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by Melissa Friesen
Somewhere along the

line, we got scared of the
outdoors. Modern children
are spending less and less
time playing outside. Per
haps the most shocking
part is that no one is
shocked by this anymore.
It’s kind of normal now.

Even though all studies
point to outdoor activity,
exploration, and group
play as being fundamental
to developing peer rela
tionships and overall
health, it’s no longer a nat
ural pastime. The Cana
dian guidelines suggest
that children should spend
at least 60 minutes doing
moderate physical activity
a day. According to Statis
tics Canada from an article
published by CBC two
years ago, only nine per
cent actually do.

In that same article,
Mark Tremblay of the
Healthy Active Living and
Obesity Research Group at
the Children’s Hospital of
Eastern Ontario said, “I
think we have a fear of the
outdoors and it’s ill
founded. We also seem to
have security with the in
doors, which is also ill
founded.”

But no so at Mine Centre
School. Last week during
Ontario Institute for Stud
ies in Education of the
University of Toronto’s
conference for intuitive
learning, educators from
across the province got to
see the effects of an out
door classroom first hand.

Marjorie Hale, kinder
garten classroom teacher,
led the long line of stu

dents and 40 or so guests
out the doors. From my
place midway through the
line I watched her ask the
students if it was safe to
cross the road. After sev
eral head turns, they con
cluded it was and we
continued on. Five min
utes later, we were seem
ingly in the middle of
nowhere – except for a
neat little set up of
benches, a fire pit, a table
and a tarp.

This was the outdoor
classroom. It is the hub in
the centre of a network of
trails that each young stu
dent was very familiar
with, even at this early
point in the school year.
After a short introduction
and brief safety reminder,
each child was designated
as a tour guide, given a
photo directory of some of
the area’s highlights and
sent off with a small group
of adults. One by one the
children dispersed with
their trail partners to find
birdhouses, the swamp,
the bridge, the “castle
rock” and other significant
areas of interest.

The classroom, which is
also home to higher
grades as well, was all
started because of Mar
jorie Hale’s initiative for
years to get her class
room, regardless of the
grade, outside. She would
often take them on trips
down to the lake or the
beaver pond, in the bush
around the school. She
hoped for one specific
area to be able to return
to and that’s why the out
door classroom came to

be.
While the activity that

day wasn’t as vigorous as
when they’re sent off on
the trails their own (yes,
you read that right), it still
gave them a chance to
tromp around. And they
did so excitedly! The chil
dren are encouraged to
engage in independent
and “risky play” once the
educators are confident
that the children have a
firm understanding of the
rules and boundaries.
Throughout the forest,
you could hear polite re
quests from the guests for
the little guides to “slow
down for us older folks” as
they shimmied around
tree branches and climbed
over roots.

Learning in the outdoors

is less about following a
curriculum and more
about taking leads from
the natural observations
the children make. “We
follow the kids,” Sara
Empey, Early Childhood
Educator, told me when I
asked what they teach in
the outdoor classroom.
The educators always
come to the classroom
with a plan in mind, but it
doesn’t always come to
fruition. Any number of
things, even on the way to
the classroom, can be a
“distraction” for the stu
dents. When this happens,
educators shift their focus
and try to meet the stu
dents’ natural curiosity.
Whether they’re fasci
nated by the changing
colour of a rabbit’s fur or

the variety of animal
tracks in the snow, the
team of educators: Mar
jorie Hale, Sara Empey
and Educational Assis
tants Glenda Poston, Mike
Fraser, and Jennifer Rae
work with what’s in front
of them.

Trees, birds, insects,
mushrooms, forest crea
tures, building snow forts,
finding out what floats in a
puddle – these are the
kinds of things the stu
dents are inquisitive
about. Recently, the stu
dents started noticing that
their fruit have seeds in
them which prompted a
discussion about the role
of seeds in plants and
trees.

The students also have
play kits with first aid and
kitchen themes that allow
the students to role play in
the outdoors. The kinder
garten class typically ven
tures out to the outdoor
classroom once or twice a
week all year round, with
enough spare rubber

boots and gloves to go
around in case someone
forgot to bring theirs.

The effects of the out
doors are noticeable once
everyone’s arrived back in
side as well, says Sara
Empey. “They’re so calm!
They’ve been busy run
ning out their energy and
being inquisitive so in
stead of me telling them I
need them to learn some
thing they’ve gotten to ex
plore what they want to
learn.”  

Sure enough, as we
emerged from the trail on
our way back the students
stopped to “moo” at the
neighbouring cow, hoping
to beckon her over to the
fence. A few students
played tag and dodged
their little bodies between
the crowd of adults,
splashing in puddles and
picking up leaves as they
go. Perhaps some of us
are afraid of the outdoors,
or at least unsure of what
to do there, but not these
kids.

"We never thought we'd have this many visitors to our classroom, did we?" Marjorie Hale asks the students as the adults circle around the simple set up.

More Than Just a Walk in the Woods

Students lead the way down the road towards their
outdoor classroom, with a group of 40 or so educators
from across the province unsure of what exactly to ex
pect.

Mini games of tag naturally ensued during the walk,
and the students were quick to grab the hand of
someone they knew before seconds later scampering
off to the front of the pack.

Marjorie announces that each child will be guiding a
group of adults through the trails and no one protests
 except when they're told to stay off the blue marked
trails because of a fallen tree. 

Kasmira Johnson points out the different coloured
leaves on the tree as part of a stop on their tour
around the woods.

Lining the trails are laminated pages from a Story
Walk book, which aim to combine a love of reading
and the outdoors and spark ideas in the reader's mind
about something that could be around them.

Lucian Spencer (followed by EA Glenda Potson) leads
his group with a smile on his face.

Deshawn Houle finds a page along the trail and stops
to ask his trail companions to read it out loud. 

ECE Sara Empey explains the way the outdoor class
room runs: plan, observe, follow the children's natural
curiosity.


