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Abstract
Nature-based learning is increasingly being implemented and explored within early 
childhood education settings. Thus, including sustainability, environmental educa-
tion, place-based education, and other similar topics may help prepare future edu-
cators and teachers to provide meaningful experiences for children in the outdoor 
environment. The purpose of this study was to document the student experiences 
of a newly developed practicum course offered at Bow Valley College in Calgary, 
Alberta, for early childhood education and development students. The practicum is 
focused on nature-based learning and outdoor play. To gain a more profound un-
derstanding of the experiences of the college learners participating in this course, 
a qualitative study was designed using phenomenology and case study approaches. 
Data were analyzed by looking for significant statements that describe the meaning 
of the course experience for each participant, taken from their final assignment, 
as well as instructor reflections. Findings confirm the importance of providing a 
diversity of embodied, outdoor learning experiences for college students, as well 
as opportunities for reflection. The important role of partnerships, relationships and 
communication is also highlighted with this study.
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Background

Practicum courses provide an invaluable experience for pre-service teachers and 
early childhood educators. They gain the opportunity to apply their knowledge of 
child development and curriculum planning, as well as experience a classroom set-
ting to gain practical skills with children (Kim, 2020). Practicum experiences are 
indeed core to many teacher education programs and early childhood education pro-
grams around the world since, among other benefits, they play “a key role in bridging 
the gap between theory and practice” (Hamaidi et al., 2014, p. 192). Bow Valley Col-
lege, located in Calgary, Alberta, Canada, offers a two-year diploma program in early 
childhood education comprising four mandatory practicum courses with placements 
in early childhood education settings.

In 2020, the curriculum for the third practicum in the diploma program was re-
developed to focus on nature, and outdoor and environmental education, to better 
align with new developments in the field of early childhood education and develop-
ment. The new practicum course aims to transform college student perceptions of 
outdoor pedagogy, inspire them to see possibilities for outdoor play and learning for 
young children, and to connect theory with practical experiences in a nature-based 
setting. Providing pre-service early childhood educators with mandatory practical 
training on outdoor and nature-based early learning [NBEL] opportunities is a new, 
innovative, and theory-grounded approach that aims to better prepare educators for a 
growing demand in NBEL (North American Association for Environmental Educa-
tion, 2023). Research and documentation of this practice may help guide pre-service 
training for early childhood educators in Canada and internationally.

Though there have been studies examining various aspects of pre-service teachers 
or early childhood educators’ practicum experiences (e.g., Hamaidi et al., 2014; Kim, 
2020; La Paro et al., 2018), there has been little attention to outdoor and nature-based 
practicum experiences. The purpose of this study was to better understand college 
student experiences of the course, such as meaningful learning experiences with chil-
dren, course topics that particularly stood out to the college students, transformative 
dialogues and readings, and formative assignments that were most useful. To this 
end, we utilized a phenomenological approach, given its potential to offer insight 
into “particular experiences and the meanings that participants draw from them as 
they engage with the world” (Telford, 2020, p. 48). Within this article, we describe 
findings from a study conducted in the summer of 2021. It is our hope that these 
might inform initial early childhood teacher development practices across Canada 
and beyond.

Outdoor pedagogy

Outdoor play and learning are crucial for children’s wellbeing and development. The 
outdoors offers children a chance to move around, explore, have rich sensory experi-
ences, and engage in social interaction with adults and peers. As Smith (2020) writes, 
“on-the-land learning gives us the opportunity to understand Nature, and through 
that, ourselves and our interconnected cultures” (p. 7). Further, active outdoor play 
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is recommended in order to promote children’s healthy development (Tremblay et 
al., 2015). Authors Loebach and Cox (2020) describe how learning through play is 
enriched in outdoor contexts:

Play and language tends to be more complex, more dramatic play is observed, 
and children engage in more physically active play … Outdoor environments 
which also include substantial nature elements and materials can offer even 
more play opportunities; nature based play spaces have been shown to foster 
more varied and complex play than traditional outdoor playgrounds. (p. 1)

In the field of early childhood education, the outdoors is increasingly being viewed 
as a place of learning rather than as a place for children to expend energy. Outdoor 
pedagogy is an educational approach that applies these principles. It is a pedagogy 
rooted in the land and local ecology, and that is in line with recent research attend-
ing to child-nature relations (Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles et al., 2018), multispecies 
relations (Pacini-Ketchabaw et al., 2016), weather experiences (Rooney, 2018) and 
the benefits of children spending time learning and playing outdoors (Chawla, 2015). 
As noted by Deschamps et al. (2022), “the outdoors provides a calmer, warmer, and 
more cooperative learning context that facilitates interactions between students and 
teachers and improves students’ attention, engagement, self-discipline, enjoyment, 
and positive behaviors” (p. 2).

Attending to Indigenous worldviews and knowledge of the land is an important 
consideration in outdoor pedagogy. In Canada and elsewhere, outdoor educational 
programming takes place on land that may be traditional lands for one or more Indig-
enous groups. In the spirit of respect and reconciliation, it is important for educa-
tors to attend to local knowledge that Indigenous partners can offer. Increasingly, 
it is suggested that researchers and practitioners take a critical look at the settler 
colonialist perspective that has driven the field of education for decades, and decol-
onize practices in education (Calderon, 2014; George, 2019), and early childhood 
specifically (Harwood et al., 2020; MacEachren, 2018; Nxumalo, 2019). Notably, 
Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings 
of Plants by Kimmerer (2013) has become very popular with the outdoor pedagogy 
movement in North America, providing guidance on how to blend Western scientific 
knowledge with Indigenous perspectives. Sustainability principles can also be com-
municated through NBEL (Boileau et al., 2021), who conducted a survey study of 
NBEL in Canada, found that nature-based early learning programs in Canada could 
help address several of the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development goals and 
promote key competencies that children will need to address issues of sustainability 
(e.g., self-awareness, anticipatory, collaboration, systems thinking, and integrated 
problem-solving).

Although implementing an outdoor pedagogical approach may come naturally to 
some educators and teachers through their personal interest, pre-service educators 
require “support and guidance to fully comprehend the significant potential for learn-
ing provided in outdoor learning spaces” (Wishart & Rouse, 2019, p. 2288). Wolf et 
al. (2022) recently conducted a literature review of the research on outdoor teaching 
in initial teacher training from early childhood to secondary education and found 
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that many teachers report low self-confidence in delivering outdoor education and 
that pre-service teachers “feel unable or are unwilling to teach outdoors, due to inad-
equate education or training” (p. 200). Thus, it seems important to provide meaning-
ful learning experiences for early childhood education college students to ensure they 
are competent in delivering outdoor education to young children.

Experiential learning in early childhood teacher education

When knowledge is put into practice, college students gain direct experience that can 
help solidify their understanding of a certain topic. As Dumont et al. (2012) indicate, 
“many scholars agree that the ultimate goal of learning and associated teaching in 
different subjects is to acquire adaptive expertise, i.e., the ability to apply mean-
ingfully-learned knowledge and skills flexibly and creatively in different situations” 
(p. 3). Within the context of outdoor pedagogy, this adaptive expertise is particu-
larly necessary when interacting with children in outdoor environments, a situation 
that inherently requires flexibility and adaptability to changing situations (e.g., the 
weather, children’s mood, interests, and energy). Training that involves practical 
experiences with children, opportunities for reflection, and increased comfort and 
skills outdoors can help college students gain confidence and skills in this type of 
pedagogical approach.

As play is a key component of early childhood education, providing early child-
hood teachers with practice and experience of play during their formative training 
can lead to a richer understanding of the importance of play for children and how to 
facilitate outdoor play. Adamson et al. (2020) conducted a study on play workshops 
and found that “experiential learning about play is important because it provides 
an opportunity to reconnect with their previous experiences of play thus enabling a 
connection between their previous beliefs and practices with their emerging under-
standings of play as pedagogy” (p. 265). The authors note that when early childhood 
education college students are from countries where more didactic approaches are 
applied with young children, it can be particularly important to offer them not only 
alternative theoretical perspectives but experiential learning and support for trans-
formational learning (Adamson et al., 2020). A playful approach within experien-
tial education can also yield positive outcomes such as enhanced creativity, humour, 
motivation, and positive emotions (Leather et al., 2021).

A study conducted by Wishart and Rouse (2019) with three practicing early child-
hood educators confirmed the importance of providing educators with professional 
development with regards to the use of outdoor learning spaces and natural materials. 
The professional development that was offered to these educators was directly related 
to their workplace and helped change the educators’ perceptions of teaching in their 
outdoor space. Notably, the authors found that “the process of perception change 
documented in this study suggests some early childhood educators need time, space 
and immersive experience coupled with extended, focused PL [Professional Learn-
ing] … to modify understandings, appraise values and redefine their role in effective 
provision of outdoor play experiences” (Wishart & Rouse, 2019, p. 2295).
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Practicum experiences are crucial to becoming a skilled early childhood educator 
or teacher and are one of the most important experiences in teacher education pro-
grams (La Paro et al., 2018). These experiences look different based on the program, 
country, and available local resources, such as settings where college students can be 
placed and the availability of mentor teachers. The central component, however, is 
described by La Paro et al. (2018) as “a system which involves a teacher candidate 
and cooperating teacher in the classroom within a relationship that includes mul-
tiple elements with the intended outcome of developing effective teaching practices” 
(p. 366). In quality field placements, college students observe skilled teachers and 
children in action, apply knowledge gained through classes, and develop profes-
sional skills (Linn & Jacobs, 2015). In fact, field placements can be transformational 
for college students. Linn and Jacobs (2015) found that teacher candidates’ practi-
cum experiences were very personal and could help college students link together 
their own professional goals, belief systems, real-world experiences and conceptual 
understanding.

Thus, the literature points to the importance of guiding early childhood educators 
in their learning of outdoor play and learning experientially and through field experi-
ences and placements involving children and skilled educators to observe. Guided 
by these concepts, a new practicum course was imagined for Bow Valley College 
students in the Early Childhood Education and Development Diploma program. This 
practicum would focus on nature, outdoor play and learning, and sustainability, and 
would be a mandatory course.

Developing the new practicum course

When first tasked with writing the outdoor practicum course, I [Linda] entered into 
the work with some trepidation, but also excitement, as the program was leaping into 
the world of outdoor pedagogy. How could I create a course that offered children, 
families, college students, early childhood education and development [ECED] set-
tings, as well as instructors, opportunities to engage in diverse outdoor experiences 
that could perhaps shift ideas and thinking about outdoor play and learning? I was 
inspired by the local Indigenous teachings, the “Blackfoot ways of knowing” (Bas-
tien, 2004), as well as outdoor pedagogical practices.

I created a course that employs embodied experiences. college students engage 
in practicum seminars outside the confines of a traditional indoor classroom space. 
The instructor and college students meet outdoors, near the college campus. Course 
theory is woven into full-body experiences where college students explore spaces 
and places on their own and with others. At their practicum settings, each experience 
offered by the pre-service teachers to the children is required to be outdoors, pref-
erably beyond the fence of the playground space, inspired by Pitsikali and Parnell 
(2020), who write:

Fences of childhood, which are signifiers of security, have acquired interesting 
meanings… children of the global north appear to live in an “archipelago of 
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normalized enclosures.” Scholars have often criticized the capacity of play-
grounds to support children’s participation in public life and space. (p. 657).

To avoid the confinement of playground space and to encourage venturing into natu-
ralized spaces and places, the curriculum content offers suggestions to the college 
students and their mentors to seek out new areas near the ECED practicum setting for 
children to explore and discover.

Land-based knowing, Indigenous perspectives, and cultural diversity are strongly 
represented throughout the practicum course. I was fortunate to work alongside a 
Knowledge Keeper and curriculum specialist as I wrote the curriculum. A Knowl-
edge Keeper is a term utilized to describe a person who holds traditional knowledge 
and teachings. The Elders provide the Knowledge Keeper with guidelines on caring 
for the knowledge given to them (Queen’s University, 2023). I sought advice from 
the Knowledge Keeper in embedding Blackfoot teachings within the course. Many 
students within the college are unfamiliar with the local Indigenous culture. College 
students are also encouraged to share their backgrounds and family experiences in 
regard to the outdoors to open conversations, to be culturally inclusive, and to ground 
the theory we study.

The goal of this practicum is to create a shared and individualized learning situa-
tion for college students in which they could then offer children meaningful provo-
cations and invitations in outdoor spaces. A critical component of the course is to 
achieve the common understanding that outdoor learning experiences must be an 
important consideration in every early childhood setting and that outdoor pedagogy 
requires intentionality. To deepen the understanding that outdoor play and learning 
requires careful planning, college students in the practicum course are introduced to 
theoretical concepts regarding the pedagogy of outdoor nature play. The textbook 
selected to guide this course is Outdoor and Nature Play in Early Childhood Edu-
cation (Dietze & Kashin, 2019), a college student-oriented book that covers topics 
such as programming from a four-season perspective and the relationship of outdoor 
and nature play to children’s development, health, and thinking. Given that this new 
practicum had been delivered twice already (September to December 2020 and Janu-
ary to April 2021), it seemed appropriate to conduct a study to examine the transfor-
mations that had been anecdotally observed.

Methodology

This study sought to address the following questions: (1) How do early childhood 
education students experience a practicum course focused on nature-based learning 
and outdoor play? (2) In what ways did the course structure, materials, readings, and 
setting promote meaningful learning of outdoor pedagogy? To best explore these 
questions, we conducted a qualitative study with one particular class of college stu-
dents enrolled in the outdoor practicum course over one semester (May to August).

Phenomenology is being increasingly used in educational research (Stolz, 2020), 
including environmental education research (Nazir, 2016). It is the study of a phe-
nomenon that can be explored “with a group of individuals [emphasis removed] who 
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have all experienced the phenomenon” (Creswell, 2013, p. 78). Others have found it 
is useful when investigating college student experiences in higher education (Webb 
& Welsh, 2019), pre-service environmental education training for teachers (Campig-
otto & Barrett, 2017), and professional learning on outdoor pedagogy for early child-
hood educators (Wishart & Rouse, 2019). In this case, phenomenology was chosen to 
examine the college student experience of completing the outdoor practicum course 
in the summer of 2021. We sought to generate knowledge of the lived experience 
of college students to inform teaching practices. Given that the context was also a 
“bounded system [emphasis removed], bounded by time and place” (Creswell, 2013, 
p. 97) in the form of one particular group of college students enrolled in the course in 
one specific semester, the study was also considered through a case study lens. This 
allowed for multiple points of data to be included, which can help validate research 
findings. We considered the “case” to be the entire class, including intructors.

Research context

We co-taught this practicum course in the spring and summer months of 2021 over 
one 15 week term. In the first half, Linda led online seminars once a week for the 
class and the college students were placed in various child care settings where they 
were to complete two full days of practicum experiences weekly. All activities led 
by the college students were to be outdoors, thus supportive childcare centers were 
sought along with on-site mentors to assist the college students in developing skills. 
In the second half of the course, Elizabeth led the online seminar portion of the course 
online once per week and the practicum days were either class or individual outdoor 
experiences also led by Elizabeth. This format delivery was unique to that particu-
lar semester, given that many preschool programs (hence practicum opportunities) 
closed for the summer at the end of June. A portion of the practicum was therefore 
focused on practical outdoors skills that would increase educator interest and confi-
dence in being outdoors through lived experiences (see Table 1).

Note: Seminar was delivered online due to COVID-19 safety restrictions; the 
class was able to meet outdoors, physically distanced as of July with the easing of 
restrictions.

Part A – Linda Part B – Elizabeth
Months May & June 2021 July & August 2021
Seminar 
delivery

3-hour class once a 
week online led by 
Linda

3-hour class once a 
week online led by 
Elizabeth

Practicum College students in 
practicum placements 
at various preschool 
or other child care 
sites 2 days per week 
supervised by a work 
mentor, in collaboration 
with Linda.

College students met as 
a class outdoors near the 
college to do outdoor 
learning activities led 
by Elizabeth for the 1st 
day. College students 
did independent outdoor 
work on the 2nd day, as 
instructed by Elizabeth.

Table 1 Overview of Practicum 
3 delivery in the Summer of 
2021
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The delivery of this course was in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
its impact cannot be ignored. As was noted in a global survey, the “pandemic has 
negatively impacted the social and quality of life of post-secondary students and staff 
globally” (Nowrouzi-Kia et al., 2022, p. 8). In our case, planning for the delivery of 
the course presented challenges such as constantly changing restrictions and regula-
tions on the numbers of people allowed for indoor and outdoor gatherings, limited 
access to the college building, college students needing to isolate at home or being 
sick, and finding practicum placements for them for May and June. College students 
were placed in practicum settings that were willing to host despite the pandemic; 
however, the instructor was only permitted to visit these settings virtually.

The weekly seminar portion of the course would normally have been delivered 
in person, but meeting in person was prohibited, thus the course shifted to an online 
platform for these sessions for the semester. Linda particularly found the separation 
of time, space and shared experiences limited her ability to grasp how the theory was 
being synthesized. Elizabeth, on the other hand, was able to share outdoor experi-
ences with the group, and though some college students were apprehensive at first, 
she noticed they were relieved to finally have some contact with their peers and with 
their instructor after so much online learning since the beginning of the pandemic 
over a year before this course.

We, as early childhood education instructors, are not alone in having experienced 
challenges teaching during the pandemic. van Groll and Kummen (2021) note that 
“COVID-19 created conditions for learning that were unprecedented in [their] teach-
ing lifetimes” (p. 31) and required early childhood education instructors to “think 
imaginatively to create supportive pedagogical spaces for future early childhood 
educators” (p. 31). Many post-secondary institutions around the world pivoted to 
online platforms during the pandemic. Kim (2020) shared that they, too, pivoted due 
to COVID-19 and redesigned a practicum course for early childhood education stu-
dents. Doreleyers and Knighton (2020) wrote that although transitioning to online 
learning provided an opportunity for learners to continue their coursework, this posed 
a challenge for college students who may not have been used to this format, a chal-
lenge that was exacerbated by the ongoing stress of coping with the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Though our focus with this article is not on the effects of the pandemic, the 
fact that this study was conducted during this time is important in providing context. 
We felt fortunate that the outdoor focus of the course aligned with practicum goals 
and that, by July, groups were permitted to gather outside, thus allowing for a portion 
of group learning.

Methods

To best answer our research questions about college student experiences of the practi-
cum course, the ways in which the course structure, materials, readings, and settings 
may have promoted meaningful learning of outdoor pedagogy, we looked at several 
data points. Our primary source was the course’s final assignment, due on the last 
day of the course. The assignment is entitled “Reflective Pedagogical Documenta-
tion.” The college students are asked to reflect, document, and ultimately share their 
learning journey in a PowerPoint presentation (or similar software). The presentation 
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consisted of 10 slides, each with a concept or theme related to the course content and 
experiences (these can vary somewhat as instructors may want to pick the significant 
topics during their term). In the summer 2021 term, the ten topics for the assignment 
are shown in Table 2.

The college students were encouraged to include visuals and learning artifacts 
(e.g., photos, quotes by children, drawings, audio clips) within each slide and to tell 
their own story, thus also providing an opportunity to practice documentation skills 
that they would apply in their profession, to show children’s learning. Having these 
reflections as data allowed us to “draw on the knowledge and understanding that 
individuals bring to an experience” (Telford, 2020, p. 52) and to examine the mean-
ingful learning gained from the course as described by the students themselves. Of 
course, we acknowledge that drawing data from college student assignments can be 
problematic, since they may enhance their reflections to gain a higher grade or may 
not put in effort into meaningfully reflecting on each theme. Yet, this seemed like an 
effective way to obtain learner perspectives without asking them to do extra work, 
such as participate in focus groups or surveys, at a time when learners generally were 
struggling with pandemic-related personal challenges.

Additionally, both instructors observed the class, paying attention to reactions, 
comments, and behaviours, as well as the college students’ interests, during their 
time teaching the class. Elizabeth took photographs when she met with the class for 
outdoor practicum days, to document the learning activities. These were shared with 
Linda and discussed throughout the analysis process. Finally, written reflections were 
produced by each researcher, individually, following their experience teaching half 
of the course. Given that Elizabeth was meeting physically with the college students, 
her five page reflection and description of each week provided an opportunity to 
validate some of the findings.

Researcher positioning

It is common practice in phenomenological research to suspend the researchers’ natu-
ral attitudes, beliefs, assumptions, and opinions - referred to as bracketing - in an 
attempt to prevent these beliefs and attitudes from distorting findings (Stolz, 2020). 
The role of bracketing is contested, but one of the keys to gaining rich understand-
ing of an experience is “through the adoption of a non-theoretical and unprejudiced 

Slide Topic
1 Planning and presenting outdoor provocations
2 Creating webbing for planning
3 Seminar discussions and learning activities
4 Individual learning activities and reflections
5 Understanding of outdoor play/pedagogy
6 Personal connection to the land/place
7 Level of comfort and enthusiasm for bringing 

children outdoors in all weather
8 Personal goals
9 Relationship building
10 Personal top learning moments

Table 2 List of topics for 
students to cover in their final 
assignment
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standpoint leading to the creation of a relationship of deep understanding, empa-
thy and indwelling with research participants” (Telford, 2020, p. 53). Our role as 
instructors as well as researchers, is referred to as “insider research” by Bulk and 
Collins (2023). The authors write, “We argue that insiderness is more than shar-
ing characteristics: it is a situated, fluctuating, and ‘felt’ experience. The complexi-
ties, judgments, and emotional labor associated with insider research can challenge 
researchers in potentially very personal and unexpected ways” (p. 1). The insiderness 
we experienced as researchers both created an opportunity to gain direct insight into 
the course experience and the potential for influencing our findings due to our biases 
and intended outcomes of the course. We intentionally did not apply a strict bracket-
ing process, and were rather inspired by more recent phenomenological approaches, 
where the researcher may reflect on their experience and how it may be influencing 
the research process (Nazir, 2016). Understanding that it was impossible for us to 
remove ourselves from the research, we instead made our identities as researchers 
and instructors part of the research process.

Participants and ethical approval

At the beginning of the term, the study was presented to the class of 17 college stu-
dents who were also pre-service early childhood educators (henceforth referred to as 
college students or pre-service educators), and they were invited to ask any questions 
or bring up any concerns to a contact within the department, to avoid discomfort 
in bringing up concerns to their current instructors. The class was naturalistically 
observed throughout the term (as part of our role as instructors) and in the last weeks 
of class we invited college students to contribute their final assignment as part of 
the study. A consent form was sent digitally and responses tracked by a department 
administrator. Hard copies were also provided during the last class, at which time 
the instructors walked away from the group, allowing them time to decide in pri-
vate. Signed consent forms were placed in an envelope that was then sealed by a 
college student before the instructors returned to the group. To meet ethical require-
ments, assignments were graded, and final course grades were posted before either 
researcher knew which college students had consented to participate in the study. 
Written consent to analyze their final assignment was granted by 15 pre-service edu-
cators, thus two assignments were not included as data. The study was approved by 
the Bow Valley College Research Ethics Board.

Analysis

In order to locate significant statements (Creswell, 2013) in the college student 
assignments, we both carefully re-read the final assignments and independently listed 
sentences or phrases that seemed significant. We specifically looked for sentences 
that seemed to allude to college students’ personal growth and learning, changes in 
their attitudes, and meaningful events from the course, rather than descriptive writ-
ing and direct references to course materials. We focused on the last slide of college 
students’ “personal top moments” of the course, as this was not driven by a particular 
theme. Linda identified 19 statements pertaining to a growth in understanding of 
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outdoor pedagogy and 13 that alluded to meaningful learning experiences, Elizabeth 
identified 39 and 47, respectively. For each passage we wrote a brief interpretation or 
summary. We then compared our findings and discussed the 18 passages that we had 
both highlighted, and again wrote a brief interpretation that served as a code. These 
codes were combined and grouped in various ways, until six themes emerged that we 
agreed represented the findings.

Findings

Six main themes emerged from analysis of the data that highlight the meaningful 
aspects of the course experienced by the college students: (1) Embracing and prepar-
ing for the weather; (2) Learning from and with children; (3) Deepening a personal 
connection to nature and the Land; (4) Group discussions and building relationships; 
(5) Diversity of perspectives; (6) Increased understanding of the educator’s role. In 
this section, we describe and interpret each theme, and provide examples of signifi-
cant statements from the college students.

Embracing and preparing for the weather

While teaching this course, we discovered a variety of attitudes, experiences and 
responses to weather based on each college students’ personal life story or narrative. 
Many college students in the program were raised outside of Canada in warmer cli-
mates, so the idea of outdoor play during inclement weather is new, as demonstrated 
by this quote:

Being a new immigrant to Canada, I used to think that children will not like 
being outside in the cold, or that they will get sick from being outside in the 
cold fresh air. However, this practicum helped me to understand how playing 
outside in all weather present their own unique opportunities for exploration 
and learning, and child’s overall development.

The approach of preparing for all weather conditions was discussed and practiced 
over the duration of the practicum. Sometimes the college students had concerns 
about upcoming weather such as rain, only to find that it was not an issue. Our goal 
was to support college students in becoming part of the weathering world (Rooney, 
2018) and to learn to be flexible and adaptable, as weather can teach us (Smith, 
2020). This pre-service educator reflects on what she learned about preparing for the 
weather after her field experience placed in an outdoor program:

I am grateful that I got to experience an outdoor practicum site and see the 
challenges and preparations that occur during severely rainy and hot weather. If 
you have the required layers and gear needed for all types of weather, you are 
always comfortable.
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This quote demonstrates the growth and learning that can come from experiencing a 
practicum placement in an outdoor program. We found that the combination of dis-
cussing with peers and instructors, reading from the textbook, experiencing weather 
for themselves, and reflecting on their own values was helpful to support the college 
students’ learning. In the case of this class, given the international background of 
many of the college students, additional support was warranted, and their own fears 
needed to be addressed in a respectful manner in order to help them develop confi-
dence being outdoors.

Learning from and with children

The college students often reflected on the value of learning about outdoor nature-
based learning along with children. In having to lead and deliver outdoor child-
centered experiences while placed in a childcare center for six weeks, the college 
students saw the children’s reactions to their provocations, which provided valuable 
feedback. In some cases, the outdoor experiences did not go as planned, for example 
if it started raining, and the college students had to quickly adapt. The following 
quotes from two of the student assignments demonstrate the importance of experi-
encing outdoor play and learning along with children:

I found that children were more involved in exploring materials and making 
their own play rather than in the way I planned and directed to them.
I feel I have developed a deeper understanding of outdoor pedagogy and play 
throughout this semester, being able to implement activities outdoors to see 
what interests children while also allowing them the freedom of child led play.

Through learning directly from their experiences with the children, the college stu-
dents gained understanding of children’s needs and interests in an outdoor envi-
ronment. Inquiry-led learning is central to nature-based educational approaches 
(Anderson et al., 2017; Merrick, 2019), therefore allowing pre-service educators to 
learn along with children was imperative. Though we were unable to place everyone 
in nature-based programs such as forest schools, in the second half of the course, the 
college students were able to compare their experience to those of their peers which 
provided insight into different approaches. As one pre-service educator noticed, the 
children’s behaviours provided key learning:

Even the play environment had a profound effect on how the children used the 
provocations. I observed that when I set the provocations outdoors, the children 
are more engaged, cheerful and creative in their learning activities.

Through intentional outdoor provocations, the college students discovered a change 
in how the children interact with one another within the outdoor environment. This 
echoes what Wolf et al. (2022) suggest, that outdoor learning is more relevant when 
pre-service teachers can observe the ways in which children learn outdoors.

1 3



Journal of Outdoor and Environmental Education

Deepening a personal connection to nature and the land

With the college students having the opportunity to experience the outdoor environ-
ment directly through facilitated learning activities and without the pressure of a 
group of children to lead and care for, an opening was created for them to reflect 
on their own values and spend time, both with classmates and alone, immersed in a 
variety of natural environments. The college students took to this format quickly and 
became increasingly comfortable as weeks went on in the second part of the course. 
Figure 1 shows the class exploring the Bow River, in an area where none had been 
before, just a short walk from the college.

The two following quotes provide examples of how much the college students 
gained from having the opportunity and motivation to walk around local parks and 
natural spaces:

To the places I visited throughout practicum I can say I built many connections 
to the land(s). I learned and discovered my surroundings, the beauty of nature 
within itself and history beyond that.
Like a child, I was so excited with all the new, interesting and picturesque sur-
rounding. It was a very sensorial experience. Feeling the wind, the different 
smells wafting from all directions, the different sounds around me – birds chirp-
ing, people talking, the crunch of stones under our feet and the peaceful sound 
of rushing water as I walked near the shore of the Bow River.

These quotes from the pre-service educators gave us a glimpse into how learning 
outdoors provides a different educational experience. Gray and Colucci-Gray (2018), 
who explored developing ecological awareness in undergraduate student teachers, 
refer to “enactivism” (p. 343), which involves the body, mind, and environment inter-
connection. When individuals are within a place, making connections to that space 

Fig. 1 . College Students spend time reflecting on the gift of water by the Bow River
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and place with their mind and body, they are “coming to know” (p. 344) about them-
selves and their environment, which was also observed in our study.

Additionally, the Thursday individual nature experiences also seemed quite mean-
ingful for some college students. For example, one wrote the following:

My most favorite individual learning is the Week 13 Sit Spot Reflection. It is 
not often that I get to sit and reflect. Doing that Week 13 activity gave me a new 
perspective on the importance of sitting down and looking at things in a deeper 
way. I was able to see and thought of how the sky connects me with my family 
back home in India.

Slowing down and pausing is imperative to aid college students connection to the 
outdoors, referred to as a slow pedagogy (Clarke, 2023). Researchers Payne and Wat-
tchow (2009) point out, “A slow pedagogy, or ecopedagogy, allows us to pause or 
dwell in spaces for more than a fleeting moment and, therefore, encourages us to 
attach and receive meaning from that place” (p. 16). Through the act of slowing 
down, we allowed space for this college student to be able to connect back to her 
family and her personal experience, enriching the moment of the sit spot.

Educators need to have a positive personal connection to nature if they are to bring 
children outside, to embrace all weather, and to think creatively about how to lead 
play and learning in an ever-changing environment. It appears that this group of col-
lege students appreciated the opportunity to meaningfully engage with the land and 
gain an understanding of the local environs. Building up college students’ apprecia-
tion for nature could be a first step in preparing them to include outdoor pedagogy in 
their later practice as educators.

Group discussions and building relationships

In the first half of the course, the college students and I, Linda, only met together 
online in weekly seminar class. To facilitate relationship building online is more chal-
lenging; however, by placing college students in smaller groups each week, I noticed 
that they were still able to make connections with one another. As this college student 
notes, the online format provided some initial comfort and security, as “even though 
it is online, seminar discussion is a big help for me because I feel scared or rather shy 
talking in front of other people” (quote from pre-service educator).

While the online teaching format offered the college students and instructor the 
ability to collaborate safely from home; learning about outdoor pedagogy indoors 
is counter-intuitive. In the second part of the course, the college students discovered 
that meeting in person offered them so much more in terms of relationships and play-
ful collaboration. As Elizabeth wrote in her journal after the third week of outdoor 
class, “we started by going around the circle and sharing how everyone was feeling 
and how confident they were in taking children outdoors. Already, the students are 
sharing that their confidence has increased over the last couple of weeks.” Having 
this space to share as a group was key. It allowed me, Elizabeth, to meet the college 
students where they were at, and for them to feel heard. One college student wrote 
about her experience with her classmates:
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We also worked together to assess different parks for risks and hazards and 
working together allowed us to each share things that we may not have oth-
erwise thought of. I also enjoyed building a chair with some classmates from 
natural materials and winning as a team because we worked together and put 
our ideas together in making a durable chair out of nature’s gifts.
Participating in learning activities as a group, such as filling out a risk assess-
ment sheet for a park or making a chair out of natural materials, allowed the 
college students to experience the growth of their own relationships while 
engaging with the outdoor environment. In Fig. 2, college students are seen 
playing in the water as part of a role-playing exercise where some were pre-
tending to play, and others were practicing educator’s skills like observation 
and note-taking.

Community building is arguably and important factor to consider withing post-sec-
ondary teaching approaches. When students have the opportunity to be playful, as in 
the above photograph, and share in the silliness of getting wet and pretending to be 
children, they can learn alongside each other. In a similar vein, the following quote 
demonstrates how friendships can be created through learning in a community:

Doing the provocations and activities with my classmates also allowed me to 
build friendships with people in the same field. It was nice to share our ideas 
and have like-minded people to talk to.

Fig. 2 . College Students engage in a playful role-playing exercise
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Playful experiences outdoors created space for connecting with others, which echoes 
Dietze and Kashin (2024), “Through play, adults learn many valuable skills, includ-
ing relationship skills, communication, innovation, problem solving, and visualiza-
tion” (p. 59). Through offering opportunities for the group to be playful, whether 
online or in person, students were engaged in a learning community where they built 
relationships and communicated with peers.

Diversity of perspectives

Providing a diversity of perspectives is important in early childhood teacher educa-
tion. Not only did this particular class have two instructors, but several guest pre-
senters were invited to share with the class. These included one online presentation 
and three presenters during the outdoor practicum days led by Elizabeth. For exam-
ple, Fig. 3 shows the class listening to a presenter discuss her outdoor program for 
families.

This allowed students to hear from practitioners and to hear of the various ways 
that outdoor educational experiences can be implemented for young children. Several 
students highlighted the presenters and diversity of perspectives in their reflection 
assignment.

Further, as part of the course curriculum, multiple connections were made to 
Indigenous knowledge and practices. We agree with Lees et al. (2021) that this is key 
to dismantling settler colonial narratives that largely guide the field of early child-
hood education. Thus, to support a stronger connection to the land and to further 
acquaint the college students to the local Indigenous teachings, specific information 
was shared within the course from Indigenous writers and individual learning activi-
ties were also assigned to the students. As noted by one college student, an activity 
based around the medicine wheel was a meaningful aspect of the course:

Fig. 3 . The students listen to a guest presenter talk about her outdoor program for families
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The medicine wheel was one of the activities that helped me better understand 
the different aspects of my personality. I think that this will be my responsibil-
ity to teach children about the importance of the medicine wheel at early age. 
As stated, this will help them to remain balanced at the center of the wheel 
while developing equally the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual aspects 
of one’s personality.

College students also heard directly from an Elder who came to share his water teach-
ings with the class during one of the outdoor practicum days. When the Elder spoke 
to the college students, his blessing in Blackfoot transcended understanding. Both of 
us observed the students to be very attentive and interested. As he continued to speak, 
fluctuating between English and Blackfoot, his style of speech coincided with a pro-
cess of connecting with the world, land, and water, supporting the college students to 
think about their own cultures and how they connect to his teachings. One pre-service 
educator reflected that the Indigenous content had been meaningful to her:

I have always had a personal connection to nature and the land it grows on. As 
I learned more about the Indigenous culture, beliefs and values throughout my 
courses, I noticed a correlation to my own beliefs and practices towards land 
and Mother Earth. Learning about Indigenous knowledges gave deeper mean-
ing to the values and beliefs I had started to develop.

Having a variety of perspectives and an emphasis on Indigenous worldviews shared 
throughout the course seems to have enriched the college student’s learning experi-
ence about outdoor pedagogy. It is not surprising that the college students reported 
that this was important to their learning. As instructors we hoped our class would 
remember that the land and nature cannot be separate from humans and for them to 
value their own ecological identities as educators (Gray & Colucci-Gray, 2018).

Increased understanding of the educator’s role

In addition to the above themes, the students seem to connect outdoor pedagogy to 
their role as future educators. We found this to be an unexpected theme as it was less 
focused on content from the course than the others. One student wrote:

I fully understand the benefits of outdoor play to children. I saw how authentic 
the play was. I witnessed the pure joy and the child-initiated play. This experi-
ence was so rich that it inspired me to offer more play-based, child-led experi-
ence, step back, and be amazed to witness a mighty learner and citizen emerge 
in a child. This experience also re-emphasized my role as a role model and 
supporting the children’s right to play outdoors.

Woven into the comment from the student is the view of the “mighty learner and 
citizen” (Makovichuk et al., 2014, p. 39) which is a key component from the Alberta 
Early Learning and Care Framework. The quote speaks to a sense of responsibility 
that early childhood educators have in providing opportunities for children’s outdoor 
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play and learning. There is an understanding that what outdoor environments provide 
is different than anything an indoor early childhood environment can provide. As 
Dietze and Kashin (2016) wrote, “children’s curiosity and learning is triggered in 
spaces and places where unique materials and resources are available, and are influ-
enced by adults that support their sense of wonderment” (p. 1). College students in 
this study seem to have gained an understanding that this is part of their job as educa-
tors. Another college student quote echoes this:

I conclude that after I learned the benefits of outdoor play, I am willing to 
take a risk and promote outdoor play in my personal and professional practice. 
Our job as educators is to make sure that children are safe, but safety should 
not mean the absence of risks. When an adults show positive attitudes about 
outdoor the children would adopt the desire to be more outdoor in any type of 
weather.
In addition to content knowledge of outdoor pedagogy and increased skills in 
delivering outdoor, nature-based early learning, students in this course appear 
to have additionally learned of their important role in facilitating children’s 
outdoor play and learning.

Discussion

In this section, we discuss the findings of our study in a broader context, including 
possible implications for other post-secondary instructors in the field of early child-
hood education. Primarily, we believe that a few key approaches can guide effec-
tive delivery of outdoor and nature-based early childhood practicum experiences or 
applied courses: (1) Relationships and local collaborations, (2) Reflective practice, 
and (3) Ongoing communication about the learning format.

First, we echo one of the main themes found in Wolf et al.’s (2022) research on 
outdoor education in initial teacher training from early childhood to secondary edu-
cation, which was collaboration and partnerships. When it comes to finding suitable 
sites for pre-service teachers and educators to experience a nature-based pedagogical 
approach, relationships with local providers are key. Such programs are often smaller 
and private (at least in Canada) and networking on the part of instructors is important 
in order to be able to place students in quality programs with teacher mentors that 
demonstrate a commitment to outdoor play and learning. Further, as Wolf et al. (2022) 
note, collaboration or partnerships with the local community – for example botani-
cal gardens, schools, or community members – can enhance place-based education. 
These authors note that “when PSTs [pre-service teachers] explore place-responsive 
education they learn how to utilize local people and places in their teaching” (p. 207). 
In our experience, local collaborations can help create a richer experience. Relation-
ships pre-service educators develop with each other, with instructors, with teacher 
mentors, and with children are central to any practicum experience, and in the case of 
an outdoor practicum, relationship with the land can be added to this list.
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Second, reflection is a crucial part of student learning and particularly teacher train-
ing given that educators will need to be skilled at reflecting on children’s learning and 
their own pedagogical approach (Foong et al., 2018). Thus, having the space and time 
to reflect, both individually and collectively, through experiences facilitated by the 
instructors can ensure that the practicum experience is meaningful. College students 
can examine new experiences, fears, concerns, excitement through the lens of their 
own experience and potentially develop an increased sense of safety and comfort in a 
natural environment. Including reflective course assignments along with field-based 
experiences can help pre-service teachers to process their experiences. This type of 
reflection is “an important tool that promotes thinking about new knowledge they 
[the pre-service educators] are gaining from the experience as well as self-assessing 
areas of strengths and areas in need for improvement to become an effective teacher” 
(La Paro et al., 2018, p. 372). While in our case, the final assignment for the course 
was individual in nature, we would encourage instructors to explore collective reflec-
tion techniques, which have been shown to provide more opportunities for higher 
level thinking than individual reflection for pre-service early childhood educators 
(Foong et al., 2018). For international students studying in Canada where the climate 
and natural landscapes differ from their home countries, a reflective and experiential 
approach to outdoor education was vital.

Third, ongoing communication about the learning format is important for any 
learning that takes place in a non-traditional setting, as students may need extra guid-
ance. With our class format switching half-way through and with the outdoor days, it 
was imperative that we reassure students. Here, we draw a parallel between prepar-
ing students to suddenly learn online and preparing students to learn outside. As Kim 
(2020) noted, “good communication was the key to better online teaching” (p. 151) 
and we believe that similarly, good communication is key to better outdoor teaching, 
especially with students who are less familiar with local climate and weather (e.g., 
snow or heat). In the second part of the course, students had a chance to discuss how 
to prepare for the outdoor days during the online seminar, which was the day before. 
As such, Elizabeth and the students would check the weather together and review 
what to wear and bring to be comfortable outside for a few hours. This helped allevi-
ate student anxiety and develop a sense of community.

At the outset of this study, we first asked: How do early childhood education stu-
dents experience a practicum course focused on nature-based learning and outdoor 
play?

We also inquired: In what ways did the course structure, materials, readings, and 
setting promote meaningful learning of outdoor pedagogy? In response to these ques-
tions, we found notable answers. Students responded positively to this new practi-
cum course and their reflections deepened once they were able to engage together 
in person in outdoor settings. The learning materials from the course became more 
meaningful when students met weekly in outdoor settings where theory came alive 
through action and discussion. Experiential learning allowed students to embody the 
knowledge gained.
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Study limitations

Our study presents several limitations. One of them is a potential difference in the 
researcher’s approach to highlighting the significant statements, given the differ-
ence in number of statements found by each person. Given that our analysis process 
was not a systematic approach with a shared code book, but rather a more intuitive 
approach, we feel this was the result of researchers having a different lens and com-
ing from a different perspective, which enriches the overall process and provided us 
with a starting point at which to start discussing our findings.

Next, due to the nature of the data collected, we as researchers realize that the col-
lege students may have written what they believed the instructors would want to hear; 
however, the overall impression we gained from analyzing the data provides us with 
insightful and meaningful reflections nonetheless. We also coupled the data from 
assignments with our observations and reflections of the class experience and found 
that they corroborated our themes. Last, we acknowledge, that there was a potential 
overlap between the 10 themes provided for the final assignment and the research 
finding themes, however, most of the themes for the assignment were broad and did 
not speak to particular content or experiences (e.g., “seminar discussions and learn-
ing activities,” “personal goals,” “personal top learning moments”). Two of our find-
ing themes do somewhat overlap with the assignment themes (Deepening a personal 
connection to nature and the Land and Group discussions and building relationships), 
thus further exploration may be needed to nuance these findings.

Conclusion

Nature pedagogy and outdoor learning are at the forefront in the field of early child-
hood education in North America and beyond. As instructors, we were motivated to 
document our practices and to examine student experiences of a newly developed 
practicum course focused on outdoor pedagogy. Our research revealed several impor-
tant aspects of the course that seemed meaningful to the students: (1) Embracing 
and preparing for the weather; (2) Learning from and with children; (3) Deepening 
a personal connection to nature and the Land; (4) Group discussions and building 
relationships; (5) Diversity of perspectives; (6) Increased understanding of the educa-
tor’s role. All these aspects together created a learning experience which was holistic, 
experiential, and diverse.

One of our primary reflections on this study – and this is case-specific but may 
nevertheless help inform other practice and research settings – relates to the particu-
lar uniqueness of teaching an outdoor course to a primarily non-Canadian group of 
college students. We suggest that in the case of students who may be less accustomed 
to the weather and climate of the teaching settings (e.g., international students) or 
who may not have personal values that align with the outdoor pedagogy model, it is 
imperative to offer embodied, lived experiences of nature and the outdoors as well as 
space to reflection on these experiences. Another of our closing reflections pertains 
to the challenge of assigning college students to appropriate sites for their practicum. 
Nature-based sites are still not the norm, therefore in our case it was not always pos-
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sible to find suitable mentors and sites that would demonstrate the theory we wanted 
the students to learn. Here, we suggest that potentially shortening these placements 
to even out the student experiences and offering times to unpack their various place-
ments through the course may be useful.

Finally, we suggest that further research could be conducted to enhance under-
standing of how students may be including outdoor pedagogy in their practice after 
graduation, as well as how the learning experience may differ based on seasons, 
instructor or simply in a context that is not affected by COVID-19. This outdoor 
practicum course continues to be successfully delivered with seminar classes occur-
ring in person, in outdoor spaces and places. Students join a wider variety of pract-
icum sites and remain in these sites for the duration of the practicum course (15 
weeks). We encourage other post-secondary instructors to document and share their 
teaching practices so that outdoor teaching and learning can be improved for early 
childhood education students.
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