades there has been an increasing amount of concern about the lack of direct exposure that
young children have to nature and the outdoors in Canada and the United States (Rosenow & Bailie, 2014) . In
response, many early years child care centers (such as “Hand -In -Hand Early Years Nature Education Program
Co mox Valley,” n.d.) and some Kindergartens (for example, Nature Kindergarten 2012 -2013, 2013) in British
Columbia have turned to nature -based and outdoor -learning models. In general, this type of nature -based or
outdoor -learning can be thought of as the Forest School approach (Den Hoed, 2014) .
The underlying assumption at work is that direct exposure to nature is good for children. A recent review of the
literature (Gill, 2014) supports this view: the review found that children under the age of 12, who engage directly
with nature regularly, experience improved physi cal, emotional, a nd mental health; greater well -being; increased
cognition; superior social skills; and are more likely to feel concern for the environment and connectedness to
nature (Gill, 2014) . Gill’s (2014) literature review was based on 61 research articles, whose quality ranged from
‘unclear’ to ‘good.’ Based on my reading of the titles of these research articles, on ly five of the 61 articles
considered children’s perspectives, preferences, or perceptions (Gill, 2014) . So at best, we c an conclude that
adults are sure that direct exposure to nature is good for children.
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I am not going to argue that children should not learn and play outdoors. I will, however, suggest that children
should be asked about their experiences and preferences when doing so.
What Do Young Children Think About Environmental Education a nd Outdoor Learning?
The gap in the research. Environmental education research is often conducted with high school and middle school
students as participants, and their perspect ives on environmental education and learning are occasionally sought
out. For example, Blatt (2014) studied the alignment and disagreement between a teacher’s perspectives and the
students’ perspectives on the goals of a high school environmental education course. Similarly, high school
studen ts have been asked about their opinions of the integrated Environmental Studies courses that they
participated in (Breunig, Murtell, & Russell, 2014) .
Rickinson (2006) recognized that the process of learning, and the role of the learn er, were both under -researched
in environmental education. He specifically indicated that future research on environmental learning should
include all stages of life, including infancy and (early) childhood, not just the years of formal schooling (Rickinson,
2006). Unfortunately, even older students’ perspectives on environmental learning are not often researched.
Middle school and high school students’ perspectives on other environmental topics are more likely to be
investigated. For example, Barraza and Robottom (2008) elicited middle school students’ conceptions of
environmental issues. As well, a recent study (Kalvaitis & Monhardt, 2012) investigated 6 -11 year old s’
relationships wi th nature. One of the few studies looking at young children’s perspectives is m y Master’s research ,
which looked at 4 -6 year olds’ conceptions of nature (Beattie, 2014) .
In 2009, Davis conducted a review of the published literature in the field of early childhood education for
sustainability and environmental education. Da vis (2009) found such a scarcity of research articles that she
declared early childhood environmental educ ation (ECEE) to be a ‘hole’ in both the early childhood and
environmental education fields of research.
Davis (2009) suggested future work be done into research
partnerships between ECEE and other fields, into professional development for early childhood practitioners, into
ECEE centres, and into young children’s capabilities as environmental stakeholders.
D avis’ (2009) last
recommendation aligns with Rickinson’s (2006) call for further research into the process of environmental learning
and the active, participatory role the learner can take.
However, the most common form of environmental education research conducted with students of any age is
some form of assessment, in which the researcher seeks to measure the impact of an environmental education
program on the students’ knowledge or attitud es.
One year -long study measured the effectiveness of an
environmental education course for 5 -14 year olds that used empathy and critical thinking as teaching tools, and
found that these teaching techniques were beneficial (Ampuero, Miranda, Delgado, Goyen, & Weaver, 2015) .
Another study (Bergman, 2015) measured fourth and fifth graders’ environmental awareness, intenti on to act in
an environmentally positive way, and their recollection of the environmental knowledge that was taught after a
full year environmental education course. The results showed that the students’ environmental awareness and
knowledge had increased , but not their intention to act in an environmentally positive way (Bergman, 2015) . Even
a study of one of British Columbia’s newest Nature Kindergartens (Elliot, Eycke, Chan, & Müller, 2014) focuses on
documenting, measuring and assessing the effect the program has had on the young c hildren’s ecological
awareness and environmentally responsible behaviou rs – which shows there is n o significant difference between
children who went to Nature Kindergarten and children who attended traditional Kindergarten .
Unfortunately, it does not seem as if Davis’ (2009) and Rickinson’s (2006) suggestions have been taken up. While a
fair amount of work has been done to study adults’ opinions on ECEE, young children’s perceptions are still rarely
solicited (Boileau, 2013) . Boileau (2013) discusses some of the barriers to working with young children that may
prevent such research from taking place; however, she also points out the methodolog ies and ontologies, which
allow researchers to circumvent these problems. I believe that, armed with the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2001,
2007) and a sociocultural understanding of childhood (Robbins, 2005) , there is no reason a researcher cannot
develop a relationship with young children that will allow the researcher to elicit the chil dren’s perspectives on
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environmental education or outdoor learning. As I see it, the outlines of the early childhood environmental
education research gap are fairly clear. Research is done into children’s perspectives on environmental and
outdoor learnin g, but mainly with older children. More research is done into children’s perspectives on general
environmental topics; again, mostly with older children. Finally, the bulk of environmental education research is
done without listening to the voices of the children, or students, at all.
Below, I give the details of two such studies – two of th e very few studies in the field of environmental education
that I am aware of – that do take young children’s perspectives into consideration .
Research on environmen tal education and outdoor learning that includes young children’s perspectives.
Green (2013) conducted research that focused on young children’s experiences of their own ‘special places’ in or
near their homes. The 12 children participating in the study were between 3 and 5 years old (Green, 2013) . The
notion of ‘special places’ is relevant to ECEE because the relationship children have to place and the physical
environment is a crucial part of outdoor learning and environmental education (Proshansky & Fabian, 1987 ,
Chawla, 1992 , and Wilson, 2008, all as cited in Green, 2013) . Children’s perspectives were c ollected using multiple
methods: t he children created artistic representations of their special places by painting, drawing, using play
dough , using blocks, or using a combination of these metho ds (Green, 2013). Since the children’s artwork was not
being judged, the content of the artistic creations was not analyzed , but was instead used to complement the oral
data being collected (Green, 2013). Children also led the researcher on a tour of the ir homes, on which they
shared the locations and stories of their special places (Green, 2013). The tours were conducted so as to maximize
the children’s comfort: parents or siblings came along as desired, and the tours ended when the children wanted
them to finish (Green, 2013).
Green (2013) found that children desired special places for the purposes of autonomy, privacy, play, hiding,
exploration, and resting. Many children had more than one special place, since one place alone was not adequate
for b oth hiding and exploring (Green, 2013) . The children’s special places were found both inside and outside their
h omes (Green, 2013) . The indoor special places were often cozy and familiar ones, with emotional attachments,
and appeared to provide the children with a sense of belonging (Green, 2013) . In contrast, the outdoor special
places were often beyond the fenced -in limits of the children’s backyards, or made use of features in the yards in
unconventional ways, likely indicating that young children want to create their own rules and exert control when
creating their outdoor special places (Green, 2013) . When outdoors, children preferred unstructured spaces over
formal, organized areas, such as their structured, organized backyards (Green, 2013) . In many cases, the children
were supported by their parents, and the children appeared to appreciate the guidance and learning opportunities
this afforded them (Green, 2013) . However, the children created special places that only they could access,
suggesting that the balance between support and independence must be carefully mai ntained (Green, 2013) .
I believe that Green’s (2013) research is an excellent example of ECEE work that is based on children’s perspectives
and that can help answer questions about how young children think and feel about environmental education and
outdoor learning. Outdoor pla y is a crucial element of environmental education and outdoor learning – and
Green’s (2013) work helps early childhood environmental educators understand where and how young children
play, and therefore learn, outdoors.
Ghafouri (2012) also offers a study which includes a glimpse of 20 young children’s perspectives. This st udy
(Ghafouri, 2012) considers children as active learners who co -construct their experiences when dir ectly engaged
with nature, and aims to understand how different kinds of engagement affect the outdoor learning process.
Different kinds of engagement, such as free -choice play, structured or goal -oriented activities, and emotional and
intellectual engage ment were all considered and differentiated within the children’s learning (Ghafouri, 2012).
The children participating in the research were students in a junior/senior kindergarten class, between 3 and 5
years old (Ghafouri, 2012). Ghafouri (2012) claim s to use grounded theory methodology, but I don’t believe this is
accurate. My understanding of grounded theory is that the researcher begins without any theories and uses the
data to develop one that explains the data and how they connect to the larger s ocial system (Starks & Trinidad,
2007) ; I think Ghafouri (2012) has done the opposite, starting with several theories about learning, engagement,
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and environmental/nature education, and then using the data to show how these theories mainfest in a specific
situation.
Nonetheless, the observational data Ghafouri (2012) has collected gives readers a valuable glimpse into children’ s
outdoor learning processes. In the study, t he children found a dead squirrel while they were walking in the
schoolyard (Ghafouri, 2012). This event created speculation about the cause of death and worry about how the
squirrel felt; the children poked the dead squirrel, d rew pictures, took pictures with a camera, and conversed in
small groups (Ghafouri, 2012). The children inititated class outings in which they, which their teacher and the
researcher, returned to visit and investigate the squirrel for five days, noticing more and more details each time
(Ghafouri, 2012 ). During this time, t heir interest was also transferred to live squirrels in the school yard, and the
children remained interested in squirrels even after the teacher removed the dead squirrel (Ghafouri, 201 2). The
teacher removed the dead squirrel because she felt it was making the children too sad (Ghafouri, 2012) ; Ghafouri’s
(2012) observations suggest that the children felt “anxiety over leaving the [dead] squirrel all alone” (p. 8) and
“concern about th e ‘well -being’ and the condition of the dead squirrel suggesting various ways to make him feel
better, warmer, safer and less hungry” (p. 9) , but not necessarily sadness; for instance, the children covered the
dead squirrel with leaves, to keep it warm, be fore they returned to their classroom, rather than shedding tears.
The children were surprised and confused when they discovered that the dead squirrel had disappeared (Ghafouri,
2012). For them, t his wa s a direct experience with nature, in which the chi ldren had agency, control, and
demonstrated a desire to prolong their engagement with the subject. Ghafouri (2012) observed the same children
on a visit to a local farm. The visit was a tour run by the farmers (Ghafouri, 2012). The children did not work in
small groups, ask questions, draw pictures, or show a desire to investigate farms further after the organized visit
(Ghafouri, 2012). Ghafouri (2012) suggests this is due to the adult -controlled nature of the farm visit – the children
did not have eno ugh time to engage with the animals or the activities, nor were the positioned as active learners.
I think Ghafouri (2012) could have improved this study by asking the children what they thought about the two
outdoor learning experiences, rather than in terpreting or assuming what caused the differences in the children’s
behaviour. However, we can take the children’s comments, recorded by Ghafouri (2012), as reflective of their
perspectives on their outdoor learning experiences. When investigating the d ead squirrel, there were many
questions and comments, on a range of subjects related to the squirrel (Ghafouri, 2012). Similarly, when the
children were silent, as at the farm, and afterwards, that must mean something as well (Ghafouri, 2012). I would
sa y that when the children were more interested in their learning, and felt more comfortable in the learning
environment, they were more talkative. It is reasonable to see the results of Ghafouri’s (2012) study as evidence
that children’s outdoor learning i s more effective when it is co -constructed with the children, who are allowed to
be active agents with control over the learning experience (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking , 1999, as cited in
Ghafouri, 2012) . This conclusion supports Green’s (2013) finding, t hat children desire independence and control
when playing, and learning, outdoors. This notion is further supported by Caiman and Lundeg å rd’s (2014) work
which confirms young children’s ability to act as agents in their own outdoor learning experiences, w hen they are
given freedom to choose their own courses of action.
While I applaud the work done by Ghafouri (2012), Green (2013), and Caiman and Lundeg å rd (2014), I do not think
it is sufficient . Although they include comments from young children, and touch on the topic of early childhood
environmental education , they are not asking the children about outdoor learning, directly or indirectly.
Therefore, I believe that there is still a gap, or a ‘research hole’ (Davis, 2009) , in the field of ECEE, that will require
much more work to fill. A review of the literature (Hedefalk, Almqvist, & Östman) completed in 2014 indicates
that research on how children learn about the environment or outdoors remains scarce.
Young children’s per spectives on environmental education and outdoor learning should be included in future
research .
It is important to make an immediate, and whole -hearted, effort to include ECEE that investigates young children’s
perspectives on environmental education a nd outdoor learning in the research priorities of both the
environmental education and early childhood education fields. I thi nk there are two main reasons for do ing this.
The first reason is that children’s participation and perspectives in ECEE research are required by the United
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Nations Conven tion on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (United Nations, 2015a ). According to the UNCRC, young
children have an ethical right to be involved in research on topics that concern them (Gray & Winter, 2011;
Harcourt & Mazzoni, 2012) . Canada ratified the UNCRC i n 1991 (United Nations, 2015a) , so Canadian children also
have a legal right to participate in decision -makin g that will affect them (Government of Canada, 2015; Uni ted
Nations, 2015b) . Young children’s ou tdoor play and outdoor learning certainly concerns young children, so
research on this topic should involve young children.
The second reason is that deeper understandings of what young children think about en vironmental education and
outdoor learning should allow early childhood and environmental educators to improve ECEE. High quality ECEE is
important for the obvious, practical reasons: all educational experiences should be the best the educator can make
th em, so that the learners benefit as much as possible. ECEE experiences are particularly crucial, however.
Beyond the ‘good’ that direct exposure to nature does for young children, discussed in the first section of this
paper, childhood experiences in nat ure often contribute to a lifelong relationship with nature and a positive
environmental attitude as an adult (Chawla, 2007; Stanger, 2014) . If there is any way to prevent the earth from
undergoing an ecological catastrophe, we will need people who feel this way. As Sobel (1998) says, “we need to
give [young children] time to connect with nature and love the Earth [sic] before we ask t hem to save it” (p. 1).
Thus, we need to ask young children how they wish to spend that time, and how they want to connect with nature,
because they are experts on how to ensure that the time young children spend outdoors can generate a loving
connection with the nature and the earth .
A Case Study Investigating A Young Child’s Perspectives on Outdoor Play
In order to study young children’s perspectives on environmental education, I conducted a case study into one
young girl’s perspectives on outdoor play. I believe research into yo ung children’s perspec tives is necessary so that
ECEE practitioners can create programs that offer meaningful learning opportunities (Ausubel, 2000) for young
children – learning opportunities that relate new content to knowledge and experiences with which young children
are already familiar. Further, I believe the best way to investigate young children’s perspectives on E CEE is to
explore their perspectives on outdoor play, since learning occurs spontaneously during young children’s outdoor
play (Kuh, Ponte, & Chau, 2013; Prince, Allin, Sandseter, & Ärlemalm -Hagsér, 2013) .
METHODS
My research investigating one child’s perspectives on outdoor play was conducted as an exploratory case study
(Yin, 2009) . I chose to use a case study method becau se I wanted to investigate a child’s perspectives on outdoor
play in a contemporary context that I did not control, which is precisely when case studies work best (Yin , 2009) .
Further, the case study method can deal with multiple forms of data, such as observations, interviews and
documents (Yin, 2009); I anticipated that I would use many forms of data collection in my research, so this made
case study a good method to choose.
Research questions . The research questions guiding my study were (1) What does this child like to do when
playing outdoors? (2) What does this child think about outdoor play? and (3) What are some characteristics of this
child’s outdoor play?
Unit of analysis . The unit of analysis in my study is the child I worked with to conduct my research. This case is
bounded by my topic of interest, the child’s perspectives on outdoor play, and that is what I focused on when I
spent time with the child . The child I worked with, Rachel (her name has been changed to preserve
confidentiality), was 3 years old at the beginning of the study period. She turned four after the first interview
session, so she was 4 years old at the end of the study period. Ra chel lived in an apartment in the Greater
Vancouver Area, British Columbia, and attended daycare several times per week. Her apartment complex did not
have a place where she could play outdoors, although it did have an outdoor swimming pool. Her daycare had a
playground. There were three playgrounds near her house, which she indicated that she enjoyed visiting.
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Data collection . In this study, I collected data using a modification of the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2001 , 2007 ).
This method of data collection has been recommended for working with young chi ldren on the topic of
environmental education and outdoor learning (Boilea u, 2013) . As suggested in the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2001 ,
2007), I used drawing and a playground tour in addition to the more traditional data collection methods of
observation and interview. Contrary to the suggestions in the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2001, 2007), I did not
collect data from Rachel’s father, or any other adults. I felt that this would not be appropriate, since only Rachel
was the unit of analysis for this case study. Finally, while the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2001 , 2007) suggests that
research end with participants and researchers working together to solve a problem or take action, I did not feel
this was a necessary part of an exploratory case study, so I did not do this step.
This case study consisted of three sessions in which Rachel and I spent time together. All of the sessions were
audio -recorded, with Rachel’s assent. Rachel’s father was present throughout all of the se ssions. The first session
took place at a playground near Rachel’s apartment. Rachel chose which playground to go to, and gave me a tour
of the playground. She showed me which playground elements she enjoyed, how she liked to play on them, and
answered some questions about why she liked certain aspects of the playground elements.
The second session was held inside Rachel’s father’s office. I asked Rachel to draw a picture of herself playing
outside, or to draw somewhere outside where she would like to play. While she was drawing, we talked about the
features of her drawing as well as whether she had played outside that day. The third session was a walk around
the University of British Columbia (UBC) campus in Vancouver, British Columbia. I offered Ra chel a choice of toys
and/or tools that she could use on the walk, such as a magnifying glass, binoculars, a ball, and a flying squirrel
puppet. Her father and I followed her, letting her choose the path we followed and how long we spent at certain
object s of interest. I asked her about what she could he a r and see, and why she made certain choices. All of the
sessions included observations and informal interviews.
Data analysis . I analyzed the data through a constant comparison analysis, which is appropriate for observations,
text, conversations and drawings (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008) . I transcribed the audio -recordings fro m the three
research sessions, so that I became more familiar with them. I transcribed the first session before I conducted the
final session with Rachel. This meant that I had already started the data analysis before I finished the data
collection; ther efore, I was able to use the third session for confirmation of themes I thought I had identified in the
data, for member checking, and for triangulation, as well as to gather new data. I did not consider any themes or
codes in advance. I tried to let the m emerge from the data as I read through, listened to, looked a t, thought about,
and coded the transcripts .
Researcher positioning . In my role as a researcher, I had an effect on the data that was collected and how it was
analyzed. While I believe that it is extremely important for a researcher to put their own worldview aside, so as to
focus more closely on the perspectives of the child they are working with, it is impossible for anyone to do this
completely (Maxwell, 2006) . Therefore, I need to clarify my biases and prior experiences that relate to the
research topic.
As an educator and a researcher, I have some experience in the field of outdoor learning and/or environmenta l
education for early childhood. I believe very passionately that outdoor learning is beneficial for young children,
and that young children have the right to influence the design of their own outdoor/environmental learning
experiences. Further, I believ e in constructivism, and I understand meaningful learning to be based on prior
knowledge and experience (Ausubel, 2000; Driver, Asoko, Leach, Scott, & Mortimer, 1994) ; this underlies the
importance of working with young children to understand how to create meaningful outdoor and environmental
learning experiences. When I was a young child, I enjoyed many positive, meaningful, outdoor learning
experiences, which influenced my desire to work and teach outdoors.
Ethical considerations . Working with young children as research participants requires unique ethical
considerations. For instance, it is crucial that childr en are given the choice of whether to participate in the
research or not (Danby & Farrell, 2004) . This is determined by the young children’s informed assent, not by their
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parent’s/guardian’s consent, although t he adult’s consent remains legally necessary. As well, young children are
considered a vulnerable population, so participant confidentiality must be maintained at a high level.
Working with young children as research participants also means viewing them as “experts in their lives” (Mason &
Danby, 2011, p. 185) . Young children sh ould be seen as active agents in ongoing socio -cultural processes (Rogo ff,
2003), and as fully competent participants in their daily lives (Punch, 2002) . Evers (2011, p. 98) indicates that
young children should be understood not only “as ‘culture takers’ but also as ‘culture makers’.” Doing research
with young children is not the same as researching with adult participants, but the findings are just as valuable;
therefore it is especially important to make the extra efforts necessary to work with young children (Danby &
Farrell, 2004).
FINDINGS
Slides . Rachel liked t o play on slides when she went to the playground. During our fi rst session together, the
playground tour, the slides were two of the first elements she chose to show me. When I asked her what her
favourite part of the playground was, she indicated the slides first. As she went down the slides, Rachel repeatedly
said “whee!” and “that was fun!”
In the second session, she chose to draw a slide to represent ‘somewhere outside that she would like to play’ (see
Figure 1). The slide in her picture was inspired by the “little green slide” at her daycare centre, but beca me a
“really big” waterslide:
R:
L:
R:

L:
R:
L:
R:
L:
R:
L:
R:

Yeah, but I want it to be a big slide, like there, there, there, there… [ Indicating that the slide should go
off onto another page]
All the way out to there?!? You can draw it like that if you want.
I want it all the way there, there, there, there…. [ Again indicating that the slide should go off onto
another page]
(Father: You can draw it. )
Draw it as big as you want…I’ll hold the paper and you draw, ok?
OK.
[…]
Oh, that looks so fun…can you go slow on the slide?
No, FAST!
Fast! [Everyone laughs]
Look, this is only a waterslide. [ As she starts colouring blue water on the slide]
A waterslide?!?
Yeah.

Speed . When Rachel played outside, she liked to do things that involved going “fast.” This was evident in the
conversation surrounding her drawing of the waterslide (see Figure 1), which is quoted above. Additionally, in the
playground tour, she repeatedly asked her father to help her go faster. On the swings, when she wanted him to
push her, she said: “DADDY!...can you push me?!...whee…faster!...SUPERDUPER FAST!!” While she was on the
merry - go -round, she requested that he spin her “fast!!...whee…whoa…really really fast!”
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Figure 1. Rachel’s drawing of a waterslide, representin g somewhere outdoors that she would like to play.
In our third session, a walk at the UBC campus, Rachel was constantly running from place to place. At one point,
she asked her father to “chase” her and to “run really fast.” As well, even though she was holding the magnifying
glass, and frequently used it to look at many different objects, she only spent a few seconds observing each item ,
according to the approximations in my observations .
Outdoor play as a social activity . Outdoor play was primarily a social activity for Rachel. During the playground
tour, she needed her father’s assistance to play on many of the elements. For instance, she required his help to
spin the merry -go -round while she was on it, and to push her when she was on the swing. W hen she played on the
teeter -totter 1, she directed her father and me as to where we should sit so as to maximize her enjoyment:
R:
F:
R:
F:
R:
L:
R:
L:
R:

Teeter -totter! [ Running over and sitting on one end]
Do you want me to get on one side?
Yeah….oh, the middle, Daddy, the middle!
You want me to get in the middle?
And you can go on that side. [ Speaking to me]
I can go on that side, ok.
[…]
Hey Daddy, I got an idea…maybe I can sit on the middle . [Rachel and her father switch positions, and
now her f ather and I are bouncing the teeter -totter]
Is that fun?
Yeah, it is.

In our third session, a walk at the UBC campus, Rachel acted as the leader, making the decisions about where we
would go and continually calling out “now this way!” and “come on , this way!” A leader cannot lead without
followers, so this was definitely part of her play that required other people. Later in the walk, we arrived at one of
the fountains on the UBC campus, and found that it had been filled with soap, which was creat ing masses of
bubbles. A group of university students was playing with the bubbles, flicking them at each other, blowing them
out of their hands, and putting them on their heads like crowns. Rachel copied their actions, and even joined in
their play to a degree, when Rachel and the students helped each other blow bubbles out of one another’s hands.
1 The teeter- totter at this playground was not the traditional type. It was very wide, made of a wooden plank, and the middle

was supported by springs. Therefore, sit ting on the middle was an enjoyable experience, which it would not have been on the
older, metal, fulcrum - based teeter - totters.
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Finally, Rachel indicated that she liked to play outdoors with her friends. While she was drawing steps up to the
waterslide (see Figure 1), she said they we re “for me, for all my kids [daycare friends] to go on, to go on the slide.”
In our first session, I asked Rachel about playing by herself, and it seemed as if she had never thought about it
before:
L:
R:
L:
R:
L:
R:

What would you do if you were at the playground al l by yourself?
[hesitation] I don’t know.
You don’t know? Think that would ever happen to you?
Yeah, maybe I’d be alone.
You would be alone.
Yeah.

I believe this conversation indicates that, for Rachel, the idea of outdoor play as a solitary activity is completely
foreign to her. For Rachel, outdoor play always involved other people.
Outdoor play as a holistic experience . Rachel’s outdoor play involved her whole body and many of her senses.
For Rachel, outdoor play was a verbal, cognitive, emotional, and kinesthetic experience. At the playground, she
challenged herself physically by climbing to the higher level of the mer ry -go -round; she challenged herself
emotionally by being “brave” enough to slide down the pole that she initially described as “scary.” When Rachel
showed me how she climbed up to the slide, she counted out loud, indicating that playing involved both verb al and
cognitive skills: “it just takes one, two, three, four, five.”
In Rachel’s drawing of a waterslide (see Figure 1), the stairs up to the slide are “really big.” Rachel said that she and
her friends would need to use their hands to help them climb up , suggesting that outdoor play required her to use
her whole body. During our walk around the UBC campus, Rachel enjoyed looking at many different things
through a magnifying glass. When we arrived at the fountain full of soap bubbles, however, she chose to switch
from play that was primarily visual to play that was more tactile: she grabbed the soap bubbles with her hands,
and tried to wipe bubbles on her father and me. She also smelled the bubbles.
Rachel often asked questions and carried on conversa tions while she played. She had distinct ideas about how she
wanted to play and was able to articulate them. At the playground, she wanted to run in a circle on the merry -go round, while the merry - go -round was spinning, but she kept falling. She explain ed her problem to her father and
me, and I suggested that she run in the opposite direction. Rachel thought about this for a minute, and then tried
it. My suggestion worked, and she was soon running and laughing. While walking at the UBC campus, Rachel
asked many questions about objects we encountered, such as a cement truck, a sewer grate, the blue whale
skeleton, and the students on bicycles. She stopped running to ask her questions and hear the answers, and then
took off again when she was satisfied.
Outdoor play is not ‘nature’ play . While Rachel enjoyed playing outdoors, this does not mean she enjoyed playing
in ‘nature.’ This is shown most clearly by the discussion surrounding another drawing she made during our second
session (see Figure 2). T his drawing shows “the beautiful blue sky,” “a big spiky tree” that is “green and brown,”
and “a bird.” Rachel was very clear that this picture shows a place that she would not want to play:
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Figure 2. Rachel’s drawing of “a big spiky tree” and “a bird.”
L:
R:
L:
R:
F:
R:
L:
R:

So what else is in that picture?
Just only a tree, a big spiky tree.
And would you like to play beside that big spiky tree?
No.
Why not?
Cuz it’s [the tree is] too spiky.
[…]
So what about you, would you be in this picture?
Only just a bird and a tree.

Rachel’s father showed us a picture that Rachel had drawn of herself, demonstrating that Rachel can draw herself;
thus, I know that Rachel did not leave herself out of the picture with the tree and the bird (see Figure 2) because
she was not capable of drawing herself.
At the playground, Rachel found two large sticks in one of the play areas. Immediately, she stated, “I just have to
be getting these sticks off here, because these don’t go on here.” This shows that, for R achel, outdoor play at the
playground and ‘nature’ play that might involve sticks do not go together. Finally, when using the magnifying glass
during our walk around the UBC campus, Rachel was just as interested in looking at ‘human -made’ or ‘built’ items
as she was in inspecting ‘natural’ items. For instance, she chose to look at her father’s belt, her father’s shoe, her
own shoe, some benches, and a sign, all of which are ‘human’ items. She also chose to look at various small rocks
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and the bark of a tr ee, which are more ‘natural’ items. The rocks and the tree were located right beside the path
we were walki ng on, so Rachel did not leave the path to seek out these particular items .
Interestingly, during the drawing session, Rachel discussed how she h ad enjoyed playing outside all day at daycare,
even though it had been raining. She and her friends wore their “muddy buddies” 2 so they could sit “on the wet
slide,” “on the wet swings” and “on the wet ground.” Rachel’s father asked, “did you like playin g outside today?”
and she replied, “yeah.” Rain was a ‘natural’ element that did not interfere with Rachel’s outdoor play at all. The
rain was also not the focus of the outdoor play, although the mud it created may have been.
DISCUSSION
What Does Rache l Like To Do When Playing O utdoors? This case study indicated that Rachel had clear
preferences regarding her outdoor play. She enjoyed high -speed activities, particularly slides. Rachel prefers to
play outdoors with other people. Green (2013) suggested that young children prefer unstructured outdoor spaces
to play in; Rach el’s liking for playgrounds and ‘human -made’ objects appears to contradict Green’s (2013) findings
in this regard. Green’s (2013) study was conducted with 12 children, aged 3 to 5 years, in Idaho. It appeared that
most, if not all, of the children Green (2013) worked with lived in houses with backyards and access to “wide and
open natural spaces for exploration” (p. 23) beyond their backyards. Rachel lived in an apartment, and a trip to a
‘natural,’ wilderness area would have required considerable planni ng and effort by her parents. On the other
hand, Rachel could access a playground multiple times per week at daycare. It seems possible that young
children’s preferences for where they play outdoors ar e determined more by the children’s current surroundi ngs
and previous experiences than by the outdoor spaces themselves.
Green (2013), Ghafouri (2012) , and Caiman and Lundeg å rd (2014) have all identified the imp ortance of the social
element in outdoor play, and Rachel’s emphasis on enjoying group activities during outdoor play echoes their
findings. Ghafouri (2012) observed 20 children, aged 3 to 4 years, in a city in Ontario; Caiman and Lundeg å rd
(2014) observed 6 children, aged 3 to 5 years, in suburban Sweden. Green (2013) showed that young chi ldren
enjoy playing outdoors with their parents, and Ghafouri (2012) an d Caiman and Lundeg å rd (2014) found that
young children’s outdoor play and learning is e nhanced when they can interact with their peers. Rachel indicated
that she enjoyed outdoor play that included both her father and her friends, other young children. It appears that
the social nature of outdoor play is common to young children from divers e locations and backgrounds.
What does Rachel think about outdoor play? Rachel enjoyed playing outdoors, and repeatedly indicated that it
was “fun.” There is very little research that addresses the question of whether young children enjoy outdoor play,
specifically. Rather, this seems to be an assumption in most research int o young children’s outdoor play, outdoor
learning, and environmental education; it is also assumed in the educational movement towards increasing young
children’s exposure to the outdoors. Based on my personal experience working with young children outdoo rs, I
believe that most young children do enjoy playing outdoors, at least most of the time. The findings from this case
study confirm my belief. Rachel indicated that she enjoyed playing outdoors even in the rain. Boileau (2011)
worked with 32 young children, aged 3 to 5 years, in a small city in Ontario, and came to similar conclusions.
Boileau (20 11) found that all of the children enjoyed playing outdoors, and chose to remain outside when it started
raining during an outdoor activity.
Rachel did not equate outdoor play with ‘nature’ play. This distinction has not been explored explicitly in much of
the research that investigates young children’s outdoor play, outdoor learning and environmental education. I
believe this is due to the emphasis that environmental education places on the ‘natural,’ rather then the ‘human made,’ environment (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2007, 2008) . My Master’s research (Beattie, 2014) , in
which I investigated the conceptions of ‘nature’ held by 12 4 to 6 year olds from Toronto, Ontario, suggested that
young childre n may understand ‘nature’ to be very different from ‘the outdoors.’ Further, my research indicated

2

“Muddy buddies” are one -piece rain suits, similar to one -piece snowsuits, designed to be worn outdoors in rainy,

muddy, or chi lly weather. They only come in children’s sizes.
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that some young children do not want to be in ‘nature,’ although they enjoy going outside (Beattie, 2014) . My
work with Rachel in this case study supported this conclusion.
What are some characteristics of Rachel’s outdoor pl ay? The two major characteristics of Rachel’s outdoor play
were its social nature and its holistic nature. Rachel demonstrated and described her outdoor play as a social
activity. I have discussed this aspect of her outdoor play, and how it confirmed th e findings of other researchers in
the field, above.
Rachel also described her outdoor play as involving her whole body ; for instance, she often referred to climbing
with her hands and feet . Further, she indicated that her outdoor play was more than a kinesthetic experience: her
outdoor play had verbal, cognitive, and emotional elements as well. In Caiman and Lundeg å rd’s (2014) study,
young children displayed these same four elements during their outdoor expe riences. For Caiman and Lundeg å rd
(2014), this showed that the young children demonstrated agency during outdoor activities. Ghafouri (2012) also
found that young children’s self -directed outdoor play inv olved verbal, cognitive, emotional, and kinesthetic
aspects.
Boileau (2011) indicated that verbal, cognitive, emotional, and kinesthetic skills are important elements of play,
which should be included when developing outdoor learning or environmental educ ation programs for young
children. This case study supported Boileau’s (2011) work. Further, this case study showed that these four
elements of play are already present in Rachel’s outdoor play. To me, this suggests that a transition from outdoor
play t o outdoor learning should focus on maintaining the verbal, cognitive, emotional, and kinesthetic elements
that are already present, rather than introducing new ones.
Further research. As this research was a case study, there are limits to the generalizab ility of the findings. By
combining and comparing this case with other work in the field, I have been able to suggest some broader
conclusions. Further study will be necessary, however, before any broad claims can be made. In particular, I
believe that further investigation into young children’s preferences regarding activities and locations for outdoor
play is called for; in addition, investigation of the reasons for these preferences should be undertaken.
More urgently, I believe that research that co nsiders th e links between outdoor play, outdoor learning, and
environmental education must continue. There are many commonalities between the two, and these should be
built upon so as to improve the early education environmental education programs that are developed. In
particular, I am referring to the verbal, cognitive, emotional, and kinesthetic elements that appear in both
activities. As well, both outdoor play and environmental education are social activities for young children .
Research, and research method ologies, that take this into account should be developed.
Finally, the disparity between the ‘human’ and ‘natural’ environments that some young children may feel should
be investigated further. Otherwise, early childhood envi ronmental education may be taking place in locations
where young children are uncomfortable , which is unlikely to lead to children forming positive, loving connections
to nature . Offering early childhood environmental education programs in less ‘natural’ locations, such as
playgrounds, may be a challenge, but it is a challenge that needs to be embraced. Ardoin, Clark, & Kelsey (2013)
call for further research into environmental educatio n in urban settings, and I add my voice to theirs.
Environmental education for early childhood should be practiced in places that young children feel comfortable,
and if those areas are not the ‘natural,’ wild locations traditionally associated with envir onmental education, then
early childhood environmental educators must work to create programs that highlight the ‘natural’ elements of
urban settings, and help young children to connect to the earth wherever they may be.

International Journal of Early Childhood Environmental Education, 3(1), p. 50
References
Ampuero, D., Miranda, C. E., Delgado, L. E., Goyen, S., & Weaver, S. (2015). Empathy and critical thinking: primary
students solving local environmental problems through outdoor learning. Journal of Adventure Ed ucation &
Outdoor Learning , 15 (1), 64 –78. doi:10.1080/14729679.2013.848817
Ardoin, N. M., Clark, C., & Kelsey, E. (2013). An exploration of future trends in environmental education research.
Environmental Education Research , 19(4), 499 – 520. doi:10.1080/13 504622.2012.709823
Ausubel, D. P. (2000). The Acquisition and Retention of Knowledge: A Cognitive View [ebook edition] . Dordrecht:
Springer Science and Business Media. Retrieved from http://download.springer.com.ezproxy.library.ubc.ca/
Barraza, L., & Rob ottom, I. (2008). Gaining Representations of Children’s and Adults’ Constructions of Sustainability
Issues. International Journal of Environmental and Science Education , 3(4), 179 –191. Retrieved from
http://www.ijese.com/IJESE_V3_N4_Barraza.pdf
Beattie, A . E. (2014). Assessing Young Children’s Personal Constructs of “Nature” Using a Modified Repertory Grid
Test: A Case Study . (Master’s thesis). Retrieved from ProQuest. (MS25352).
Bergman, B. G. (2015). Assessing impacts of locally designed environmental e ducation projects on students’
environmental attitudes, awareness, and intention to act. Environmental Education Research , 1–24.
doi:10.1080/13504622.2014.999225
Blatt, E. N. (2014). An investigation of the goals for an environmental science course: teach er and student
perspectives. Environmental Education Research , 1 –24. doi:10.1080/13504622.2014.918935
Boileau, E. Y. S. (2011). “It’s alive!”: An exploration of young children’s perceptions of the natural world . (Master’s
thesis). Retrieved from Proquest. (MR84622).
Boileau, E. Y. S. (2013). Young Voices: The Challenges and Opportunities That Arise in Early Childhood
Environmental Education Research. Canadian Journal of Environmental Education , 18, 142 –154. Retrieved
from http://cjee.lakeheadu.ca/index.php/cjee/article/view/1204/679
Breunig, M., Murtell, J., & Russell, C. (2014). Students’ experiences with/in integrated Environmental Studies
Programs in Ontario. Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning , 1–17.
do i:10.1080/14729679.2014.955354
British Columbia Ministry of Education. (2007). Environmental Learning and Experience. An Interdisciplinary Guide
for Teachers . Retrieved from http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/education/kindergarten -to -grade 12/teach/teachin g-tools/environmental -learning/environ_learning_exper.pdf
British Columbia Ministry of Education. (2008). The Environmental Learning & Experience Curriculum Maps .
Retrieved from http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/environment_ed/ele_curricmaps.h tm
Caiman, C., & Lu ndegård, I. (2014). Pre - school children’s agency in learning for sustainable development.
Environmental Education Research , 20(4), 437 – 459. doi:10.1080/13504622.2013.812722
Chawla, L. (2007). Childhood experiences associated with care for the natural worl d: A theoretical framework for
empirical results. Children, Youth and Environments , 17(4), 144 –170. Retrieved from
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.library.ubc.ca/stable/pdf/10 .7721/chilyoutenvi.17.4.0144.pdf?acceptTC=true&
jpdConfirm=true

International Journal of Early Childhood Environmental Education, 3(1), p. 51
Clark, A. (2001). How to listen to very young children: The mosaic approach. Child Care in Practice , 7(4), 333 –341.
doi:10.1080/13575270108415344
Clark, A. (2007). A Hundred Ways of Listening: Gathering Children’s Perspectives of Their Early Childhood
Environment. Young Children , 62(3), 76 –81. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/42730028
Danby, S., & Farrell, A. (2004). Accounting for young children’s competence in educational research: New
perspectives on research ethics. The Australian Educationa l Researcher , 31(3), 35 –49.
doi:10.1007/BF03249527
Davis, J. (2009). Revealing the research “hole” of early childhood education for sustainability: a preliminary survey
of the literature. Environmental Education Research , 15(2), 227 –241. doi:10.1080/13504 620802710607
Den Hoed, R. C. (Ed.). (2014). Forest and Nature School in Canada: A Head, Heart, Hands Approach to Outdoor
Learning . Forest School Canada. Retrieved from http://www.forestschoolcanada.ca/wp content/themes/wlf/images/FSC -Guide_web.pdf
Driver , R., Asoko, H., Leach, J., Scott, P., & Mortimer, E. (1994). Constructing Scientific Knowledge in the Classroom.
Educational Researcher , 23(7), 5 –12. doi:10.3102/0013189X023007005
Elliot, E., Eycke, K. T., Chan, S., & Müller, U. (2014). Taking Kindergartners Outdoors: Documenting Their
Explorations and Assessing the Impact on Their Ecological Awareness. Children, Youth and Environments ,
24(2), 102 –122. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7721/chilyoutenvi.24. 2.0102
Evers, S. J. T. M. (2011). Kinning in the Imagination: Perceptions of Kinship and Family History among Chagossian
Children in Mauritius. In S. J. T. M. Evers, C. Notermans, & E. van Ommering (Eds.), Not Just a Victim: The
Child as Catalyst and Witn ess of Contemporary Africa . Leiden, Boston: Brill. Retrieved from
https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/bitstream/handle/1887/31 974/ASC -075287668 - 2972 -01.pdf?sequence=2
Ghafouri, F. (2012). Close encounters with nature in an urban kindergarten: a study of lear ners’ inquiry and
experience. Education 3 -13, 1–23. doi:10.1080/03004279.2011.642400
Gill, T. (2014). The Benefits of Children’s Engagement with Nature: A Systematic Literature Review. Children, Youth
and Environments , 24 (2), 10 – 34. Retrieved from
http:// www.jstor.org/stable/10.7721/chilyoutenvi.24.2.0010
Government of Canada. (2015). Children’s Human Rights. Canada.ca . Retrieved from
http://www.international.gc.ca/rights -droits/kids -enfants/index.aspx?lang=eng
Gray, C., & Winter, E. (2011). Hearing voic es: participatory research with preschool children with and without
disabilities. European Early Childhood Education Research Journal , 19(3), 309 –320.
doi:10.1080/1350293X.2011.597963
Green, C. (2013). A Sense of Autonomy in Young Children’s Special Place s. International Journal of Early Childhood
Environmental Education , 1(1), 8 –31. Retrieved from
http://www.naaee.net/sites/default/files/publications/IJE CEE/6. IJECEE First Issue Research Study Sense of
Autonomy FINAL.pdf
Hand -In -Hand Early Years Nature Education Program Comox Valley. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://hand -in handeducation.com/

International Journal of Early Childhood Environmental Education, 3(1), p. 52
Harcourt, D., & Mazzoni, V. (2012). Standpoints on quality: Listening to children in Verona, Italy. Australasian
Journal of Early Childhood , 37 (2), 19 – 26. Retrieved f rom
http://content.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.library.ubc.ca/
Hedefalk, M., Almqvist, J., & Östman, L. (2014). Education for sustainable development in early childhood
education: a review of the research literature. Environmental Education Research , 1–16.
doi:10.1080/13504622.2014.971716
Kalvaitis, D., & Monhardt, R. M. (2012). The architecture of children’s relationships with nature: a
phenomenographic investigation seen through drawings and written narratives of elementary students.
Environmental Education R esearch , 18(2), 209 – 227. doi:10.1080/13504622.2011.598227
Kuh, L. P., Ponte, I., & Chau, C. (2013). The impact of a natural playscape installation on young children’s play
behaviors. Children, Youth and Environments , 23(2), 49 –77. Retrieved from
http://ww w.jstor.org/stable/10.7721/chilyoutenvi.23.2.0049
Leech, N. L., & Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2008). Qualitative data analysis: A compendium of techniques and a framework
for selection for school psychology research and beyond. School Psychology Quarterly , 23(4), 587 –604.
doi:10.1037/1045 - 3830.23.4.587
Mason, J., & Danby, S. (2011). Children as Experts in Their Lives: Child Inclusive Research. Child Indicators Research ,
4(2), 185 –189. doi:10.1007/s12187 - 011 -9108 -4
Maxwell, T. (2006). Researching into some pr imary school children’s views about school: Using personal construct
psychology in practice with children on the special needs register. Pastoral Care in Education: An
International Journal of Personal, Social and Emotional Development , 24(1), 20 –26. doi:1 0.1111/j.1468 0122.2006.00357.x
Nature Kindergarten 2012 -2013 . (2013). Retrieved from http://naturekindergarten.sd62.bc.ca/wp content/uploads/2013/11/Nature -Kindergarten -Report -September -2013.pdf
Prince, H., Allin, L., Sandseter, E. B. H., & Ärlemalm -Hag sér, E. (2013). Outdoor Play and Learning in Early Childhood
From Different Cultural Perspectives. Journal of Adventure Education & Outdoor Learning , 13(3), 183 –188.
doi:10.1080/14729679.2012.672242
Punch, S. (2002). Research with Children: The Same or Di fferent from Research with Adults? Childhood , 9(3), 321 –
341. doi:10.1177/0907568202009003005
Rickinson, M. (2006). Researching and understanding environmental learning: hopes for the next 10 years.
Environmental Education Research , 12(3-4), 445 –457. doi:1 0.1080/13504620600799182
Robbins, J. (2005). Contexts, Collaboration, and Cultural Tools: a sociocultural perspective on researching children’s
thinking. Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood , 6(2), 140 – 149. Retrieved from
http://cie.sagepub.com/content/ 6/2/140.full.pdf+html
Rogoff, B. (2003). Orienting Concepts and Ways of Understanding the Cultural Nature of Human Development. In
The Cultural Nature of Human Development . Oxford, UK: Oxford University.
Rosenow, N., & Bailie, P. (2014). Introduction to the Special Issue: Greening Early Childhood Education. Children,
Youth and Environments , 24(2), 1 –9. Retrieved from
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7721/chilyoutenvi.24.2.000 1
Sobel, D. (1998). Beyond ecophobia. Retrieve d from http://www.yesmagazine.org/issues/education -for -life/803

International Journal of Early Childhood Environmental Education, 3(1), p. 53

Stanger, N. R. G. (2014). (Re)placing ourselves in nature: An exploration of how (trans)formative places foster
emotional, physical, spiritual, and ecological connectedness (iBook ebook) . (Do ctoral dissertation).
Starks, H., & Trinidad, S. B. (2007). Choose Your Method: a Comparison of Phenomenology, Discourse Analysis, and
Grounded Theory. Qualitative Health Research , 17 (10), 1372 –80. doi:10.1177/1049732307307031
United Nations. (2015a). UNTC: Chapter IV Human Rights 11. Convention on the Rights of the Child. Retrieved from
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=IV -11&chapter=4&lang=en
United Nations. (2015b). UNTC: Ratification. Retrieved from
https://treaties.un.org/pages/Overview.aspx?path=overview/glossary/page1_ en.xml#ratification
Yin, R. K. (2009). Case Study Research. Design and Methods (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA, USA: SAGE Inc.

A. Elizabeth Beattie is with the Department of Curriculum and Pedagogy, Faculty of Education, University of British Columbia.
She can be contacted at lizbeattie22@gmail.com .

