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Abstract 

 
Because parents have been found to ultimately influence the degree to which their 

children have contact with the natural world (Chawla, 2015; Clements, 2004; Louv, 2005, 

Rivkin, 1998; Sobel, 2008), the parent-child-nature relationship (PCNR) was identified as 

the main area of interest for the research reported in this thesis. Family nature clubs have 

been recognized as platforms from which to achieve the parental engagement critical in 

fostering contact between children and natural settings and to nurture children’s interest 

in and concern for nature. Qualitative research approaches were employed to study the 

PCNR during an eight-week case study of a family nature club that included 11 

participating families. The study was grounded in phenomenological and ethnographic 

methods including entry interviews, field observations, parents’ journal reflections and a 

concluding focus group. The observations and self-reflections made by the parents during 

the period of the case study provided new insights about the value of experiences in 

nature for their children and families and included developing an appreciation of nature 

as a safe partner in their children’s experiences and of the importance of following the 

child’s lead in the process.	

 

 Keywords: Family nature clubs, parent-child-nature relationship 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Statement of Problem 

 
Western society’s dissociation from nature has sparked a worldwide call to action. 

Recent years have seen a general increase in awareness of how a human-nature 

connection can have positive implications for human well-being and the overall health of 

the planet (Louv, 2008). As a result, a worldwide movement to reconnect children with 

nature is underway. In 2006, the Children & Nature Network, a non-profit organization, 

was formed to track, support and lead the movement to reconnect children to nature. 

The Children and Nature Network has identified parental influences on their 

children’s engagement with nature as an important focus for program development and 

research. In recent U.S. studies parents were asked to identify barriers that are limiting 

the amount of time children spend playing outdoors.  Identified barriers included fear of 

crime, safety and electronic diversions (Clements, 2004). However, research conducted 

by Louise Chawla (1999) affirms the value that positive experiences in nature with 

family role models who share an appreciation for nature can serve as the single biggest 

predictor of a conservation ethic in later life. Chawla’s research suggests that, rather than 

putting the focus largely on barriers to the amount of time spent outside, we can begin to 

look at the qualities of the parent-child-nature relationship (PCNR) to help build a more 

complete picture.  Because parents ultimately decide how their children spend much of 

their time, parental engagement may be a key element in sustaining children’s 

relationships with the natural world.  As an assumption in the research for the thesis 

outlined here, I propose that, to successfully reconnect children to nature, we should 
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engage, support and reconnect parents as key parts of the process and that family nature 

clubs (FNCs) can offer a platform to aid in this task.  

Researcher’s Perspective  

As an environmental educator for most of my career, my efforts to build 

environmental awareness and nature connections have been mostly through direct 

experiences in nature with both students and teachers. As a parent of a four-year-old, my 

current focus is on providing meaningful experiences in nature for my son as part of his 

early development. When he was two years old, I aspired to provide more purposeful 

nature-based experiences in urban environments. I began to reflect on these early 

experiences in the urban wild together. These early reflections began to reveal an 

important evolving relationship in which nature was an intimate partner. I began to sense 

an important dynamic between my son, nature and myself. Through reflecting on my 

experience exploring the natural world with my son, I became embedded in this evolving 

process, which was providing me with a deeper way to know my son, and understand our 

relationship and myself as a parent.   Eventually, as part of my thesis development, I 

would reflect on these early experiences as exploring the parent-child-nature relationship 

(PCNR).  

Below is an example of one of my early reflections on the PCNR experience; 

Snacks and New Understandings 

I found that there was a strong pull for me to try and teach and lead you while we 

were exploring in a natural setting in order to share a "nature experience."   I 

don't know if that is my training as an environmental educator, as a human being, 

or what I think my role as a parent is...most likely a blend of all the above. I am 

disappointed when you don't want to go outside. I also fear the possibility of 
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pushing you away from building a bond with the natural world because it was 

something I wanted badly for you. It was hard to let go of intended outcomes I 

had for our urban wild adventures together. I definitely held expectations for 

what we were going to achieve on our explorations. What I learned was when I 

slowed down and just let the experience unfold, the best that I could, the more 

present I felt and the more we actually shared and experienced together. I found 

that what you mostly wanted to do when the two of us set out on a new urban wild 

adventure was to sit and snack... when I just wanted to go. It was hard for me to 

sit somewhere that I hadn't intended to sit. I don't know that you were always 

hungry but I began to think it was a comfort thing — giving you an opportunity to 

observe your new surroundings. Whichever the circumstances, after a snack and 

both of us sitting still, I felt a sense of “letting go of expectations” and a new level 

of comfort arriving for you. This was often followed by your nearby exploration: 

picking up cones, leaves and grass.  Eventually this nearby exploration would 

turn into you wandering surprisingly far from me in pursuit of a curiosity. This 

was the first time I had really experienced this with you. I often referred to you as 

my “lap child” - loving to stay close. I felt a mix of pride, excitement and 

cautiousness. I remember feeling that perhaps our urban wild adventures were 

offering me a deeper way to know you, our relationship and myself as a parent.  

 

 (Alex O’Rourke, Blog Post, Reflecting Back Fall 2014) 
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Figure 1. Oct. 9th, 2014: Exploring nearby nature with my son 

 

Motivated to provide more intentional nature-based experiences for my family, I 

founded Urban Wild Family Nature Club in October 2014. The goal of the club is to 

encourage families to explore local natural settings together throughout the seasons in the 

city of Calgary, Alberta, Canada. The basic recipe for the approach employed in my club 

is a sprinkle of nature-inspired activities, a scoop of family-led nature walks and a dollop 

of child-led explorations. My audiences have been children between the ages of one 

month and 10 years, their parents and relatives. My FNC has joined a nationwide 

movement of families reconnecting with nature through the Canadian Wildlife 

Federation’s 2015 initiative: Wild Family Nature Clubs (Canadian Wildlife Federation, 

2015). 

Chiara D’Amore (2015) was the first person to conduct research focused on FNCs 

in the U.S. and her research significantly contributed to the understanding of FNC design, 

club participants, leaders and the effects of their participation. Results of D’Amore’s 
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study indicate that there are numerous positive effects of participation in a FNC such as 

“… enhanced overall well-being; enhanced family connections and well-being; enhanced 

social connections; meaningful experiences; increased knowledge of and connection with 

nature; more time spent in nature; and greater environmental and social action” (2015, p. 

278). Her results further validated my curiosity to explore the experience of the PCNR as 

part of a FNC for my Masters research. 

Based on my own observations, family nature clubs are unique to environmental 

education, in that the experience is inclusive of both parents and their children. Continued 

research on FNCs is important for providing insight into the phenomenon of the PCNR 

and how this relationship can be further nurtured and supported as part of the process of 

reconnecting people with nature. With parents as my co-researchers, my research set out 

to explore the phenomenon of the PCNR in the context of an eight-week case study of a 

FNC in spring 2016, in the city of Calgary, AB Canada.  

Research Questions 

1. What is the effect of the PCNR on parents in an eight-week FNC 

program? 

2. What characteristics of the PCNR are seen in an eight-week case study of 

families involved in a FNC? 

3. How do the participants view the effects of the eight-week FNC 

experience on their children within the PCNR? 

The Parent-Child-Nature Study Triad 

The parent-child-nature (PCN) study triad is a framework I developed to ground 

myself in the PCNR phenomenon prior to commencing the case study. An important 
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characteristic of the PCN study triad model is seen in the acknowledgment of nature 

as an additional partner in the parent-child relationship — the inspiration for the 

triangular shape. As Figure 2 below illustrates, there are three edges to the PCN study 

triad: the parent-child relationship (PCR), the parent-nature relationship (PNR) and 

the child-nature relationship (CNR). The utility of the PCN study triad evolved over 

the course of the case study through an inductive process leading to further 

understanding and appreciation of this interesting and complex proposed relationship. 

The PCN study triad, its utility in this case study and evolution, is further discussed in 

the Results and Discussion chapter. 

 

 
Figure 2. The parent-child-nature study triad 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The Children and Nature Movement 

There are several concepts that have helped to inform the worldwide movement to 

reconnect children to nature. Some of the most salient are biophilia, nature-deficit 

disorder, ecophobia, environmental generational amnesia and solastalgia. These concepts 

offer insights into the value of engaging and supporting parents in the movement through 

a family nature club (FNC) experience.  

Biophilia. Edward O. Wilson introduced the hypothesis of “biophilia” in 1984.  

According to Wilson (2013,) biophilia is the recognition that humans have a basic need to 

connect with nature, which developed over evolutionary history. He argued that this 

affiliation with the natural world is biologically embedded in humans and ultimately has 

the potential to provide us with a deeper understanding of ourselves.  

Although not all researchers universally support this hypothesis, Wilson (2013) 

states that psychologists and scholars might do well to consider “… what will happen to 

the human psyche when such a defining part of the evolutionary experience is diminished 

or erased?” (p. 35).  Biophilia is a profound hypothesis that asks us to re-consider our 

understanding of our relationship with the natural world and ultimately our moral 

responsibility to protect it (Wilson, 2013).   

Nature-deficit disorder. In 2005, Richard Louv coined the term “nature-deficit 

disorder” in his best-selling book Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from 

Nature-Deficit Disorder. Although not a medical diagnosis, nature-deficit disorder refers 

to a decrease of human well-being associated with the alienation of humans from nature, 

particularly for children (Children & Nature Network, 2015).  
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Louv’s (2005) book spurred an international movement of influential campaigns, 

policies and programs to reconnect children with nature. One particularly successful 

initiative includes “Leave No Child Inside” (Children & Nature Network, 2015). The 

Leave No Child Inside mantra and practice was adopted in several states and was even 

proposed as legislation at the state and national levels to demonstrate a commitment to 

getting children outside (Louv, 2008). Louv (2008) states: “The children and nature 

movement is fueled by this fundamental idea: the child in nature is an endangered 

species, and the health of children and the health of the Earth are inseparable” (Para. 17). 

The concept of nature-deficit disorder begins to help us create appropriate language 

around a previously unnamed societal change and it helps to focus our efforts in 

developing possible paths forward to mend the human and nature relationship. 

Ecophobia. David Sobel (1996) describes “ecophobia” as the phenomenon 

related to the dissociation of children from the natural world through anxiety-producing 

environmental curricula. Sobel (1996) argues that exposure to global environmental 

issues, such as the destruction of the rainforest, deadly carbon emissions and species 

extinction in the elementary school curriculum is counterproductive. He acknowledges 

that this kind of curriculum is often well intentioned, with the goal being to motivate 

children to care about the natural world and develop a sense of agency to protect it. 

Instead, he provides evidence that the exposure to doom and gloom messages at too 

young an age can result in children developing anxieties about the environment and, in 

turn, lead to a process of dissociation from the natural world. This concept is significant 

as it suggests we may be unintentionally shaping a generation of children to not only play 

less outdoors, but to actually have a fear of the natural world.  
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To counter ecophobia, Sobel (1995) states that our first task as educators and 

parents is to provide opportunities for children to develop a love for the natural world in 

our local communities. “What’s important is that children have the opportunity to bond 

with the natural world, to learn to love it and feel comfortable in it before being asked to 

heal its wounds” (Sobel, 1995, Para. 11).  

Sobel (1995) suggests three age-appropriate stages that match periods of 

childhood development designed to support and nurture a relationship with the natural 

world. First, children three to seven need the opportunity to develop empathy for the 

animals in their local environments; second, children seven to 11 benefit from 

opportunities to explore their local neighborhoods and communities safely; and third, 

children 11 to 14 can work in an empowering way on environmental problems in their 

communities. Sobel’s three recommendations are important guiding principles for parents 

and educators as part of the movement to reconnect children with nature. 

Environmental generational amnesia. “Environmental generational amnesia” is 

a term to describe how each generation is informed about pollution and environmental 

degradation based on their experience on the land as children (Kahn, 2002). The concern 

identified through environmental generational amnesia is that each generation constructs 

a baseline idea of their natural environment. According to Peter Kahn, Jr. (2002),“People 

take the natural environment they encounter during childhood as the norm against which 

they measure environmental degradation later in their life.” (p. 113) Environmental 

degradation has been observed to increase from one generation to the next. Kahn (2002) 

is concerned that “With each ensuing generation, the amount of environmental 

degradation increases, but each generation takes that degraded condition as the non-
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degraded condition, as the normal experience” (p.133).  Kahn coined environmental 

generational amnesia and states that “As we lose daily, intimate positive affiliations with 

nature and accept negative experiences (such as pollution) as the norm, we suffer 

physically and psychologically and hardly know it” (p.113). This concept addresses a 

gradual forgetting, or amnesia, of knowledge and understanding from generation to 

generation of the natural environment — placing it at the heart of the children and nature 

movement and firmly in the midst of the parent-child-nature conversation. 

Kahn (2002) states that a good place to start to mitigate the effects of 

environmental generational amnesia is at its roots — during childhood. He suggests that 

children be provided with varied experiences in nature to compare environmentally 

degraded states with those that are more pristine (Kahn, 2002).  

Solastalgia. Long-term environmental degradation and its accompanying psychiatric 

effects are an emerging area of academic research. Glenn Albrecht (2007) first introduced 

the concept of “solastalgia” which is defined as stress experienced by individuals and 

induced from profound environmental changes where one lives. Indicators of solastalgia 

include “… the loss of ecosystem health and corresponding sense of place, threats to 

personal health and well-being and a sense of injustice and/or powerlessness” (Albrecht, 

2007, p. 96). Unfortunately, he suggests that solastalgia is likely to become a more 

common experience as we move into an uncertain future of climate change which makes 

it all the more important to be proactive in learning how to work with such environmental 

stresses (Albrecht, 2011).  

Section summary. Some of the biggest challenges of our time might be 

technological, however the importance of the human-nature connection becomes clearer 
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when we look at hypotheses like biophilia that tell us our human psyches need nature, 

and concepts like nature-deficit disorder that warn us clearly that we are losing our 

connection to it. Family nature connections work with multiple generations to support the 

aspirations of the children and nature movement to foster and rebuild connections 

between parents, children and nature. Family nature clubs can offer parents the 

opportunity to overcome perceived barriers they may have about children spending time 

in nature, such as crime and safety, and offer support in exploring natural environments 

as a group.  With some of these barriers removed, parents can explore the benefits of 

being in nature with their children. This provides opportunities for families to build a 

curiosity for the natural world together, supporting their biophilic tendencies, while 

countering concerns identified by aforementioned concepts such as nature-deficit 

disorder, ecophobia and solastalgia. Family nature clubs not only provide experiences in 

nature, but have the potential to provide exposure to diverse natural settings within an 

urban environment.  

Kahn’s (2002) generational amnesia hypothesis speaks to his concern for the 

quality of the environmental conditions that children are exposed to without prior 

knowledge of their non-degraded or less degraded states.  Family nature clubs can 

provide a platform to bridge the gap between generational experiences in nature in 

regards to time spent playing outdoors and the quality of the environments in which 

children play. Parents and grandparents can play an important role in providing these 

experiences in nature for their children and grandchildren through sharing stories about 

their childhood relationship with nature, as well as exposing children to places that 

represent their childhood experience. 
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 If the quality of the environmental conditions to which children are exposed are 

increasingly more degraded from generation to generation, as observed by Kahn (2002) 

as integral to his proposed phenomenon of environmental generational amnesia, then I 

propose that the quantity of time children spend playing in natural settings could also be 

applied to the phenomenon of environmental generational amnesia. If true, this raises 

concerns for the amount of time, or lack thereof, that children spend playing outdoors in 

nature, as this norm will inform the quantity of time the next generation of children 

spends playing in nature-based outdoor environments.  

Family nature clubs can offer support through a community of families that may 

provide a path to mitigate some of the effects of solastalgia and stress created through 

environmental doom and gloom. As the effects of solastalgia are predicted to become 

more common as a result of continuing climate change, family nature clubs may be able 

to offer a network of family support for parents to express their anxieties and emotions 

around environmental change and the effects on their PCNR rather than feeling isolated. 

Nature Contact and Childhood Development  

A brief summary of research from 1970-2015. Beyond Wilson’s (2013) 

biophilia hypothesis identifying humans’ evolutionary need to connect to nature, a 

growing body of research has identified a connection between the general well-being and 

healthy development of children, such as cognitive, physical, social and emotional, to 

direct contact with the natural world (Chawla, 2015). Chawla (2015) reviewed research 

from the 1970s to 2015 on the benefits of childhood access to nearby nature. Her review 

sheds light on the diverse benefits nature contact has on healthy childhood development. 

In the following section I will provide a summary of the various methods employed and 
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general findings from research reviewed by Chawla (2015) — confirming the value of 

childhood contact with nature to the well-being of the whole child. 

Chawla (2015) points out that in 1975, thirty years prior to Richard Louv coining 

the term “nature-deficit disorder,” a symposium on Children, Nature and the Urban 

Environment was held in Washington D.C.. This symposium reflected a general concern 

for children’s decreasing contact with nature compared to the previous generation and 

what effects this could have on childhood development (Chawla, 2015). Since that time, 

there has been an increase in academic understanding of the effects that contact with the 

natural world has on the health and well-being of humans. This understanding is even 

more profound when applied to childhood and healthy development (Chawla, 2015).  

Chawla (2015) reviewed research conducted in the 1970s and 80s by Roger Hart, 

Kevin Lynch and Robin Moore which looked extensively at how and where children 

played “…from the front door of their home to the fringes of their known world” 

(Chawla, 2015, p. 436).  These researchers employed a range of methods to gain the 

child’s perspective on their use and experience of their urban environments. These 

methods included, but were not limited to: child-drawn maps, diaries, child-taken photos, 

interviews, image recognition and child-led expeditions (Chawla, 2015).  

American and British children identified natural space during these two decades 

of research as important areas for their child-led play experiences (Chawla, 2015). A 

significant finding from this research conducted on children’s experience of their 

environments defines child-led nature play as an opportunity for the child to experience 

competence (Chawla, 2015). Some examples identified in Hart, Lynch and Moore’s 

research which indicate that contact in nature provides support for a child’s developing 
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sense of competence are: self-paced challenges; creative intelligence; resourcefulness; 

freedom of movement; appropriating space for themselves; quiet retreat and; 

encountering other living things (Chawla, 2015). 

 A similarity that Chawla (2015) identified in research conducted by Hart and 

Moore was in the direct role parents play in facilitating or inhibiting the freedom that 

children experience outdoors. This freedom of experience, described by Chawla (2015) 

as “autonomous world-making”(p. 440) as part of nature-play experiences in childhood, 

was described as a “loss of childhood culture” (p. 440) by the turn of the millennium. In 

2004, Hart returned to the Vermont area where he originally conducted his research in the 

1970s (Chawla, 2015). He observed outdoor play as increasingly more organized and 

supervised by parents. Although Hart acknowledge that increased time with parents had 

benefit, he observed a phenomenon of fear in parents that did not correspond with actual 

levels of threat that was likely impacting the freedom to experience outdoor play for 

children (Chawla, 2015).  

 Chawla (2015) observed that, in the 1990s, most research moved away from the 

ethnographic style of work of Hart, Lynch and Moore to more correlational research 

related to the effects of distance from green spaces or vegetative settings on the health 

and well-being of children. Many of these studies employed measuring levels of cortisol, 

blood pressure and body mass index to investigate degrees of health in children in 

relation to the distance from green spaces (Chawla, 2015). Although not entirely 

consistent, Chawla (2015) noted that many of these studies linked proximity to parks and 

green spaces to lower stress, healthier weight and lower body mass index in children.  
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 With the turn of the millennium, research on the health and well-being of children 

associated with access or distance to green space included investigating cognitive 

functioning, self-control and psychological well-being in children to adolescence 

(Chawla, 2015). In these studies, generally the shorter the distance to or views of green 

spaces was positively correlated to less inattention, hyperactivity and depression in 

children and adolescents (Chawla, 2015).  

Summary. Differences highlighted by Chawla (2015) between research 

conducted in the 1970s and 80s and research conducted in the 1990s to 2015 are 

primarily in the methods employed and the perspectives taken. In earlier research 

conducted by Lynch, Hart and Moore, ethnographic techniques were employed to 

understand the child’s perspective on the value of natural spaces to their nearby play 

experiences. Research conducted in the 1990s to more recent times generally moved 

away from ethnographic approaches to more correlational methods resulting in findings 

in which adults defined the importance of nearby nature in childhood health and 

development. The combined research has contributed significantly to the growing 

academic understanding around the value of nature-based experiences for the health of 

the whole child — alerting our attention to safeguarding a childhood where there is 

freedom to experience play in nature. 

  After extensive review of the literature on the benefits of nature-contact in 

childhood, an area of research that remains to be investigated, identified by Chawla 

(2015), is “…the influence of nature contact on family systems” (p. 446). Specifically 

Chawla (2015) states, “Future research should address how nature affects children and 
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their caretakers together, and how each side may mediate the nature experience for each 

other” (p. 446).  

Executive function development in early childhood. Although not the focus of 

this study, executive functions (EFs) have been identified in the last decade of research as 

essential building blocks in the healthy development of the whole child. In this next 

section, I will review research conducted on the types of activities that promote the 

development of EFs in childhood. In this brief review, I have deliberately followed in the 

footsteps of D’Amore, Charles and Louv (2015) who built a case that current research 

indicates that the development of EFs can be enhanced through unstructured nature-based 

experiences when coupled with the secure attachment of an adult caregiver. This idea, 

sheds some light on the potential for family nature clubs in providing all families access 

to opportunities to foster EFs for the life-long well-being of their children. The coupling 

of leading research on age-appropriate play in nature and EFs is important to my study as 

it identifies a key adult role during nature-based experiences — following the child’s 

lead.   

	 According to the Centre on the Developing Child at Harvard University (2011) 

the life-long well-being and success of an individual starts with the development of 

executive functions (EFs). The Centre on the Developing Child (2011) identifies EFs as 

“…crucial building blocks for the early development of both cognitive and social 

capacities” (p.3). Although humans are not born with EFs, we are born with the capacity 

to develop them — taking root in early childhood (Center on the Developing Child, 

2011).  

D’Amore et al. (2015) highlighted three primary sets of mental processes related 
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to executive functioning skills as generally understood to be working memory, self-

control, and mental flexibility. These key mental processes are the foundation for many 

additional skills that support our general well-being and success in life such as emotional 

control, initiation, planning, organizing and self-monitoring (D'Amore et al., 2015).  

Scientific evidence indicates six types of programs that effectively foster EFs in 

children four – 12 years old from computerized training to martial arts and mindfulness 

practices (Diamond & Lee, 2011). All six program approaches reviewed by Diamond and 

Lee (2011) have two characteristics in common: they are structured and adult-led. 

Diamond and Lee (2011) recommend that programs, which effectively improve EFs, 

incorporate children’s physical, emotional and social development and that further 

research on different activities is required to complete the picture. 

In 2014, researchers looked into the role of less-structured activities in fostering 

EFs in childhood — where children, rather than adults, choose what to do and when 

(Barker et al.,2014). Their findings demonstrated that the more time children spent in less 

structured activities the better the development of self-directed EFs in childhood (Barker 

et al., 2014). An important cognitive outcome of self-directed EFs is self-directed control 

where children use internal cues and reminders to carry out actions (Barker et al., 2014). 

This is in contrast to the nature of the six types of programs reviewed by Diamond and 

Lee  (2011) that yielded gains in children’s externally driven EFs as a result of the adult-

directed structure and predetermined goals of the programs investigated.  

According to current research, executive functions (EFs) have mostly been 

studied in structured indoor contexts. Barker et al.’s (2014) study identified that when 
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children spent more time in unstructured experiences they demonstrated better self-

directed EFs such as self-directed control. Barker et al. (2014) also identified a predictor 

of poorly developed self-directed EFs had direct relation to the more time a child 

participated in structured activities. In addition, Barker et al. (2014) noted that many 

programs where special training for adults is required to provide experiences to foster the 

development of EFs are not accessible to all families.  D’Amore et al. (2015) draws our 

attention to the potential of nature-based experiences in providing an accessible range of 

unstructured activities for families to foster EFs in childhood. 

Physical activity, imagination, cooperation and problem solving are just some of 

the opportunities that nature-based experiences provide children — with minimal tools 

and equipment required by adults to facilitate (D’Amore et al., 2015). D’Amore et al. 

(2015) couples age-appropriate nature-based activities, informed by research conducted 

by David Sobel (2008) and Stephen Kellert (2012), and age-appropriate EFs development 

skills such as focused attention, use of working memory and practice of basic self-control 

skills, to create a tool kit of suggested nature-based activities for use by adult caregivers 

of children. By bringing these two areas of research together to inform their 

recommendations, D’Amore et al. (2015) identified a key role for adults, without special 

training, in facilitating unstructured nature-based experiences for children — following 

the child’s lead.  

Summary. Beyond family nature clubs assisting in helping to facilitate a resilient 

movement to reconnect children and families with nature, they may support families in 

providing unstructured activities and free-play during nature-based experiences that 
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contribute in positive ways to the development of life-long skills associated with the 

success and well-being of our children. However, unstructured outdoor play in childhood 

has declined in recent decades and it has been attributed to many factors documented in 

research. In the following section I will review some of the factors that have impacted 

children’s access to unstructured play outdoors in nature and provide research-based 

recommendations for parents to play a role in restoring this vital aspect of childhood.  

Restoring Unstructured Outdoor Play in Childhood 

The importance of unstructured outdoor play in childhood. The outdoors 

provides children with an enriched environment, identified as key to play, to allow for the 

spontaneity of unstructured play and positive risk-taking experiences necessary to 

promote movement vital for cognitive, social, physical and emotional health of the young 

child (Burdette & Whitaker, 2005; Little & Wyver, 2008; Veitch, Bagley, Ball & Salmon, 

2006). Rivkin (1995) identifies that “…freedom is a basic value to outdoor play” and 

provides children the opportunity to be themselves. She elaborates on this idea of 

freedom during outdoor play: "Not only is there typically more space out-of-doors, there 

is less in that space to bump into, break, or lose parts of. One's body is no longer under 

need of tight control — its capabilities to shout, sing, leap, roll, stretch, and fling are 

unleashed." (Rivkin, 1995, p.11). With all the benefits of unstructured play in the 

outdoors to the overall health and freedom of the child — why is access to this type of 

play declining in childhood? In the next sub-section I will provide a brief summary to 

answer this question. 

A changing culture of childhood play. Recent studies indicate a diversity of 

reasons why the culture of unstructured outdoor play in childhood has changed in recent 
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decades. In this section I will be focusing on a change in parental perceptions of outdoor 

play, as the parent perspective is central to my research. It is important to note that 

research indicates that many parents are aware of the intrinsic value of outdoor play in 

their child’s lives and aspire to provide experiences that build confident, creative and 

independent thinkers (Little & Wyver, 2008). However it has been identified that parental 

fears for their child’s safety primarily results in greater restrictions on children’s 

independent activities – especially outdoors (Chawla, 2015; Clements, 2004; Little 

Wyver, 2008; Louv, 2005, Rivkin, 1998; Sobel, 2008).  

In a 2005 study, a range of factors was identified by parents to influence the 

amount of time Australian children spent in outdoor active free play in urban 

neighborhoods (Veitch et al., 2006). Veitch et al. (2006) identified the following six 

factors through qualitative interviews with 78 parents: safety, child’s level of 

independence, child’s attitudes to active free play, social factors, facilities at parks and 

playgrounds, and environment and urban design. Safety concerns were the most 

frequently reported factor in research conducted by Veitch et al. (2005) to influence 

where children played — as a result of parental concerns around strangers, teens/gangs 

and traffic. Veitch et al. (2005) concluded that parental perceptions are key as “…they 

ultimately influence the extent to which their child’s opportunities for active free play are 

restricted” (p.391). 

To counter some concerns around the safety of outdoor active free play Sobel 

(2011) advocates that parents try to “resist the tide of over protectionism” (p. 26) of 

modern parenting. Instead, as parents, Sobel (2011) advocates, “We should support 

(obviously with some intervention) rather than deny [our children’s] natural 
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inclinations”(p.38). Sobel (2011) also recognizes secure family relationships as a key 

ingredient to building a nature connection for our children. Sobel (2011) asserts that, 

“Bonding within a safe family is a precursor to bonding with the earth” (p.39). The result 

of secure family relationships is a child who is more likely to feel confident exploring the 

world around him or her. 

It is important to qualify active unstructured activity in childhood as different than 

sedentary or passive unstructured time associated with multi-media access (Burdette & 

Whitaker, 2005; Barker et al. , 2014).  Studies indicate that an increase in structured 

activities in childhood is a result of societal pressures emphasizing academic 

achievement, organized sports and cultivating independence at earlier ages (Burdette & 

Whitaker, 2005; Elkind, 2007; Hofferth and Sandberg, 2001; Little & Wyver, 2008; 

Sobel, 2011). The result of this emphasis on achievement earlier in life concerns social 

scientists who feel that childhood is getting lost in the rush of family life and is 

increasingly moving indoors as a result (Elkind, 2007; Sobel, 2011). Current societal 

pressures are beginning to accumulate on the shoulders of parents and are changing the 

concept of “time” — specifically in childhood (Elkind, 2007). Sobel (2011) refers to a 

generalized feeling that today’s American families often fall prey to as “time sickness — 

the feeling that there is never enough time” (p.23).  

Societal pressures and parental fears identified through research continue to 

impede the amount of time children and ultimately families spend outdoors together in an 

unstructured way. Sobel (2011) advocates that the greatest gift that parents can provide 

their children in building a bridge to the natural world is the gift of time by "...making 

sure that the alternative magic of the natural world has enough chances to work on them 
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and take hold during those early years" (p.25). Richard Louv (2005) also identified that 

for the millennial child restoring our connection to the natural world is intimately linked 

to restoring unstructured time in the outdoors. Louv (2005) asserts, “It takes time – loose 

unstructured dreamtime — to experience nature in a meaningful way” (p. 117). Burdette 

and Whitaker (2005) also suggest that parents who participate in unstructured outdoor 

play with their children may also benefit from physical and emotional improvements.  

Nurturing the parent-child-nature relationship. An enhanced parent-child-nature 

relationship (PCNR) may be an important path to restore a childhood where unstructured 

outdoor play is viewed as a significant contributor to the general health of children. In 

1956, Rachel Carson made a plea to American mothers to take the time to cultivate their 

child’s nature-connection in an article titled “Help Your Child to Wonder.” Carson 

(1956) advocated, “If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder… he needs the 

companionship of at least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, 

excitement and mystery of the world we live in.” This quote is foundational in academic 

thought around parental roles in shaping the child-nature relationship. It also acts as a 

warning — if a child’s innate “sense of wonder” for the natural world is not cultivated by 

parents today, then who will cultivate the next generation’s? So with nature’s virtually 

limitless possibilities, how can parents “…maximize the possibilities of outdoors, 

including emotional and sensory interactions, while still keeping children safe?” (Dunlap 

& Kellert, 2012, p.13) 

David Sobel (2011) states that parents play a key role in creating the circumstances 

for our children to bond with the natural world. This can be an overwhelming prospect 

for today’s parents considering societal pressures and concern for safety identified in the 
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previous sections resulting in more structured adult-led activities. To “create the 

circumstances”, such as dedicating time for unstructured play outdoors as a family, 

parents then face the challenge of balancing a safe experience with a child’s freedom to 

experience nature play. Stephen Trimble states that, “As parents, our job is to pay 

attention, to create possibilities – to be careful match-makers between our children and 

the Earth” (Nabhan & Trimble, 1994. p. 172). How do parents become “careful match-

makers” as part of the PCNR? To begin to answer this question, I will summarize a “trail 

map” recommended for parents by David Sobel (2011). 

The metaphor of an age-appropriate “trail map” to engage children in nature was 

developed by David Sobel (2011) for parents who, like himself , “…desire, as I did and 

do, that their children grow up with dirt under their fingernails, glints of sunlight in their 

eyes, and a deep sense of hope about life on earth" (p.19). In addition to following the 

child’s lead during nature-based experiences as identified as central to the adult role 

(Sobel, 2008), Sobel (2011) explores the role of emotional presence in fostering a child’s 

bond with nature. Sobel (2011) describes being emotionally present as "...more love than 

guidance or criticism" (p. 13). Coupling these two parental roles, emotional presence and 

following the child’s lead, with an age-appropriate framework, can be a path forward for 

parents in navigating the parent-child-nature relationship — central to this research.  

The principle of the “trail map” metaphor is a landscape that expands 

appropriately outward through the developmental years where at “…each stage we are 

designed to seek something different with the outside world” (Sobel, 2011, p. 27).  Sobel 

(2011) divided his trail map into the following three distinct “landscapes of childhood” 

— reflecting age-appropriate tendencies; 
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• Into the meadow of early childhood (2-6 years)  

Describes familiar, nearby and close to parent exploration of the natural world. A 

child’s natural tendency in early childhood is in developing a sense of empathy 

and connectedness to their surrounding world. In nature, empathy can be fostered 

through exploration of local animals, trees, rocks, soil, water and so on.  

• Into the forest of middle childhood (7-12 years) 

Describes more autonomous exploration, path finding and increased manipulation 

of the natural world (e.g., fort building and damming).  A natural tendency in 

middle childhood is in developing a sense of self in their surrounding world. 

• Onto the rocky ridges of adolescence (13 - young adulthood) 

Describes explorations further afield, independently or with peers. A natural 

tendency in adolescence is to bond with self by navigating challenges in their 

surrounding world.  

 Being aware of the age-appropriate ways to cultivate the child-nature relationship 

can provide parents with better “match-making” abilities as part of their outdoor family 

pursuits. Reflecting on the parent-child-nature experience was also identified by Sobel 

(2011) as a powerful tool that helped him to deepen his understanding of each 

developmental stage of his two children and matching his role to their needs. In sharing 

his reflection of exploring the natural world with his children through the years, Sobel 

(2011) states:  

Looking back over the result, it strikes me that I didn't really understand the 

developmental issues at work or the appropriate ways for children to engage with 

nature until I was in each stage, working out the relationships among my children, 
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the natural world, and myself. And the writing process itself helped me 

understand what I experienced and what I believe. (p. 31) 

 Carson (1956) provides final reassurance in this sub-section for parents who are 

concerned that they lack sufficient knowledge to set off with a small child to explore the 

natural world:  “I sincerely believe that for the child, and the parent seeking to guide him, 

it is not half as important to know as to feel.” This notion is achieved by a parent’s 

willingness to open up his or her senses to the world around them. “Exploring nature with 

your child is largely a matter of becoming receptive to what lies all around you. It is 

learning again to use your eyes, ears, nostrils, and finger tips, opening up the disused 

channels of sensory impression” (Carson, 1956). In closing, I think it is safe to 

summarize that, at the heart of the PCNR, the role of parents is more of equal 

companions — open to a learning process that takes place in nature alongside their child.  

Literature Review Summary 

As identified by research in this literature review, childhood is increasingly 

moving indoors with the addition of more structured activities at earlier ages. Among the 

important attributes of unstructured play outdoors are the freedom to experience and 

spontaneity afforded to children. Children have identified that this freedom to experience 

in the natural world was important in its uniqueness to offer a developing sense of self-

competence (Chawla, 2015). This leads me to wonder what are the long term effects on 

millennial children who are increasingly not being given the opportunity to develop this 

sense of self-competence afforded to them by unstructured child-led play in the outdoors? 

 Not only have unstructured nature-based experiences been identified as important 
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activities that can promote early competencies associated with the development of 

executive functions (D’Amore, 2015), research indicates that nature contact in childhood 

is an important ingredient in the healthy development of the whole child (Chawla, 2015). 

Parents have been identified in this literature review as key to securing our children’s 

relationship with the natural world. Nurturing the parent-child-nature relationship 

(PCNR) may provide a path for the young child to explore the freedom to experience 

nature play within the boundaries of a secure attachment with an adult caregiver. 

However, Dunlap and Kellert (2012) caution: "Yet in facilitating regular nature contact 

for children, adults must take care not to become barriers to connections themselves" 

(p.13).  So with nature's virtually limitless possibilities, how can adults "...maximize the 

possibilities of outdoors, including emotional and sensory interactions, while still keeping 

children safe?" (Dunlap & Kellert, 2012, p.13) Can we resist our temptations to over-

supervise and shape the experience? The role of the adult caregiver in following the 

child’s lead during nature-based experiences may foster the freedom to experience the 

natural world for children while keeping children safe. 
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Chapter 3: Research Design – Methodology and Methods 

Methodology Overview 

The research reported here explored the phenomenon of the parent-child-nature 

relationship (PCNR) during a case study of an eight-week family nature club (FNC) from 

the perspectives of the parents involved. In this case study I utilized a qualitative research 

approach informed by hermeneutic phenomenology and elements of ethnography. A total 

of 11 families participated in the study, including my family. The participants included 

mothers, fathers and 19 children ranging from one to six years in age.  As a participant 

and researcher my approach in this study was to have parents act in the role of co-

researchers as we explored the PCNR relationship. After providing informed consent and 

as co-researchers parents were invited to engage in data collection including: a brief entry 

interview, submission of weekly journal entries, and a concluding focus group to discuss 

their experiences. A great deal of the data resulted from eight FNC events held at local 

parks in the city of Calgary, Alberta in which the parents and their children participated. 

As co-researchers, my intention was for parents to feel that their experiences and insights 

were central to the research as well as committing to actively engage in exploring the 

PCNR within their families. My role was that both of host and participant-researcher at 

all eight events and during the concluding focus group. 

During the eight-week case study my intention was to collect and interpret the 

experiences of the participating parents with the purpose of shedding light on the 
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phenomenon of the PCNR and to assess the possible implications of the case study 

findings for the children and nature movement.  

Phenomenology. Phenomenology is based on the idea that people make meaning of 

their lived experiences (Sammel, 2003). Phenomenology has its origins in philosophy 

(Caelli, 2001; Groenewald, 2004; Sammel, 2003; Sloan & Bowe, 2014; van Manen, 

1990). Edmund Husserl (1859- 1938), a German philosopher, is often linked to the 

founding of phenomenology (Groenewald, 2004; Sloan & Bowe, 2014; van Manen, 

1990). Husserl’s philosophical lens was through a “…return to the grounding of truths in 

human experiences” (Caelli, 2001, p. 274). Martin Heidegger followed in Husserl’s 

footsteps and developed hermeneutic phenomenology (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). 

Hermeneutic phenomenology is the interpretation of a phenomenon by an observer 

through text or language used to describe a particular lived experience where the observer 

is embedded in the phenomenon rather than separate or neutral to the phenomenon being 

observed (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). With this understanding it can be argued that 

participating parents were also actively engaged in hermeneutic phenomenology as they 

were embedded in the phenomenon, the PCNR, that they were observing and reflecting 

on as part of the case study. As a general research approach, “phenomenology is the 

study of lived experiences” where the aim of the study is to understand what a particular 

experience is really like from the standpoint of the participant in the experience (van 

Manen, 1990, p. 9).  

Phenomenology has been identified in current literature as a difficult endeavor for the 

novice researcher as there are few resources that provide information on how to carry out 

a phenomenological study (Caelli, 2001; Groenewald, 2004; Sammel, 2003; Sloan & 
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Bowe, 2014). However, van Manen (1990) asserts that the starting point for any 

phenomenological research is “…a matter of identifying what it is that deeply interests 

you…and identifying this interest as a true phenomenon, i.e., as some experience that 

human beings live through” (p. 40). With this in mind, I identified the PCNR as a true 

phenomenon — an experience that parents and children do live through, and this research 

aimed to study what this lived experience is truly like from the perspective of parents 

during my case study. Another element of hermeneutic phenomenology, which is at the 

core of this study, is identified by Sammel (2003) as the “…researcher takes on the role 

of co-learner and seeks to be educated by the people involved in the study” (p. 161). As a 

participant-researcher my role was to learn, through my experience and through the 

observations and insights shared by other parents, about the true nature and meaning of 

the PCNR during an eight-week FNC case study. 

Ethnography. This research also engaged elements of ethnography. Ethnography has 

its roots in anthropology where a researcher would immerse themselves in a particular 

culture with a goal to better understand the life experience of the society being studied 

(Robson, 2011). In this study, I was both immersed as a participant and as a researcher 

with other families engaged in shared nature-based experiences where the aim was to 

develop an understanding of the PCN experience. The observations and insights shared 

by parents were key aspects of the study, an attribute often associated with the 

ethnographic process (Robson, 2011). My immersion as a participant-researcher was 

three-fold: I participated with my family in the nature-based experiences as part of the 

case study; I reflected on these experiences and shared them with participating parents; 

and I also read and reflected on the journal submissions provided by parents engaged in 
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the case study. Participating parents, through their own journal reflections, were also 

engaged in the ethnographic process. Sobel (2011) described his experience of journaling 

about the parent-child-nature relationship as a type of ethnography where a parent reflects 

as an observer and as a participant in the culture of their family life.  

Case study design. I designed my eight-week case study based on the Family Nature 

Club (FNC) program that I founded in October 2014 — Urban Wild. This program 

blended structured and unstructured nature-based activities employing the following 

recipe: a sprinkle of nature-inspired activities (plant and animal focus), a dollop of 

family-led nature walks and a scoop of child-led explorations.  My Urban Wild recipe 

took into consideration Sobel’s (2011) recommendations for the following childhood 

landscape: “Into the meadow of early childhood” as described on page 35 of this thesis. 

Nature-inspired activities included one or more of the following characteristics: seasonal 

change, collecting and gathering, the senses, nature role-play, animal activities and 

animal homes. An owl puppet, Hoot, was used as part of my introduction to each event, 

including where appropriate and at times when requested. Hoot proved to be an important 

aspect of the program and participating children developed a bond with the puppet. Snack 

time was also an important aspect in the structure of events. The eight-week FNC case 

study that was the basis for the research described in this thesis took place at local parks 

where I had previously hosted FNC events in Calgary, AB Canada. The events took place 

from 10:00 – 11:30 am on Saturday mornings during the months of April, May and June, 

2016. Spring was selected for the case study to ensure ample time for recruitment during 

the winter and to secure favorable weather (case study event dates are shown in Table 1 
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p. 43). I decided not to host an event on Saturday May 21st, 2016 in anticipation of 

families being away on this holiday long weekend.  

Locations were selected and time scheduled to allow for free play during the program. 

I would often identify a location for snacks that included varied landscapes with trees, 

hills and/or water in order to permit emerging play to unfold. I often led the nature walk 

in a loop of approximately one km length and these walks also incorporated varied 

landscapes. Although I planned each event with all three ingredients of my Urban Wild 

recipe, as described above, in mind, I did leave room for free play to emerge at 

unanticipated locations. An evolving area for unstructured play began to unfold at the 

start of events as families gathered. Unstructured play at the start of events became a 

valuable aspect of the program as it often generated enthusiasm for nature-based 

experiences that carried families through the morning. 
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Table 1. Family Nature Club Case Study Design 

Event Dates Event Sites Event Theme Nature-Inspired 
Activities (structured) 

April 23rd, 2016 Bowness Park, 
NW 

Signs of Spring Signs of spring family 
charades,                  
Book: Tap the Magic 
Tree 
 

April 30th, 2016 Inglewood Bird 
Sanctuary, SE 

Birds in Spring Decorating toilet  
paper roll binoculars,                 
bird orchestra,           
measuring our wing 
spans 
               

May 7th, 2016 Fish Creek 
Provincial Park, 
SW 

Animal Homes Spider web detective 
spray, squirrel dreys,            
snake hibernaculum,                
beetle gallery paper 
rubbings 
 

May 14th, 2016 Carburn Park, SE Colours of Spring 
and Spring Families 

Fuzzy yellow: baby 
geese and their 
families,                 
mixing and painting 
with nature paints 
 

May 21st, 2016 No event - - 
 

May 28th, 2016 Confederation 
Park, NW 

 Spring Textures Find something 
sticky, soft, hard…,               
play-dough spring 
prints 
 

June 4th, 2016 Pearce Estate Park, 
SE 

Wetlands Pond dipping 

June 11th, 2016 South Glenmore 
Park, SW 

Family Nature 
Journaling 

Duck tape nature 
bracelets,                  
nature journals and 
speaker 
 

June 18th, 2016 Fish Creek 
Provincial Park, 
SW 

Smells of Spring Smell containers,      
drum and seek 
activity,                      
closing ceremony: 
owl rocks 
 

June 25th, 2016 Focus Group at 
Bow Habitat 
Station Classroom 

- PCNR nature 
metaphors 
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A survey was designed using Survey Monkey Inc. (www.surveymonkey.com) and 

distributed halfway through the program. The purpose of the survey was not to collect 

quantitative data but as a communication tool to ensure the program was meeting family 

needs in an effort to maintain their commitment to the remaining four events. I assessed 

feedback and made any necessary adjustments identified by parents.  The survey was 

distributed to families during the week where there was no scheduled event (May 21st, 

2016) and eight of the 10 families responded (my family was not included in the survey 

total). 

Participants and recruitment. After receiving clearance for the research through the 

ethics review process at Royal Roads University I started recruitment of participants in 

February 2016.  I used social media to share a recruitment poster (Appendix A). I shared 

the recruitment poster on my private group Facebook page, Urban Wild Family Nature 

Club, and invited members to share the poster. Members included families who had 

previously participated in Urban Wild events or expressed an interest in participating and 

had asked to join the private group page. I did not place any parameters on who could 

participate in the case study except to identify families as the intended audience. 

Interestingly, over 70 of the families who contacted me had children six or less than six 

years of age. In the first two weeks of recruitment 74 families contacted me with interest 

in participating in the case study. I contacted Facebook™ pages where I knew my 

recruitment poster had been shared and communicated that the program was full. 

Although I read each email message sent to me, I decided as a strategy to manage the 

demand to contact families on a first come, first served basis.  I thanked all other families 



Exploring the Parent-Child-Nature Relationship
   
	

45	

for their interest and informed them that I would keep their contact information to let 

them know if would be offering another FNC program in the future. At that time I 

indicated that they could request to be taken off my contact list.  

I recruited three families directly from interest expressed on my Urban Wild Family 

Nature Club Facebook page. Another family was recruited directly through phone 

correspondence with an early childhood development network I had contacted as a 

potential source for recruitment. The remaining seven families were recruited from the 

list of 74 families who contacted me via email through the recruitment poster that was 

shared on various Facebook pages. 

A Letter of Invitation to participate in the case study was sent to selected families 

with details of the case study (Appendix B). Families who were able to commit to the 

majority of events (six or more) were sent a study participants’ Letter of Consent 

(Appendix C) to read, sign and email back to me. Informed consent to participate in the 

case study was obtained from all the recruited families.  

Nature-based pseudonyms to provide participating families with anonymity in this 

report, such as Nest Family, were selected at the end of the case study. These 

pseudonyms are listed in Table 2 on p. 47. Nature pseudonyms selected to represent each 

family emerged from an activity during the concluding focus group where parents chose 

a provided nature piece to create a metaphor for their PCN experience. I self-selected 

nature-pseudonyms for three families at the end of the case study — as two did not attend 

the focus group and for one family where the nature metaphor chosen was duplicated 

during the focus group activity. I self-selected the three nature pseudonyms from a 

memorable nature-based event that these three parents shared in their journal reflections.  
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Table 2 identifies family participants (mother, father and age and number of 

children). In total eight mothers and seven fathers and 19 children with an average age of 

3.2 years participated in the majority of events. 
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Table 2. Case Study Families 

Family Nature Name *Parents Attending 
 

*Number of 
Children 
Attending  

*Children Ages 
(years) 

Participant/ Researcher Mother  1 3 
 
Deer Family 

 
Father 

 
3 

 
2, 3, 5 

 
Feather Family 

 
Mother 

 
2 

 
2, 4 

 
Leaf Family 

 
Mother 

 
2 

 
1, 3 

 
Nest Family 

 
Father 

 
1 

 
3 

 
Robin Family 

 
Mother  

 
2 

 
1, 2 

 
Rock Family 

 
Father and Mother 

 
2 

 
2, 6 

 
Spider Web Family 

 
Father and Mother 

 
2 

 
1, 3 

 
Spruce Cone Family 

 
Father 

 
1 

 
3 

 
Tree Family 

 
Father and Mother 

 
2 

 
3, 5 

 
Water Family 

 
Mother 

 
2 

 
6, 3 

Total Mothers: 8  Fathers: 7 19 Range: 1-6, Avg: 3.2 
 

* Indicate family members who participated in the majority of events attended 

 

Methods of Data Collection 

Entry interviews. In the month of April 2016 I conducted entry phone interviews to 

gather baseline data and collect family profiles. These calls were conducted after 

informed consent to participate in the case study was received via written confirmation. 

The family profiles served to provide information on family participants (names, ages, 

gender and area of residence in Calgary).  The collected profiles also indicated the 
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frequency (daily, weekly, monthly) which families reported as being dedicated time for 

nature-based experiences, including types of nature-based experiences. Appendix D 

provides a Table that I designed to guide entry telephone interview questions and to 

record data.  

The entry phone interviews also provided an opportunity to discuss methods of data 

collection for this research and to discover how parents would like to submit and organize 

their journal entries. I provided details of the program design such as the urban wild 

recipe (see Case Study Design, p. 41) and introduced the phenomenon we would be 

exploring together, the PCNR. The language of adding “nature as a partner” to the parent-

child relationship was used in describing the phenomenon we would be exploring 

together. I described the PCN study triad (Figure 2, p. 17) as a visual aid in my 

description. I did not describe the three edges of the PCN study triad. 

I mentioned that the pre-program journal reflection would be guided with a series of 

possible questions to engage parents in the PCNR phenomenon we would be exploring 

and that the subsequent journal entries would not be guided in order to provide space for 

families to express what was most significant for them as part of their process of 

reflecting on events. The entry interviews were also an important opportunity to build a 

relationship with parents by providing time for parents to ask questions prior to attending 

their first case study event. 

Pre-program journal entry. Parents were provided with a template of questions to 

be submitted prior to attending their first event (Appendix E) as part of baseline data 

collection. The questions were designed to gather a sense of the extent to which parents 
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identified with the PCNR prior to the case study and to engage parents in the reflective 

process, which is at the core of this qualitative study.  

Parental journal reflections. To gather in-depth data I asked parents, as co-

researchers, to share their observations and anything that resonated as important to them 

as part of their family nature club experience. By using this qualitative method, 

exemplified by Sobel’s personal experience, my hope was to assist participating parents 

“…to listen more closely and to capture fleeting observations and reflections" (Sobel, 

2011, p. 31) as they relate to their developing understanding of the PCNR during my case 

study.  

I did not guide journal reflections with specific questions in an effort to decrease my 

own influence, understanding and biases about what observations and insights may 

emerge as significant in my experience exploring the PCNR. This strategy was employed 

as part of what Groenewald (2004) describes as allowing data to emerge without 

interference. Journal entries included parental observations during FNC events and 

subsequent insights. I also wrote personal journal reflections following events as a 

participant-researcher. I provided parents with a copy of my weekly reflections to help 

establish and reinforce the co-researcher relationship. My weekly reflections were shared 

after receiving parental reflections for a particular week in an effort to mitigate my 

possible influence on what parents may write about a particular event. 

I worked with parents on an individual basis with their preferred mode of journal 

submission. The majority of parents submitted their reflections via email and a few 

provided hard copies. I initially shared my reflections via email and later through my 

personal blog: www.urbanwildparent.com. After the second event, April 30th, 2016, I 
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provided additional clarity on journaling expectations via email because questions about 

the process were coming to my attention. I provided parents with additional examples of 

my personal reflections exploring nearby nature with my son as well as encouraging 

parents to explore the use of photos, drawings, poetry, word associations etc. as part of 

their reflections — should they feel comfortable doing so. I also provided the following 

reflection recipe for parents to experiment with. 

1. What I see… 

2. What I think… 

3. What I know… 

4. What I wonder… 

In addition to the pre-program journal reflections I received a total of 70 journal 

submissions from parents during the case study (Table 3, p. 54).  

Observational field notes. The majority of my field notes were in the form of 

pictures that I took during events. I used these pictures to reflect on and to write my 

journal entries after events. As a host and participant-researcher, taking pictures was 

the most accessible tool for me to record field observations during events. Taking 

written notes would have been unrealistic for me in this dynamic role. As well, taking 

written notes was a method with which I was uncomfortable because I did not want 

families to feel they were being “recorded” during events. After each event I took 

brief notes on lasting impressions from the morning. This area of data collection was 

the greatest challenge for me, as I found it difficult to be in several roles at each event 

as part of the case study. In this respect I found having parents in the role of co-

researchers was an advantage, via their journal submissions and supplemental 
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pictures, as it provided me with a broader sense of the experience and helped to 

complete the picture at each event.  

Concluding focus group. Following the eight-week case study, I invited parents to a 

1.5-hour focus group on June 25th, 2016. The focus group was held in a classroom at a 

local environmental education centre. I recorded and transcribed by hand the focus group 

dialogue and discussion. The focus group was designed as an opportunity for parents, as 

co-researchers, to express, clarify and build on their insights from exploring nature-based 

family experiences during the case study. It was important to me to host a concluding 

focus group, rather than individual interviews, in order to facilitate an additional learning 

experience and deepen our appreciation and understanding of our case study field 

experience through the mutual sharing of our experiences and developing insights.  

Sammel (2003) described the format of a group interview process as an exercise in 

“…actively co-constructing understandings and meanings” (p. 162). Van Manen (1990) 

described the group process or seminar circle in hermeneutic phenomenology as a 

collaborative analysis tool useful in generating deeper insights and understandings of the 

phenomenon under study. I was inspired to develop a format for my focus group that 

would take on the form of “talking together like friends”  — a Socrates quote cited by 

van Manen to describe the conversational relation that assists in collaborative discussions 

(1990, p.100). 

In an effort to create a comfortable atmosphere, and to rekindle the case study field 

experience as well as assist parents in recalling significant events and insights, I 

displayed program pictures, props and related quotes from literature that I had shared 

during the case study. I also provided refreshments and baked goods on our family nature 
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club snack blanket (however on a table instead of the ground). In developing the 

framework for my focus group I used what was familiar to us all — the recipe from my 

family nature club: a sprinkle of nature-inspired activities, a family-led nature walk and 

free-play. The latter two were more metaphorical as I would lead parents through a 

“nature walk” of questions and then we would have time to discuss the questions or 

anything else at the end — our “free play.”  

To begin the process I shared and briefly discussed the two word-clouds developed 

from the pre and post case study question: Share three words to describe the PCNR 

(Figures 28 & 29, p. 113 & 114). After introducing the format, expectations and purpose 

of the focus group I began with the following nature-inspired activity: I shared a nature 

story that incorporated symbolism, nature props and learning about tree species and their 

cones. I then debriefed the idea of using nature metaphors to represent learning 

experiences and provided a variety of nature-props including, but not limited to, feathers, 

rocks, sticks, cones, a caribou antler and a Robin’s nest that parents could select to create 

a metaphor for the PCN experience. This nature-inspired activity was designed as an 

“icebreaker” in addition to providing parents with an opportunity to synthesize their 

PCNR experience through a metaphor to share with the group and to possibly carry 

beyond the case study for personal use. After everyone, including myself, had a chance to 

share his or her nature metaphor for the PCNR I began with the question portion of the 

focus group. There was a total of seven general questions (Appendix F) to guide the focus 

group. To increase comfort in the process and to maintain a sense of an invitation to 

engage, I emphasized that if questions did not spark something for everyone, they did not 

need to feel obligated to share. I chose to host the question portion of focus group 
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informally with a “popcorn” style approach where parents shared their responses and 

ideas as they emerged rather than more formal strategies such as “raise-your-hand” or by 

“going around the circle.” Nine of the 11 families were in attendance (Table 3, p. 54) and 

I found that all parents volunteered their insights freely, enthusiastically and frequently.  

Table 3 provides details on parental participation in the various data collection 

methods of this case study. In summary eight mothers and four fathers were key journal 

contributors during the case study. For some families journaling was a shared 

responsibility between mother and father and for others it was exclusively the father or 

the mother. To varying degrees for families, child drawings and thoughts were sometimes 

included. All families had one parent participate in the entry interview via phone 

correspondence and submitted a pre-program journal reflection. In addition to the pre-

program journal entry a total of 70 journal reflections were submitted during the case 

study. On average, families participated in six of the eight events and nine families 

attended the concluding focus group for an 82% attendance; this included three fathers 

and six mothers. 
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Table 3. Family Participation in Case Study Data Collection Methods 

Family Nature 
Pseudonym 

Entry 
Interview 

Pre-
Program 
Journal 
Reflection 

Number 
of 
Events 
Attended 
(8 total) 

Journal 
Contributor(s)                            
(key 
contributor)  

Number 
of Journal 
Entries 

Focus 
Group 
Attended 

 Participant/ 
Researcher 
 

Yes Yes 8 Mother  8 Mother 

Deer Family 
 

Yes Yes 7 Father  7 Father 

Feather Family 
 

Yes Yes 5 Mother  4 Mother 

Leaf Family 
 

Yes Yes 5 Mother  4 Mother 

Nest Family 
 

Yes Yes 6 Father  5 Father 

Robin Family 
 

Yes Yes 5 Mother  5 - 

Rock Family 
 

Yes Yes 7 Mother & 
Father 

7 Mother 

Spider Web Family 
 

Yes Yes 7 Mother  7 - 

Spruce Cone Family 
 

Yes Yes 5 Father 4 Father 

Tree Family Yes Yes 7 Mother  7 Mother 

Water Family Yes Yes 6 Mother  6 Mother 

Summary 100% 100% Ave: 6 Mothers: 8, 
Fathers: 4 

Total 
Journal 
Entries: 
70 

82% 
Attendance 

Often family absence from case study events was influenced by family commitments 

scheduled prior to the case study and unforeseen family health issues. In one identified 

case it was due to miscommunication regarding the start time of an event and in another 

case the parent shared that they just had a difficult time getting out the door that morning. 

Drops in family attendance were not correlated with weather. Figure 3 below illustrates 

family attendance (11 families total) at the eight case study events. 
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Figure 3. Family attendance at eight case study events 

Data Analysis and Interpretation  

 Robson (2011) makes an interesting distinction between data analysis and 

interpretation. Robson (2011) claims that “data analysis” is more of the traditional 

process of literally “breaking up” something complex into smaller parts in search for 

causes. “Data interpretation,” Robson (2011) explains “…is considered to be about 

shedding light on meaning” (p. 412). In a phenomenological study conducted by 

Groenewald (2004), the use of “data analysis” was intentionally avoided as the concept of 

“breaking into parts” was identified as contradictory to the phenomenological process of 

ultimately interpreting the phenomenon in a holistic sense. In this study I used both the 

concepts of analysis and interpretation of data to explore the experience of the PCNR for 

families.  

 I did not use a computer software package to aid in my qualitative interpretation. 

Kelle (as cited in Groenewald, 2004, p.51) asserts that the understanding and meaning of 

a phenomenon under study “…cannot be computerized because it is not an algorithmic 

process.” According to van Manen (1990) phenomenological analysis is a process of 
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interpretation and reinterpretation in order to identify what appears essential to the 

phenomenon, or lived experience, under study. As part of my initial interpretation 

process I made a conscious effort to not theme too early and instead to read and re-read 

journal reflections and focus group transcripts to gain a sense of the holistic experience of 

the PCNR for participating families (Caelli, 2001; Groenewald, 2004).  

I employed a range of interpretation efforts to develop the phenomenological 

meaning of the PCNR. Often I would proceed with what made the most sense at the time 

and would then look to research literature on phenomenology to make sense of my 

process. According to Sloan and Bowe (2013) “…hermeneutic phenomenology prefers 

not to formalize analytical method so that the context of the phenomenon itself can 

dictate how the data are analyzed” (p. 1296). However, I found some grounding in a 

metaphor which van Manen (1990) describes, which, although elusive, is helpful for 

understanding the uncovering of phenomenological themes:  “… [Phenomenological 

themes] are more like knots in the webs of our experiences, around which certain lived 

experiences are spun…” (p. 90). So I sought to treat the case study as a method to 

generate these “knots of experiences” in the PCNR and decided to accept or respect a 

certain degree of mystery in the phenomenon under study as van Manen (1990) often 

describes things.  

Identifying significance of the PCNR experience. During the case study I read and 

re-read submitted journal reflections and then synthesized a one or two sentence 

statement to capture the experience of each journal entry shared. Van Manen (1990) 

describes this approach as “the wholistic or sententious approach” where the researcher 
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reads the text as a whole and attempts to capture one or two phrases that appear 

fundamental to the experience (p. 93).  

After the case study and focus group concluded, I used what van Manen (1990) 

describes as “the selective or highlighted approach” where I began to highlight statements 

and experiences that appeared essential or revealing about the PCNR phenomenon (p. 

93). This proved to be a challenge as almost every sentence in submitted journal 

reflections and focus group transcripts appeared to be important to the understanding of 

the PCNR experience. This required me to remain patient and persistent with the process 

of reading and re-reading the data to try to identify what was truly essential to the PCNR 

experience.  

At this stage of interpretation I did not compare or merge highlighted quotes between 

families, despite seeing some similarities, and continued to look at each family 

experience individually in an effort to manage the data. I used aspects of Groenewald’s 

(2004) simplified version of Hycner’s (1999) phenomenological analysis process to make 

sense of this stage of my interpretation. This was a process of highlighting text, cutting 

out text and grouping similar quotes onto individual family posters. It helped to identify 

highlighted text as “delineating units of meaning” for each family and my process of 

grouping similar quotes together as “…identifying significant topics, also called units of 

significance” for each family (Groenewald, 2004, p. 50). I then made an effort to take a 

step back from each family poster and return to regarding the phenomenon in a holistic 

sense and wrote a short paragraph to try and lift meaning from each family experience. 

After this process I started to identify patterns of significance between family posters.  
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Family narratives. To verify what I was beginning to interpret as significant topics 

to the PCNR experience I shared with each family a two to three page interpretation of 

their family experience —I referred to these interpretations as their family narrative. Each 

family narrative consisted mainly of verbatim quotes taken from journal submissions and 

focus group transcripts structured in a chronological or logical order in an effort to 

describe the significance of their experience.  

Each narrative commenced with baseline data collected during the entry interview 

and the pre-program journal reflection. This included how often families designated time 

to nature-based experiences on a weekly basis, types of activities, motivation for 

participating in the case study and any insights shared that demonstrated a level of 

appreciation for the PCNR prior to participating in events. A logical organization would 

follow if I identified a significant insight or reoccurring theme shared by the parent as a 

result of the case study experience, which I would then support with sequential parental 

observations. Otherwise the narratives generally followed a chronological order of 

observations and insights.  

This process was inspired by Kate Caelli’s (2001) phenomenological study where she 

reduced interview transcripts to what she described as “narratives of experience” (p. 278) 

made up of verbatim quotes from interview transcripts. For Caelli (2001) she recognized 

that this process was an essential step in engaging participants in the “central matter” (p. 

279) of the study as part of the validation process. In my study each parent received a 

copy of their family narrative via email and was asked to respond to the email to 

communicate that: 1) they had read their family narrative, and 2) that the family narrative 

was faithful to their own recollection of their experience. 
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 All 10 families verified that their respective family narratives represented their 

experience faithfully. I also shared all family narratives with my two committee members 

rather than sending over 70 journal entries, raw data, in an effort to share parental 

observations and insights as part of the peer review process.  

Ethical Considerations and Trustworthiness 

 Ethical review clearance was obtained through the ethics review process at Royal 

Roads University before conducting family recruitment for this thesis project.  My 

research intentions and research design were clearly communicated with parents prior to 

participating in this case study. Parents were sent a Letter of Consent (Appendix C) to 

read through, ask questions and to sign and return to myself via email. Parents were 

informed that they could withdraw from the case study at any point and could determine 

what they would like to have done with data collected specific to their family at that time. 

Parents provided signed photo releases in addition to subsequent confirmation via email 

correspondence of the use of photos published in this report. Nature pseudonyms were 

used to protect the privacy of families in this report.  

Trustworthiness and integrity of this study was enhanced by my own familiarity with 

the phenomenon under study as I had explored it with my family prior to the case study. 

As an environmental educator and founder of my own family nature club – Urban Wild 

in October 2014, I was well suited to design and host a family nature club case study for 

this thesis project. Event locations were selected based on parks I had previously visited 

as part of my FNC experience and their suitability for this particular group, considering 

ages of children and former family nature-based experiences, were assessed.  Former 

experience managing and leading groups outdoors to provide a safe learning experience 
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in addition to fostering a nature connection in various landscapes was an asset to this 

study experience.  

Having parents in the role of co-researchers in exploring the PCNR provided an 

internal buffer to personal biases I may have held about the significance of the PCNR in 

the case study experience. Using multiple qualitative methods to collect data also assisted 

in ensuring the validity of this research. To increase validity of my findings, as stated 

above, I provided each parent with a family narrative of their experience, which was a 

chronological or logical account of the significance of their experience using verbatim 

quotes from their journal submissions and focus group transcripts. Each family 

acknowledged that they received and read their family narrative via email and validated 

that their family narrative represented their case study experience faithfully. In addition I 

shared each family narrative and subsequent interpretations of the significance of the 

PCNR experience with my supervisory committee for peer review. 
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Chapter 4: Research Results 

The purpose of my master’s work is to explore the parent-child-nature relationship 

(PCNR) as it unfolds during family-based nature experiences during an eight-week case 

study of a family nature club (FNC) program. The research used qualitative methods via 

a case study approach, grounded in phenomenology and elements of ethnography.  

Overall family learning and growth emerged as key to PCNR experience. What 

appeared to be significant for all families was in what parents observed of their children 

during the case study, the effects of the nature-based program on themselves, how the 

parent-child relationship was supported through nature-based experiences and in 

developing insights around the value of nature as a partner in their family experiences. 

Parental observations and insights contributed to three key principles or takeaways for 

parents during this case study: nature is a safe partner in our children’s experiences, the 

“freedom to experience” that parents can provide their children is unique to nature-based 

explorations and follow the lead of the child.  A community of families, core to the 

structure of a FNC, appeared to support the results of this case study.  

Below I have summarized what we have learned about the phenomenon of the PCNR 

experience organized according to the three research questions I posed for this project. 

Research Questions 

1. What is the effect of the PCNR on parents during an eight-week FNC 
program?  
 

The primary effect on parents was in their own heightened power of observation. 

They described, in many different ways, what they observed about their children 
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themselves, and the parent-child dynamic as a result of their engagement in this 

eight-week FNC case study. These observations often led to the development of 

new parental insights into how nature-based experiences can support their family. 

Generally, parents’ level of comfort increased during nature-based experiences as 

a result of observing their children’s level of competency and engagement during 

the FNC program and through a developing sense of community. In addition 

parents learned about the simplicity of what engages their children — often with 

little adult guidance during a nature-based experience, the freedom to experience 

they can provide their children as unique to nature-based experiences and in the 

value in following their child’s lead. There were also some other positive 

implications for parents as a result of observing and feeling the natural world 

through a child’s experience such as: a rekindling of childhood memories, 

emotional and physical healing and a sense of rediscovery of the natural world. 

As well, some parents identified new insights into their parent-child dynamic as a 

result of reflecting on the PCNR that they hoped to carry into other aspects of 

their family life. 

	
2. What characteristics of the PCNR are seen in an eight-week case study of 

families involved in a FNC? 
	

Major characteristics include the following: element of surprise in their child’s 

level of engagement and competencies demonstrated during nature-based 

experiences, parental sense of relaxation and presence, enhanced parent and child 

bonding, authenticity in family dynamics without distractions, and family learning 

and growing together. Parents also developed insights around the value of nature 
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as a partner in their family experiences. Parents reflected on their role in the 

experience with their child and on their perceptions of risk while engaging in 

family nature-based experiences.  

	
3. How do parents view the effects of the eight-week FNC experience on their 

children within the PCNR? 
 

The overall view of the effects of this experience on their children was reported to 

be positive. This was described variously as enhanced confidence in nearby 

exploration, creativity, social cohesion, engagement with very little parental 

guidance (independent exploration), problem solving, appropriate risk taking, 

overcoming fear (emotional connection with parent), freedom from boredom and 

limitless opportunities for play. Parents also reported on child anticipation for the 

next FNC event, lasting impressions and child-initiated nature inquiry and 

activities between events. Children were also observed to take on a leadership role 

while sharing nature-based experiences with other children and within their 

parent-child relationship. 

Supporting detail, drawing on my observations and reflections, as well as my 

interpretation of reflections and journal entries from parent participants, will expand on 

these findings in the following pages. 
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Figure 4. April 23rd, 2016: Setting up for the first Urban Wild case study event 

	

Parental Observations and Insights 

Parental observations are at the core of this case study and led to family learning 

and growth supporting the development of new parental insights around the value of 

nature as a partner in their family experiences.  To understand the development of new 

insights for parents during this case study, it is important to “hear” what parents observed 

of their children’s engagement during nature-based play, the effects of nature-based 

experiences on parents and how nature based experiences supported the parent-child 

relationship. I will use the three edges of the PCN study triad (Figure 2, p. 17) to 

organize parental observations and developing insights into the following three sections; 

Child-Nature Relationship, Parent-Nature Relationship and the Parent-Child 

Relationship. The community aspect of a FNC was indicated to support family-based 
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nature experiences and are also organized into the appropriate edges of the PCN study 

triad. 

In the following section I will be exploring the child-nature relationship of the 

PCN study triad. The child-nature relationship of the study triad is noted to be the edge 

that parents most frequently reported observations and insights on — placing it at the 

heart of the PCN experience. 

The child-nature relationship. 

	

Figure 5. May 28th, 2016: Observing the joy and freedom of children during FNC case 
study 

What parents observed of their children during the eight-week case study appears 

to be a significant part of the parent-child-nature (PCN) experience. This is not a huge 

surprise as it was often shared by parents in the pre-program journals that the opportunity 

to watch their child learn and grow, in an outdoor setting, provided a meaningful 

experience for the parent. In his pre-program journal reflection the Nest Family Father 
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described: “Watching my son grow and learn makes it a very meaningful experience for 

myself and [my parenting partner]” (April 22nd, 2016). This sentiment was shared among 

several families in their pre-program journal reflections in response to question 8 (see 

Appendix E). 

However, something significant that this case study illustrated, as a result of parental 

observation of their children, is in the effects it has on parents in developing new insights 

around how nature-based experiences can support and facilitate their child’s experience. 

Parents observed their children demonstrating new and surprising levels of competence, 

engagement and joy during nature play as part of the FNC case study.  The opportunity to 

see and reflect on their children’s engagement during nature play is at the heart of the 

PCNR lived-experience.  

	

Figure 6. June 18th, 2016: Children walking across log to navigate over mud 
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Child competence. Below I will share three quotes that demonstrated this element of 

surprise about their children’s engagement during the FNC case study. Note that the 

following observations were shared after participating in their first program event 

(Reflection 1). These observations demonstrate a developing appreciation of their 

children’s competency in nature-based experiences such as independence and confidence.  

• “Amazing how the openness and fluidity of JUST WALKING [parent’s emphasis] 

through nature kept the kids engaged, and they found things to keep them 

interested and entertained – with very little guidance” (Tree Family Mother, 

Reflection 1, April 23rd, 2016) 

• “I was really surprised by how involved and independent [my 4 year old] was 

during the session…he was completely in.” (Feather Family Mother, Reflection 1, 

April 23rd, 2016) 

• “[My six year old’s] confidence in a group of strangers was a new thing for me to 

see. He is normally much shyer; however, he was playing with other kids, 

teaching them to measure trees by hugging them and counting how many kids 

were needed to fully hug the tree, and volunteering his thoughts and 

observations” (Deer Family Father, Reflection 1, April 23rd, 2016) 
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Figure 7. April 23rd, 2016: Children demonstrating confidence in a group of strangers at 

first event 

	
To demonstrate how parental observation of their children’s competencies during 

nature-based play can lead to developing insights around the importance of nature as a 

partner in their family experience, I will share reflections from the Water Family, Robin 

Family, the Nest Family, and the Feather Family.  

Water family. After the first program event the Water Family Mother shared: 

“Overall though, I have come to a deeper appreciation for the way that each of my 

children interacts with nature. I believe that this new understanding will positively impact 

the way we interact in general” (Reflection 1, April 23rd, 2016). These observations 

continued to develop for the Water Family Mother during the case study: “…I find I am 

growing with them, becoming more confident about their abilities because I see their 

strengths in new ways. Such a gift” (Reflection 4, June 4th, 2016). During the concluding 

focus group the Water Family Mother shared her biggest take-away from the experience: 
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“Some of my reflections about parenting in nature and opening up and being less 

worried; I’m trying to carry into when we’re not in nature so that has been a big leap for 

me” (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016). The Water Family parent affirmed the 

importance of the PCNR for her family. “I realize now how very important our 

connection to nature is. After nature club, we return home content and relaxed because it 

strengthens our connection to our self and to others” (Reflection 5, May 14th, 2016). 

Robin family. The Robin Family Mother expressed a concern during the entry 

interview regarding potential meltdowns that her 2.5 year old may have during the 

program (Entry Interview, Phone Correspondence, April 4th, 2016). This concern turned 

out to be a welcome area of surprise for the mother as she observed her 2.5 year old 

walking the whole way and engaging in activities meltdown free during the first program 

event (Reflection 1, April 23rd, 2016). It is important to note that the Robin Family 

Mother’s surprise around her child remaining meltdown free during the program was a 

reoccurring theme. This experience also led to her child’s first nap in the car. As a result 

of what she observed around the child-nature relationship, she affirmed how a nature-

based experience supported her daughter. “All of her crazy energy released into the 

ground, into the roots of the trees and the paths upon which she trod” (Reflection 1, 

April 23rd, 2016). The Robin Family Mother shared the following developing insight that 

illustrated the value of nature as a partner in her family experience: “…that interaction 

with nature… is a beautiful way for children to release their natural energy” (April 23rd, 

2016).  

Nest family. The Nest Family Father offered something unique to the case study 

through his observations of a group of children engaged in emergent nature-play. His 
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observations provided insights into how a nature-based experience could support the 

individual interests of a group of 1-6 year olds: “The group seemed to be spread out and 

involved in different activities all around. One child throwing rocks in the lake. One child 

drawing pictures in the dirt with a stick. A few of them working on their paintings” 

(Reflection 4, May 14th, 2016).  This had an effect on the parent: “It was amazing to see 

how much joy each child was getting out of what seemed to be such a simple activity” 

(Nest Family Father, Reflection 4, May 14). This experience supported a developing 

insight for the Nest Family Father — that speaks to the general value of nature as a 

partner in family experiences: “When given the opportunity it seems we are perfectly 

capable of finding happiness in nature” (Nest Family Father, Reflection 4, May 14th, 

2016). 

	

Figure 8. May 14th, 2016: Children exploring independently during nature play 
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Feather family. The Feather Family Mother affirmed that nature as a partner 

offered the opportunity for her family to reconnect through exploring their emotions 

together. For her family this value was identified during their third event when her four-

year old experienced the emotion of fear after the group encountered two tenacious 

Canada Geese families.  

During the concluding focus group she shared the following observation, “…at 

one point he was really scared…but after we had this deep sharing of how he was 

feeling” and “So we had this great conversation about what it was to be fearful of 

something” (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016). After she shared with her son, 

“…it is totally ok to be scared of something…” the natural setting and her attentive 

parenting provided them an opportunity to move with, and perhaps beyond, fear, while 

taking pictures of wild flowers following the geese encounter. In the Feather Family 

Mother’s journal reflection on that day she shared the following developing insight 

around the value of nature as a partner.   

IN NATURE OUR FEARS CAN BE EXPRESSED 

RAW 

AND NATURE GIVES US THE SUPPORT TO OVERCOME THEM 

[All caps are parent’s emphasis] 

(Feather Family Mother, Reflection 3, May 14th, 2016)  

Freedom from boredom. Parents also reflected on how a nature-based experience 

can provide unlimited opportunities for play with minimal adult guidance and provide 

freedom from boredom. The Spruce Cone Family Father commented, “…when I see [my 

three year old] at home or other places they are often bored…here [nature-based 
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experiences] they will never get bored” (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016). 

Another father observed, “I thought it was neat to watch how easy it is for children to 

entertain themselves in nature. You don’t need Nintendo or X-box. Or you don’t need to 

be cooped up inside watching TV. Just take them outdoors” (Nest Family Father, Focus 

Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016).  

 The Leaf Family Mother observed of her children, “They were able to experience 

so much this week in such a short period of time” (Reflection 2, May 7th, 2016). Parents’ 

observations around their child’s engagement in the natural world affirmed how nature as 

a partner can fulfill the role as a facilitator in the experience. This is an important 

developing insight for some parents, as this appeared to increase the value of nature-

based experiences for their families. 

For example this new insight came as a relief for the Leaf Family Mother. “My 

biggest take away in exploring all the different parks, is that there is so much to do 

outside… So it’s kind of a relief to me…it’s not me having to think about a hundred things 

to keep them occupied so that was, for me personally, that was a big take away” (Focus 

Group Transcripts, June 25th, 2016). Below I expand on how nature as the facilitator of an 

experience for a child can come as a relief to a parent: “It allows me to step out of this 

role I take on and provides me with some space to relieve tension; become present; have 

some autonomy; or just engage in the stillness or playfulness of it all” (Participant-

Researcher, Reflection 6, June 4th, 2016). 

To demonstrate how nature provides freedom from boredom and can facilitate an 

experience for a child, one six year old wrote a Haiku as part of her family’s reflection on 

their second event. 
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“Nature Awesome Fun 

Deer Birds All Around 

Get Out and Explore Nature” 

(Water Family Six Year Old, Reflection 2, April 30th, 2016) 

Nature inquiries. Children also demonstrated confidence and interest in sharing 

their discoveries with their parents. Two parents shared their delight in their children’s 

nature inquiries as a result of the case study experience; the Tree Family and the Water 

Family. 

Tree family. The Tree Family Mother was delighted to have her five year old 

share his discoveries during the program when he spotted a Canada Goose on a potential 

nest,  “…it was wonderful to see him discover something in the environment on his own.” 

(Reflection 2, April 30th, 2016). After witnessing a predator-prey relationship with a hawk 

and a ground squirrel at the following event, the Tree Family’s five year old asked his 

parents, “Then who eats the hawk?” (Reflection 3, May 7th, 2016). She commented, 

“Amazing to see that connection happen” (Reflection 3, May 7th, 2016).  

Water family. After an event, the Water Family’s six year old inquired, “Where 

does nature come from?” (Reflection 4, May 26th, 2016).  

Lasting impressions. Parental observations of their children were not limited to the 

family nature club experience. Often parents shared in their journal reflections what they 

observed of their children between events. These comments demonstrate a positive 

lasting impression for children. For example parents commented on their children’s 

excited chatter post events and anticipation leading up to events. For the Deer Family: 

“Lots of excited chatter on the way home. Every kid was talking about the birds and the 
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nests. When can we go again?” (Reflection 2, April 30th, 2016). For the Spruce Cone 

Family,“…he [three year old] even mentioned it at bedtime, and said he had fun. So this 

had a lasting impression on him. I think he would have stayed there all day if it was 

possible” (Reflection 4, June 4th, 2016). 

 Children from the Feather Family and the Tree Family also initiated their own 

nature collection bags at home between case study events. The Tree Family Mother noted 

of her son’s initiative to collect nature items at home. “He seems to get the idea of the 

connection between being out in nature, observing it, as something associated with the 

program. Amazing to see that connection happen” (Reflection 4, May 14th, 2016). In 

addition to starting a nature collection bag the Feather Family Mother observed her son 

sharing his passion for exploring the natural world after their first event with an adult 

outside of the family. He proclaimed to this adult that, “…he loved discovering in 

nature” (Reflection 1, April 23rd, 2016). 

	

Figure 9. June 11th, 2016: A one year old playing contently and independently 
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Effects of a community of families on the child-nature relationship. 

Below is a poem I wrote after observing the group’s fascination with the discovery of 

ground squirrels and their homes. This sparked my curiosity around the effect a 

community of children had on enhancing group confidence in their explorations and 

boundary testing during nature-based experiences.  

Ground Squirrel Town 

Heads popping up 

Children leaning in 

Cautious curiosity quickly turning into play and boundary testing 

Boundary testing…always creating immediate friends and allies 

How close, how fast and how many? 

Boundaries between our above ground human world swirling and mixing with 

Ground squirrel town 

Mysterious homes below 

Maybe, subtly and gently 

Becoming part of our homes, ourselves 

Temporarily 

Maybe more 

(Participant-Researcher, Reflection 3, May 7th, 2016) 
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Figure 10. May 8th, 2016: Children exploring ground squirrel town 

	
To further support this idea of how a community of children can support nature-based 

experiences through enhancing group confidence, I observed a unique phenomenon 

emerging after the encounter with “ground squirrel town”: “The children starting to 

become a herd, a flock, a pack — leading and following” (Reflection 3, May 17th, 2016). 

This “pack” illustrated to me “…a desire to take more initiative or ownership or to have 

more choice in their explorations and to take the lead” (Reflection 3, May 17th, 2016). 

This “pack” of children, made up of three to six year olds, was a phenomenon that 

continued until the end of the program. Eventually, the pack included the one and two 

year olds in the group during the final two events.  
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Figure 11. May 17th, 2016: The “pack” of children forms, enhancing group explorations 

	
Several parents observed the mixed aged nature of a group of one to six year olds 

as a learning experience for their children. For the Leaf Family Mother the value of 

mixed ages for her children was identified as “It’s everyone learning together where they 

were able to actually learn from bigger kids – like let’s climb a tree or let’s roll down a 

hill” (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016).   
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Figure 12. May 28th, 2016: Children rolling down a hill spontaneously 

	
The Leaf Family Mother also identified that learning from other children was a 

key part of her family’s nature-based experiences during the case study; “…it was fun for 

me to watch my little guys watching the older kids and doing things that I wouldn’t have 

been able to show them or would have thought to have shown them…and it was out of my 

comfort zone…”  (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016). A developing insight for her 

around the community aspect of the case study was “What I realize motivates me to 

encourage activities that have kids around other kids, that sense of community and 

belonging for my children. Feeling comfortable around others, comfortable with 

themselves, comfortable to explore and play when they see others exploring and playing” 

(Reflection 2, May 28th, 2016).  
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Figure 13. April 30th, 2016: Children exploring the surrounding habitat of a Magpie's 
nest 

	
 “It didn’t take long to come across a great big nest. This had the group in a stir!” 

 (Nest Family Father, Reflection 2, April 30th, 2016). As the quote and picture above 

suggests, children were often engaged by wildlife encounters and their homes — this was 

observed to create social cohesion and lasting impressions for the group. This was not 

only unique to wildlife but was also observed around water play; “I never would have 

guessed that throwing rocks into the river would be the thing that brought us all 

together” (Nest Family Father, Reflection 1, April 23rd, 2016). Not only were nature 

elements identified as sources of child engagement but these comments suggest that the 

community aspect, of a group of children, likely supported and shaped emerging nature-

based experiences for children and enhanced confidence in exploring nearby nature. 
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Figure 14. May 28th, 2016: A group of children following a duck family 

	
The parent-nature relationship.  

	

Figure 15. June 11th, 2016: Rock family mother illustrating her appreciation for her 
family's nature-based experience during case study 
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State of presence. For some families, the effects of the parent-nature relationship 

of the study triad played a consistent and sometimes dominant role in their 

reflections. The effects of a nature-based experience for parents were often described 

as a “letting go of the adult world” or “coming back down to earth.” This experience 

of “letting go” is key to the dynamic of the PCNR. One “key” is in providing the 

parent with the opportunity to be present in their parent-child relationship. “For me, 

the benefit of nature as partner is in the state of presence it provides me to explore 

and be in my relationship with my son” (Participant-Researcher, Pre Program Journal, 

April 19th, 2016).  

Freedom from distractions. The “state of presence” described by several parents may 

be the effect of various factors. A factor identified by the Leaf Family Mother is that 

there are fewer distractions outdoors than indoors. “When we are outside, it’s one of the 

few times my boys get close to my full attention. It is too easy to become distracted 

indoors” (Pre Program Journal, April 28th, 2016).  

  Some of these distractions are described as pressures from the adult world during 

the week. “I am in my happy place today. Able to forget about all the things that take 

place between Monday and Friday” (Nest Family Father, Reflection 2, April 30th, 2016). 

Another parent noted the following, “It’s great to be in nature all together, without any 

distractions — electronics, housework, etc., where we could just enjoy being together” 

(Water Family Mother, Reflection 4, May 26th, 2016). One parent notes the effect on 

herself after arriving at a case study event, “We arrive, I breathe better already” 

(Feather Family Mother, Reflection 2, April 30th, 2016) 
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Next, I will share an example of how the Robin Family parent explored the 

observed effects of the natural world on herself — as a result she affirmed the value of 

nature as a partner in her family experience. 

Robin family. The Robin Family Mother often explored the effects on herself as a 

result of the nature-based program experience.  She described the effects as,“…I felt very 

relaxed, grounded and peaceful…” and stated at the end of an event, “I am rooted like 

the trees” (Reflection 3, May 14th, 2016). In exploring how nature as a partner may 

support her during a 1.5 hour nature-based program she wrote.  

I was struck by how peaceful some of the trails were, yet right beside them are 

some of the busiest roads in Calgary and it made me reflect upon how well nature 

(leaves, trees, bushes) ‘absorbs’ the sound and kinetic energy of high speed 

traffic. And perhaps, high speed life. With it our worries, our fears and our own 

energies, being dulled by the leaves, buffered by the bark and absorbed by the 

ground. 

(Robin Family Mother, Reflection 3, May 14th, 2016)  

The Robin Family mother affirmed that her family is supported by their 

relationship with the natural world when she described the restorative effect of a nature-

based experience during the program. “There was something in the air at [the park]; 

those two hours we spent in the park, much like the pollen floating softly in the air, had a 

gentle, restorative energy” (Robin Family Mother, Reflection 4, June 4th, 2016). 

Following this event she shared a developing insight around the importance of her 

family’s relationship with the natural world. 
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So today, the urban wild program gave us, the parents, the biggest gift. As we sat 

at home having a cup of tea [after the June 4th event], our children gently snoring, 

in their dreamy sleeps, we realized that nature has an unparalleled power to 

reconnect us, to ground us, to steady us in the chaotic tides of life  (Robin Family 

Mother, Reflection 4, June 4th, 2016) 

  As a result of what she observed of the natural world in supporting her family she 

shared, “We are so much more intentional about nature time – not just for the kids, but us 

too – since the program start”  (Robin Family Mother, Email Correspondence, June 19th, 

2016).  

	

Figure 16. May 14th, 2016: A parent walking the trails during case study 
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The parent-child relationship.  

	

Figure 17. June 18th, 2016: Observing a family enjoying a nature-based experience 
together 

Authenticity. What stood out, as a significant value of the parent-child edge of the 

study triad, was in the authenticity of the experience shared between parent and child 

during nature-based explorations. In this section I will provide evidence of parents 

sharing in an authentic experience, often leading to a sense of accomplishment and 

bonding for parent and child, as a significant value of the PCNR. Below are examples 

from the Nest Family, Tree Family, Spider Web Family, Rock Family and the 

Participant-Researcher. 

Nest family. The Nest Family Father described his nearby nature explorations with 

his three year old in the following observation: “We were being ourselves again 

together.” (May 7th, Reflection 3). This observation sheds light on how nature-based 

experiences can support the parent-child relationship. 
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Tree family. The Tree Family Mother described something she appreciated about 

her family’s program experience that builds on this concept of “being ourselves again 

together”: “It’s great to just go outside with nothing else to do except spend time with 

each other” (Reflection 2, April 30th, 2016). At the final event, the Tree Family Mother 

expanded on this idea in a poem to describe her experience of exploring the natural world 

with just her daughter. 

Kelly and Me. 

Just us! 

Banging the drum, finding our way. 

Mud: ‘Uh oh!’ 

Let’s make a rock house. I’ll give them to you, you give them to me. 

People around, but just us! 

Build it up. Each one different, and beautiful, and full of history. Break it down. 

On we go. 

Kelly and Me. 

(Tree Family Mother, Reflection 6, June 18th, 2016)  

  

An area that appears to be core to the PCNR is this concept of the family, or the 

parent and child, “finding their way” as a result of a nature-based experience. In the poem 

above, the mother and child are finding a place to hide during a drum and seek game, 

navigating over mud and building together with rocks. I think the openness of the parent 

and time granted to the experience of “finding our way,” together with the child, speaks 

to how an authentic experience can emerge between parent and child during nature-based 

family experiences.  

Spider web family. The Spider Web Family Mother also described what is at the 

core of the PCNR, leading to an authentic experience and sense of accomplishment for 
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both parent and child, as “Experimenting with what we can do” (Reflection 6, June 18th, 

2016). This concept of “experimenting with what we can do” also runs parallel to the idea 

of parent and child “finding our way” in the poem Kelly and Me. 

It was identified by some families how a nature experience can support the 

different interests of the whole family. For the Spider Web Family Mother, she reflected 

on how her and her parenting partner’s interests in a nature-based experience can support 

and challenge their children’s experiences. “We explore nature in different ways…One 

way may appeal more to one particular child and not the other.” As a result of reflecting 

on how her family experienced the natural world in different ways she concluded, 

“Exposure to things that go against your nature lead to more discoveries and 

understanding” (Reflection 4, May 14th, 2016). I think authentic experiences can be the 

result of learning and growth about each other through “experimenting with what we can 

do” during nature-based family experiences. 

The parent and child “experimenting with what we can do” as a result of nature-

based experiences provided a shift in leadership roles in the family dynamic. Of her one 

year old, the Spider Web Family Mother reflected the following.  

But the part I really enjoyed was that he wanted to show everything to me and 

involved me in it. He was trying his best to say the name of everything he knows. 

It was like he was playing the role of the leader in exploration today and I was the 

student (and also the guide to keep us on the path and not in the pond)” 

(Reflection 2, April 30th, 2016).  

Rock family. The Rock Family Mother shared her new found appreciation for how 

her family explored the natural world leading to an authentic family experience: “We all 
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find our place, and comfort zone, gravitate to what excites us and the fact that we all 

experience being outside and being together a little differently is a good thing!” 

(Reflection 6, June 11th, 2016). During the focus group, she shared how a nature 

experience can bring authenticity to family interaction: 

It was just this different space to offer that opportunity to share with different 

members of the family at different times when it was, when it felt right. Which 

doesn’t always happen at home ‘cause there is …just one thing after another. 

When you’re there it is this block of time to just be free and share whatever came 

to your mind.” 

 (Rock Family Mother, Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016) 

Participant-Researcher. I shared my growing appreciation and understanding for 

how my son explored and shared a nature-based experience with my parenting partner. 

As a result, I observed the following authentic exchange leading to a sense of connection 

between parent and child.  

Show me on my level, and I will happily engage. From grasshoppers to grass 

layered cakes. Nature supplies the ingredients and we make the recipe! Let me 

lead, and I will show you how to explore and what is important to me. Today I 

want to climb up away from the group, just you and me and the discovery of a 

fallen tree! Our adventure is over for today, my hand in yours and my other 

happily connecting us to the source of our play! 

(Reflection 7, June 11th, 2016) 
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Figure 18. June 11th, 2016: Observing the parent-child connection after a FNC case 
study event 

	
 The value of authentic parent-child experiences is in the opportunity for families 

to explore their connection with each other. For the Water Family Mother she ends her 

fourth journal reflection with: “I feel so lucky to be part of this group and to have the 

opportunity to explore my connection with the kids and see it in them too. This is a great 

blessing in our lives!” (May 14th, 2016). 

Bonding.  At the core of the parent-child edge was the opportunity for “being 

ourselves again together,” “finding our way” and in “experimenting with what we can 

do.” The Water Family Mother provides insight into how nature-based experiences can 

result in a sense of accomplishment for both parent and child. “I wonder what other 

nature-related activities we can engage in where we will be surprised by what we have 

accomplished? (Reflection 2, April 30th, 2016). One result of this authentic experience 

and sense of accomplishment is in the bonding opportunity it provided the parent and 
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child.  The Nest Family Father explained the significance of the PCNR experience for his 

family. “It’s definitely going to be a major part of being a dad for him. I need to start 

making that a priority — getting him out and we bonded for sure.” (Focus Group 

Transcript, June 25th, 2016). Bonding between parent and child was also the result of the 

parent following the child’s lead during nature-based experiences. The Spruce Cone 

Father shared of his experience as follows. “The great thing was it was easy to bond, we 

had a good bond because you were able to follow his lead…and that was easy to do in 

this setting” (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th 2016). 

Examining their own role as a parent in the PCNR emerged as being significant to the 

PCNR.  Many parents expressed that following the child’s lead during nature-based 

experiences was a significant take away from the case study experience. This finding is 

likely the result of the influence of all three edges of the PCN study triad, however 

appears to be most significant as a result of parental reflections and insights developed 

along the parent-child edge. This finding will be discussed in further detail as part of the 

key principles of the PCNR in the following section. 

Effects of a community of families on the parent-child relationship. 

The community aspect of the family nature club (FNC) experience also supported the 

parent-child relationship through parental observations of other family dynamics and 

through relieving parent-child tensions. Evidence is provided below. 

The community aspect of the case study supported the Leaf Family Mother 

through her observations of other parenting styles: “I’m always trying to learn new ways 

to interact with my sons” (Reflection 1, April 23rd, 2016). She identified that the family 

nature club experience is unique in meeting a mix of aspirations she has for her children: 
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“More than anything, I long for the sense of togetherness for my children, with others, 

with us, with nature itself. I love the interaction with all three in this environment” 

(Reflection 2, May 7th, 2016). 

During the case study I developed a new insight around how a community of families 

enhanced nature-based experiences through relief from parent-child tensions. For my 

second reflection I wrote the following poem. 

Tired 

With a ready to live in contrary to my suggestions - son 

Worried 

What other conflicts besides getting dressed and into the car will arise today 

Ok the step of getting into the car again proves to be the hardest 

We are rolling, horizon is ahead 

Although it is not bright there are possibilities 

There are trains 

There are snacks 

There is a snack blanket and a family nature club blanket my son observes...or proclaims! 

There are families 

"When are we going home?" 

We are carried forward, not backward, on a wave of families 

Momentum to keep going, to turn ideas of home, for now, into... 

Birds 

Deer 

Snacks 

Dirt 

Hide and seek 

Energy and play is beckoned by the old brick house 

Kids take charge 

There are no hesitations 

"Let the wild rumpus begin!" 
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Going home is forgotten 

Believe it or not...the sun comes out 

Tired but free of parent-child tensions 

We stay 

 
(Participant-Researcher, Reflection 2, April 30th, 2016) 

For the Leaf Family Mother, the group aspect of the program initially made her 

nervous: “I am nervous sometimes being in a big group of people with my two 

rambunctious toddlers” (Reflection 1, April 23rd, 2016). However she found that after her 

first event, “…it was actually the big group of people that ended up being the best thing 

about it” (Reflection 1, April 23rd, 2016). 

Results Summary 

As demonstrated in the previous sections, parental observations around all three 

edges of the study triad led to the development of key parental insights about the value of 

nature as a partner in their family experiences. To expand, parents highlighted the value 

of the PCNR for their families when asked, during the focus group, to choose a provided 

nature item, to create a metaphor for their PCNR experience. Below are examples of the 

PCNR metaphor parents shared.  

• Rock: “So with rock I was thinking, with the parent-child-nature relationship, as 

a solid foundation for a family.” (Rock Family Mother, June 25th, 2016) 

• Nest: “It jumped out at me as soon as I saw it. To me, that’s the symbolism there 

— it’s a home.” (Nest Family Father, June 25th, 2016) 
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• Tree Bark: “…realizing that the largest concentric circle that we are in, which is 

nature, and that we’re within that and the learning and growth that happened in 

that process.” (Tree Family Mother, June 25th, 2016) 

• Water: “..if you look at it, it is water, but if you go deeper, you find something 

else.” (Water Family Mother, June 25th, 2016)  

 

Figure 19. June 4th, 2016: Family reflections on water 

	
The opportunity for parents to observe their children during a nature-based experience 

had significant effects for many parents. The Deer Family Father, at the concluding focus 

group, shared what he enjoyed most about the program was, “…just seeing their [child’s] 

freedom and independence” (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016). The effects of 

parental observations and insights around the child-nature relationship was significant in 

parents developing a deeper appreciation for their children’s level of competence and 

engagement during nature play. Coupling these effects of the child-nature relationship 

with the other two edges of the study triad, parent-nature relationship and parent-child 
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relationship, led to the following three key takeaways for parents: nature is a safe partner 

in their child’s experiences, the “freedom to experience” parents can provide their 

children is unique to nature-based experiences and to follow their child’s lead. In the 

following section I will share parental observations and insights that support the three key 

principles of the PCNR identified in this case study. 

The Three Key Principles of the PCNR Experience 

Nature is a safe partner in the child’s experience.  A challenge that some 

parents identified during the case study was in balancing a learning experience for their 

family and safety during nature-based experiences. Often contemplation around safety 

commonly occurred for parents during water play, wildlife encounters and generally with 

the “loose parts” of nature during the program. Although not exclusive to this scenario, 

parents’ concern for safety was reported more frequently as a result of being responsible 

for more than one child during nature-based experiences. Independent of whether one or 

more children accompanied a parent, several parents identified that their level of comfort 

around safety during nature-based experiences increased during the program. Parental 

observations and insights will be shared from the Leaf Family, Tree Family, Spruce Cone 

Family, Deer Family and the Participant-Researcher to support the key takeaway that 

nature is a safe partner in the PCNR experience. 

Leaf family. For the Leaf Family Mother, nature play was identified as “…a new 

experience of letting go for me” (Pre Program Journal Entry, April 28th, 2016). After her 

first event, the Leaf Family Mother shared: “When will I be able to let go and not worry 

that every branch we walk by will poke them in the eye?” (Reflection 1, April 30th, 2016). 

Generally parental comfort increased around safety during the program. The Leaf Family 
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Mother identified at the concluding focus group, “I got more comfortable and they picked 

up on that from me so they go more comfortable and explored more so it was good for all 

of us” (Focus Group Transcript, June, 25th, 2016). 

Tree family. The Tree Family Mother illustrated how the program provided her 

family with the opportunity to explore their perceptions of risk during nature-based 

experiences. While exploring near a stream the Tree Family Mother shared, “The risks 

were quite low, actually, so it was good for me to try to stay calm and let him try things 

that were out of my comfort zone, but that fed his curiosity and pushed his limits a bit” 

(Reflection 5, June 4th, 2016). She acknowledged that there is “A fine line between what 

is a learning opportunity (for me and him) and what can be too risky in any different 

situation.”  

The Tree Family Mother concluded that a nature-based experience is unique for a 

family accomplishing new thresholds of comfort. “I think being in nature offers these 

opportunities in a way that other play spaces simply can’t. Requires a parent with self-

confidence to be able to handle the risk, and also an intentional willingness to push 

boundaries. Fun!” (Reflection 5, June 4th, 2016). Parents often remarked on the program 

providing them the opportunity to “grow together” as a family. Around perceptions of 

risk, the Tree Family Mother identified, “I appreciated that it was the whole family that 

got to figure this out together.” (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016)  

Spruce cone family. Parents’ increasing comfort in the safety of a nature-based 

experience for their children is an interesting effect of the program identified by the 

Spruce Cone Family Father at the concluding focus group: “A lot of people would say, ‘I 

don’t want my kids going out in the forest because it is not safe.’ Whereas some of us 
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now, after experiencing some of this, are saying the exact opposite…so I find that kind of 

interesting.” (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016). 

Deer family. For the Deer Family Father, in his concluding reflection, he wrote of 

his observations, “Nature is a playground. Chasing, running, jumping. Who needs a 

park?”(Reflection 7, June 18th, 2016). This quote demonstrates the father’s level of 

comfort in nature facilitating an experience for his children. 

Participant-Researcher. At the last event I observed that “the pack” of children, 

during a nature-based “drum and seek” activity led the parents down a path of the 

children’s choosing. “Children were leading and parents following — off the trail!” 

(Reflection 8, June 20th, 2016). This event affirmed for me that families experienced a 

growing comfort in their explorations of the natural world. “A path with fallen obstacles 

(trees) which were not barriers for families but invitations to hop, climb and explore!” 

(Reflection 8, June 20th, 2016) 

 

Figure 20. June 18th, 2016: Children leading parents off the trail during a nature-inspired 
activity 



Exploring the Parent-Child-Nature Relationship
   
	

96	

Managing the interests of children while keeping track of them as part of a larger 

group posed a challenge for some parents. However parents identified that once they felt 

a sense of community developing within the group they were able to feel more 

comfortable in this area. The Water Family Mother described how a sense of community 

helped her to manage keeping track of her three and six year old. She identified that her 

biggest challenge during the case study was managing both children around water: “I 

definitely struggled the most near water because they are both not swimmers but then you 

begin to trust your community and there are so many eyes that are watching your 

kids…and it was a wonderful feeling” (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016).  

Freedom to experience. Several parents affirmed that they could safely provide their 

children with “freedom to experience” their interests as unique to nature-based activities. 

I will provide examples from the Feather Family and the Spruce Cone Family to support 

this key principle of the PCNR. 

Feather family. 

I really got to realize all nature is a safe place for us so I can let my kids be 

free…they can be free and go and explore and experience what, whatever it is that 

they want to do really. Which I don’t find anywhere else than in nature…so it was 

really the freedom I could provide for them. Yes nature is really that safe place 

for us. 

 (Feather Family Mother, Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016). 
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Figure 21. May 14th, 2016: Children freely exploring their interests during case study 
event 

Spruce cone family. The Spruce Cone Father identified that providing more 

freedom for his three year old to explore his interests during the FNC case study was 

unique during nature-based experiences. “For me I was trying hard to have the nature 

setting to be the one place where I don’t have to tell him what to do. Because everywhere 

else in life you have to say ‘no don’t do that’” (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016). 

As a result of his intensions, he was more willing to follow his child’s lead and 

subsequently he created a bonding opportunity with his three year old:  

So a lot of times in other areas of life, whatever he does, I can’t really follow him 

because it’s something I can’t really let him do. I have to say ‘No don’t do that’. 

Whereas here I can say; ‘Do what ever’ and I can just follow him … he likes that, 

so he bonds more to you when you follow his lead…And that was easy to do in 

this setting”  
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(Focus Group Transcript, June 25th 2016). 

Following the child’s lead. Parents often contemplated their role during their 

children’s nature-based experiences during the case study. Parental roles during nature-

based experiences as part of the PCNR are at the core of my curiosity and part of my own 

learning and growth exploring this relationship in my family.  During the case study I 

reflected on my role as parent as part of the PCNR experience. 

I think treating everything as a ‘teachable moment’ can zap some of the magic out 

of the experience for both adult and child. Which leaves me to contemplate how 

we as parents choose to participate in our children's emerging play in nature. 

(Participant/Researcher, Reflection 5, May 28th, 2016) 

 

	

Figure 22. May 28th, 2016: A child following their interests during case study 
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Coming into the program, parents provided insights into their parental role during a 

nature-based experience with their child. I found these insights to be helpful and showed 

a level of experience, thoughtfulness and understanding of the PCNR before the start of 

the case study for participating families. Some examples of insights shared in the pre- 

program journal entries around the parental role as are: 

• “To be open minded and to learn just as much as the child” (Nest Family Father); 

• “An example of being curious about nature” (Tree Family Father); 

• “To be open to exploring nature as never seen before” (Water Family Mother) 

 Although parents shared thoughtful insights into their role during nature-based 

experiences with their families, they also experienced learning and growth in this area as 

part of the case study. A key principle of the PCNR as a result of this case study was in 

what parents learned about their role in following their child’s lead. The Rock Family 

Mother commented at the concluding focus group that her biggest take away was: “…to 

let our kids lead, decide, or to help navigate that relationship [referring to the 

PCNR]…letting them lead would be my biggest take away” (June 25th, 2016). 

Below I will share parental observations and insights around the value of following the 

child’s lead from the Deer Family, Spruce Cone Family and the Rock Family. 
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Figure 23. June 18th, 2016: A parent following the lead of the child during case study 

	

 Deer family. The Deer Family Father expressed the following area of learning: 

“This program has shone a light on a new path of exploration, curiosity, and 

questioning” (Reflection 6, June 11th, 2016).  An aspect of “a new path” for the Deer 

Family Father was elaborated on during the concluding focus group. 

But what it has really shown is that you need that third leg [referring to the 

parent in the PCNR]…if I’m not there to share it with them it’s not the same 

experience…he learns a lot by himself but if I’m not there I don’t learn anything 

then. And I don’t get the joy and benefits of seeing his wonderment and excitement 

(Focus Group Transcripts, June 25th, 2016).   

Not only can the parent “…bring another level of exploring in nature for [the 

child]” (Focus Group, June 25th, 2016), it seems that following the lead of his children 
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can bring another level of appreciation for the natural world for himself: “With open eyes 

and minds, nature is everywhere – you just need to slow down and look” (Reflection 7, 

June 18th, 2016). 

Spruce cone family. The Spruce Cone Family Father identified that he valued 

giving children their space when engaging in nature play and “…letting the kids interact 

with each other and find their own way…and respective comfort zones” (Spruce Cone 

Father, Reflection 2, May 15th, 2016). The Spruce Cone Family Father often observed 

when his three year old during the case study would “…get into his groove most” or was 

“..in his element” (Reflection 3, May 15th, 2016). As a result the Spruce Cone Family 

Father developed the following insight: “Maybe it takes a while for the nice environment 

outside to kick in fully” (Reflection 3, May 28th, 2016).  

 For the Spruce Cone Family Father, “letting kids find their own way” comes from his 

personal effort to not be constrained by “a mess” during a nature-based experience. He 

explained: “…one of the things I like best about nature is that you can’t make a mess no 

matter what you do.” The Spruce Cone Father explained a benefit of following the 

child’s lead during nature-based experiences as a bonding opportunity for parent and 

child. “Whereas here I can say, ‘Do whatever’ and I can just follow him … he likes that, 

so he bonds more to you when you follow his lead…And that was easy to do in this 

setting” (Focus Group Transcript, June 25th 2016). 

Rock family. 

“I feel it is my role as a parent to let them discover why ‘nature’ is important” 

(Rock Family Father, Reflection 4, May 14) 
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The Rock Family Father expressed a growing appreciation and understanding of 

his role as an adult during nature-based experiences with children. He shared that the 

program is “…providing me with another window into how we as parents can guide 

children (not only our own) into the open arms of the natural (and managed) 

environment.” (Reflection 4, May 14, 2016). What emerged as “another window” was in 

the value he identified in following the child’s lead as the discovery of nature through a 

child’s experience (Reflection 4, May 14, 2016). To elaborate he shared, “I have learned 

to ask more questions [with children] than providing facts and information.” and in 

“…listening to how children understand the world around them in their own way without 

interference” (May 14, 2016). Overall the Rock Family Father grows to appreciate that 

children “…do not need much, just a nudge in the right direction and all of a sudden they 

have opened a world with limitless discovery” (May 14, 2016).  

Participant-Researcher. Observing my parenting partner following the lead of 

my three year old during a nature-based experience provided me insight into my son’s 

unique way of engaging in the natural-world. As part of my first journal reflection I wrote 

the following poem, 

What I understand 

My son 

comfortable 

happy 

staying close to the ground, 

close to one significant adult 

observing 

smiling 

snacking 

holding my hand, a stick 
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or the soft cold earth 

 

(Participant-Researcher, Reflection 1, April 23rd, 2016) 

For myself, this observation provided me with a new appreciation for my son’s 

unique way of engaging in the natural world and possibly the world in general. This 

insight provided me, as a parent, with an appreciation for how to support his experience 

in other contexts. 

	

Figure 24. April 23rd, 2016: Participant-researcher observing son’s engagement in 
natural world 

Following the child’s lead can enhance family nature-based experiences through these 

identified values: parent-child bonding, the discovery and appreciation of the natural 

world through a child and appreciation for a child’s unique way of engaging in the nature 

world. There were also additional benefits observed by parents to enhance the experience 

for themselves. Below I will provide examples of the value in following the child’s lead 
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for parents from the Leaf Family, Nest Family, Robin Family, Water Family and the 

Participant-Researcher. 

Leaf family. For the Leaf Family Mother she is struck by what she noticed about 

the nature-based experience that she would not have appreciated if it were not for 

following the lead of her children: “And I just love seeing the world through their little 

eyes. I am seeing so much more than if they weren’t there….the little things, the things 

that have gone unnoticed probably since I was a child” (Reflection 2, May 7th, 2016).  

Water family. In affirming her son’s love of throwing rocks into the water as a 

result of the case study the Water Family Mother reflected: “I know that once upon a 

time I used to really enjoy the same, however I am disconnected from that feeling now. 

However, I love knowing that I can reconnect with those young, playful parts of myself 

while engaging in nature with him” (Reflection 4, May 26th, 2016). 

Nest family. For the Nest Family Father going out with his son was described as a 

type of medicine: “A doctor wouldn’t have prescribed this medicine! Despite the 

discomfort and pain [in reference to a recently broken rib] and the guilt for missing your 

third hike, you were able to cheer me up and let me forget about all of it for a moment” 

(Reflection 3, May 7th, 2016).  

Robin family. For the Robin Family Mother following the lead of children of 

varying ages provided the following value. “Even our eyes (observations) and level of 

connection with the earth changes” (Robin Family Mother, Reflection 2, April 30th, 

2016). After experiencing a significant family event she described the following 

experience,“…scrambling to keep ourselves above the chaotic tide of emotion…we were 

feeling maxed out in all the senses of the word when we came to the urban wild program 
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on Saturday…” (Reflection 4, June 5th, 2016). The Robin Family Mother reflected on the 

effects of observing her child companion that day: “As we stood in the dappled shade, 

watching our daughter wading, we were able – for just a moment, to let the outside world 

go and enter the delightful world of chubby toes wriggling in the water and little fingers 

picking up smooth pebbles” (Reflection 4, June 5th, 2016).  

Participant-Researcher. Following the lead of a child changes the way an adult 

observes and moves through the natural world. “Going out into a natural setting with a 

child as my companion demanded me to slow down, follow another’s lead, and 

experience the curiosities of the natural world through a child” (Participant- Researcher, 

Blog Post, July 25th, 2016). 

 In addition to how an adult observes and moves through the world, following the 

lead of a child can also influence the way you feel the world. “What I feel; a welcoming 

and playful forest” (Participant Researcher, Reflection 8, June 20th, 2016). In my final 

reflection I tried to describe this new feeling of a “playful forest” as a result of going out 

into the natural world following the lead of child companions: 

There are so many magic spots created along the way where a community of 

children convene, test, exchange, explore...these spots are like little eddies along 

the edges of a river: safe and swirling with activity, then we re-enter the current 

of the trail. Like an eddy, which is visible in a river, these magic spots in the 

forest seem to become visible after their discovery by children.   

(Participant- Researcher, Reflection 8, June 20th, 2016).  
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Figure 25. June 18th, 2016: Participant-researcher following lead of children during a 
nature inspired activity 

As demonstrated, the benefits to adults as a result of following the child’s lead 

during nature-based experiences was identified as a rekindling of childhood memories, 

re-discovery of the natural world through the child’s experience, a kind of “healing” for 

the adult companion, a different way to move through the natural world, and in 

influencing how an adult can “feel” the natural world.  

The effects of a community of families on the three key principles of the PCNR. 

The following effects of a community of families can support parental observations 

and insights along all three edges of the PCN study triad. As a result I have placed the 

following effects of a community of families here as support for the development of the 

three key principles of the PCNR: nature as a safe partner in our children’s experiences, 
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the “freedom to experience” parents can provide their children as unique to nature-based 

explorations and in following the child’s lead. 

 
Joy 

Shared Joy 

Offering, engaging 

Natural 

Families a swirl of colours 

Mixing with spring 

Inviting companions 

Inspire 

Rippling, unfolding 

Shared path 

                                                        Joy 

 

(Participant-Researcher, Reflection 1, April 23rd, 2016) 
 

 A community of families was observed to be an important factor in 

nurturing and supporting nature-based experiences for both parents and children. As the 

poem above indicates, a community of families provided a sense of “shared joy” and 

parents are observed to be “inviting companions” while exploring nature-based 

experiences together. To support this idea of “inviting companions,” at the first event I 

observed parents engaging and supporting children, other than their own.  Examples 

included supporting the nature inquiries of a group of children (Figure 26) and offering a 

hand while exploring “new heights” while climbing tree stumps and fallen logs (Figure 

27).  



Exploring the Parent-Child-Nature Relationship
   
	

108	

	

Figure 26. April 23rd, 2016: A parent supporting the nature inquiries of a group of 
children 

	

Figure 27. April 23rd, 2016: Parents supporting a group of children's interest in climbing 
stumps and logs 
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Continued Family Discovery of the Natural World?  

 
What parents described about their experience during the case study suggests a 

new or renewed passion for the exploration and discovery of the natural world together. 

Here are examples that highlight this idea; 

 

“Wonderful world. Do something new. 

Never lose your sense of wonder. The world is calling, Let’s go!” 

(Leaf Family Mother, Reflection 4, June 4th, 2016) 

 

“We have a new way of spending time together….What else is out there?” 

(Water Family Mother, Focus Group, June 25th, 2016) 

 

“I am grateful for taking the time”  

(Feather Family Mother, Reflection 2, April 30th, 2016)	

 

Family Aspirations: Identifying Challenges Going Forward 

 
Although a renewed sense of discovery of the natural world as a family is 

highlighted in this study, parents identified some challenges to meeting these aspirations. 

After participating in their third event, the Deer Family Father shared, “All of the kids are 

having a great time on these Saturday mornings and it is so nice to be spending 

(relatively) quite time with them outdoors.” However he noted: “I’m going to have to 
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figure out how to keep this up once the program ends when all of our competing 

priorities emerge once more” (Reflection 3, May 7th, 2016). 

The Tree Family Mother offered a unique insight into our understanding and 

appreciation for the PCNR — our relationship to time. “I think there is a relationship 

with time. So parent-child-nature-time [emphasis on time added] relationship. Because 

for me the most important part of this was dedicated time to doing this” (Focus Group 

Transcript, June 25th, 2016).  

She acknowledged that this is an interesting piece for her: “…we make time for 

soccer practice but we don’t make time or schedule time to just be outside…”. She 

identified that there are often social norms or pressures around how parents should be 

allocating time: “…we are conditioned to think that there are other things that we should 

be doing to take up the time or keep them [children] busy…”. She concluded with a 

learning piece for herself around how simple it is to offer a nature-based experience for 

her family: “But you know, making the effort to schedule in driving to the park and then 

letting them go — it’s kind of a no brainer. But there is not a lot in the culture that 

supports that as being …a good use of your time…” (June 25th, 2016). 

The Feather Family Mother also affirmed how simple it is to provide a nature-

based experience for her family: “I really got to realize that it doesn’t have to be that 

complicated [referring to driving somewhere]…it’s just outside” (Focus Group 

Transcript, June 25th, 2016). 

Although dedicating time is identified as a challenge going forward for parents to 

continue to nurture the PCNR, the values or expectations of the PCN experience for 

participating parents are illustrated in the following two word cloud figures: Figure 28. 
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Pre-program word cloud and Figure 29. Post-program word cloud. The two word cloud 

figures illustrate key words of the PCN experience, according to frequency, when parents 

were asked before and after participation in the FNC case study experience to “Share 

three words to describe the PCNR.” Wordel TM software was used to generate the word 

clouds with the following parameters: 39 words provided by 13 (three words each) 

parents in both Figure 28  and Figure 29. Both word clouds organized the 39 words into 

three levels of frequency illustrated in font size and boldness. From small font size to the 

largest font size the representation of the frequency of words is as follows: 1,2,3. For 

example in Figure 28, the three largest font sized words “Nurture,” “Fun” and “Learn” 

were each reported with a frequency of three times each. “Love,” “Explore” and “Grow” 

were each reported with a frequency of two times each. The rest of the words were 

reported with a frequency of one time each. The words selected with the most frequency 

in the Pre-Program word cloud could illustrate parents’ expectations about participating 

in the case study around exploring the PCNR. If this is the case parents entered the case 

study with an openness to “learn” and to “nurture” the PCNR and expected to “grow” as 

a result of the experience. 

In Figure 29. Post Program Word Cloud the key word illustrated in the PCNR 

experience is “Explore” which was reported with a frequency of three times. The 

following two words “Wonder” and “Peace” were reported with a frequency of two times 

each. The words illustrated in the post program word cloud may represent lasting 

impressions of the PCNR for parents as a result of their participation in this case study. 

These word clouds and my interpretations are not meant to bring exclusive meaning 

to the PCNR experience according to a few words that were reported with higher 
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frequencies. The following word clouds are just meant to generate a general feeling of 

exploring the PCNR in regards to expectations and as experienced by parents during this 

case study. 
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Figure 28. Pre-program word cloud: Share three words to describe the PCNR 
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Figure 29. Post-program word cloud: Share three words that describe the PCNR 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion   

Implications of Research 

	
The three key findings for this case study were identified by parents as: nature is a 

safe partner in our children’s experiences; the “freedom to experience” that parents can 

provide children is unique to nature-based experiences; and to follow the child’s lead. 

Parental observations and insights organized around the three edges of the PCN study 

triad (Figure 2, p. 17), the child-nature relationship, the parent-nature relationship and the 

parent-child relationship, all contributed, to various degrees, to the three key findings of 

this case study.  

However, what parents observed of the child-nature relationship was at the core of the 

PCNR experience. This suggests that the opportunity to observe the child-nature edge of 

the triad was significant in the development of the three key principles of the PCNR. 

What was significant about the child-nature edge of the PCN study triad was found in 

what it revealed to parents about their children’s competencies and level of engagement 

during nature-based experiences. The parents in this study made a significant observation 

along the child-nature edge; that is, nature play provided a cure from boredom, which 

was a relief to parents. There was also a sense of delight expressed by parents in the 

nature-related inquiries that were inspired in their children as a result.  

Another important outcome of exploring the PCNR was seen in parents developing 

the following insight: nature is a valuable partner in their family experiences. Nature’s 

specific value revealed itself in various ways. One significant value was identified as 

nature facilitating the experience of the PCNR resulting in meaningful family interactions 
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and connections in the absence of day-to-day distractions. The following quotes support 

evidence of these values. 

• “Nature supplies the ingredients and we make the recipe!” (Participant-

Researcher, Reflection 7, June 11th, 2016) 

• “When given the opportunity, it seems as if we are perfectly capable of 

finding happiness in nature.” (Nest Family Father, Reflection 4, May 14th, 

2016).  

• “I realize now how very important our connection to nature is. After 

nature club, we return home content and relaxed because it strengthens 

our connection to our self and to others.” (Water Family Mother, 

Reflection 5, May 24th, 2016) 

These insights have implications to the movement to connect children with nature as 

they suggest parents may dedicate more time to nature-based experiences for their 

families as a result of recognizing the various values of nature-based family experiences. 

To demonstrate this, I am reminded of the Robin Family Mother’s quote, “We are so 

much more intentional about nature time – not just for the kids, but us too – since the 

program start”  (Email Correspondence, June 19th, 2016). 

Based on what I have learned from this case study I propose the following four 

speculations that may also hold relevance to the children and nature movement. 

• Along the parent-nature edge of the study triad a sense of presence and 

grounding was often reflected on as part of the PCN experience. This has 

me wondering how often in children’s lives do they get to experience 

parents in this state? I am reminded of the Robin Family Mother’s quote: 
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“I am rooted like the trees” (Reflection 3, May 14th, 2016). What are the 

effects on children today of witnessing their parents in a state of constant 

rush that Sobel (2011) defines as “time sickness”? It may be possible that 

the state of presence or grounding that was experienced by parents during 

the FNC case study could facilitate positive impressions on children of 

their family nature-based experiences — reinforcing their fondness and 

connection for the natural world.   

• My observations, and those provided by the participating parents, have me 

wondering if natural settings are unique in supporting the diverse interests 

of young children while also facilitating social cohesion. This speculation 

could add value for educators wanting to integrate nature-based 

experiences into their learning environments in early childhood education 

and beyond. 

• This case study also shone light on the effects on parents going out into 

the natural world with a child as their companion. Effects were identified 

as: the rediscovery of the natural world through the eyes of a child; a kind 

of “healing’” or restorative benefits; and rekindling childhood memories. 

This gives me the impression that perhaps parental reconnection to their 

former child self in nature and through the relationship with their child has 

an important role to play in connecting our children to nature and its gifts.  

• It’s possible that following the child’s lead as part of the PCNR may 

provide a socially acceptable path forward, balancing a learning 

experience while maintaining safety, for parents to play a role in bridging 
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the generational gaps in what was once a more unstructured outdoor 

childhood. 

Family Nature Clubs: A Scaffolding Model of Learning for Parents 

Results of my study suggest that the exploration of the PCNR during an eight-week 

family nature club (FNC) case study provided parents with temporary support in 

developing the three key principles or takeaways from the PCNR experience. This 

suggests that the FNC experience, coupled with a reflective process for parents, can 

provide a type of “scaffolding” of learning opportunities for parents.  

Scaffolding is a term used to describe a type of temporary framework made up of 

metal poles and wooden planks to support workers and materials in the construction or 

modification of a building — the scaffolding is removed once the job is finished (Boblett, 

2012). Scaffolding as a metaphor has been popularized in education as an 

“…instructional technique used to move students progressively towards stronger 

understanding, and ultimately, greater independence in the learning process” 

(“Scaffolding,” 2015). The scaffolding is not only a physical structure but is also a social 

structure. Even on construction sites the scaffolding supports crews of workers who 

interact about the work with mentors, more experienced workers, juniors, beginners, etc. 

often mixed together.  

The scaffolding of learning opportunities that guided parents in developing key 

insights around the value of nature as a partner in their family experience was based on 

what they observed around the three edges of the PCN study triad (Figure 2, p. 17): the 

parent-child relationship, the child-nature relationship and the parent-nature relationship. 

Parental insights developed as a result of observing the three edges of the PCN study triad 
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moved parents “progressively towards stronger understanding, and ultimately, greater 

independence…” in affirming nature is a safe partner in their child’s experiences, the 

“freedom to experience” they could provide their children and in following the child’s 

lead.  

As the literature review for this study demonstrated, children growing up in Western 

developed contexts are increasingly spending more time indoors and are engaged more 

often in structured, adult-led activities. Engaging and supporting parents was identified in 

the introduction as important to connecting children with nature, as parents ultimately 

decide how their children spend their time. Parental engagement and reflection as part of 

a family nature club (FNC) experience may be an important point of intervention for 

supporting the development of parental insights into the value of nature as a partner in 

their children’s experiences.  This concept of FNCs as a “scaffolding of learning” for 

parents has implications to the children and nature movement as it suggests that FNCs 

can support parents in developing the three key principles of the PCNR experience. The 

value of the three key principles of the PCNR is in building parents’ capacities and 

willingness to provide more unstructured nature-based play for their children.  

Developing parental capacity and confidence to provide more unstructured time in nature 

can provide children more “freedom to experience” the natural world — which has been 

identified as a missing aspect of childhood today, along with its associated benefits.  

Literature Review Connections 

Following the child’s lead. Bonding, as identified by David Sobel  (2011) as a way to 

build connection to the natural world for children, was identified in this study as also 

an important outcome from following a child’s lead during nature-based experiences. 



Exploring the Parent-Child-Nature Relationship
   
	

120	

In addition, D’Amore et al. (2015) identified that following a child’s lead during 

nature-based experiences may have implications in the development of executive 

functions (EFs) in early childhood and beyond. Executive functions are generally 

understood to be the development of cognitive processes such as working memory, 

self-control and mental flexibility and are associated with success throughout life 

(D’Amore et al., 2015). If true, following the child’s lead during nature-based 

experiences can provide a family with an accessible context or approach for providing 

opportunities for EF development where special training or materials are not required. 

In this study, some parents noted that following their child’s lead during nature-based 

experiences also provided benefits for themselves such as a rekindling of childhood 

memories, offering a different way to observe, move through and feel the natural 

world.  

The benefits of following the child’s lead during nature-based experiences, as 

demonstrated in this case study for some parents and children, may address some aspects 

of what Louise Chawla (2015) identified as a gap in research in how adults and children 

may mediate a nature experience for each other. From my observations as a participant-

researcher during this case study the PCNR is unique in the reciprocity of learning that 

occurs between an adult and child during nature-based experiences. In other words, the 

adult and child are mentors and companions for each other in how they experience and 

explore the natural world and in the process build a connection to self, each other and the 

world around. 

A “trail map” for parents. Included in the literature review, Stephen Trimble 

identified a key concept for adults as part of nurturing the PCNR. “As parents, our job 
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is to pay attention, to create possibilities – to be careful match-makers between our 

children and the Earth.” (Nabhan & Trimble, 1994, p. 172). This FNC case study 

provided parents the opportunity to explore the concept of becoming “careful match 

makers” as part of family nature-based experiences. The FNC case study design used 

Sobel’s (2011) “trail map” metaphor of Into the Meadow of Early Childhood. This 

landscape describes familiar, nearby and close-to-parent explorations for children 

between the ages of two and six years. Parental observations of their children’s nature-

based experiences during this case study added the following contours to this early 

childhood “trail map.”  

• Varied landscapes such as trees, water and hills provided young children 

opportunities for independent play such as climbing trees, collecting sticks 

and cones and dragging sticks through water. Social cohesion was also 

observed to be inspired through spontaneous nature play in varied 

landscapes such as rolling down hills and dandelion boat races. 

• Parents were surprised to learn about the simplicity of what engages their 

children in nature play, often with limited adult guidance. Encounters with 

wildlife and their homes (e.g., ground squirrels), mud, loose parts such as 

sticks and stones and throwing rocks into water were some of the nature-

based activities parents commented on that provided limitless 

opportunities for their children. 

These parental observations of their children’s engagement in the natural world build 

on the utility of a “trail map” and “match-making” skills that parents acquired to support 

their family nature-based experiences. I am reminded how one parent shared a sense of 
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confidence in providing nature-based experiences for her family going forward. “For 

myself I got to realize it doesn’t have to get that complicated…it’s just outside.” (Feather 

Family Mother, Focus Group Transcript, June 25th, 2016). 

The PCNR Study Triad Evolves 

To look at the holistic significance of the PCNR experience for families during the 

case study I proceeded to group parental observations and developing insights along the 

three edges of the PCNR study triad: the parent-child relationship, the child-nature 

relationship and the parent-nature relationship. My goal was to give a “voice” to each 

edge of the study triad. Although the study triad was a useful tool to organize parental 

observations and insights in a holistic way, I came to realize some of the limitations of 

the study triad (Figure 2, p. 17).  

First, the PCN study triad assumes, in its equilateral shape, that all three edges have 

equal influence on the PCNR experience. In what parents shared as part of their 

reflections I did not observe this equal influence. I observed that the child-nature 

relationship was core to the PCNR experience, as reflected in the frequency in which this 

relationship was reflected on by all parents. However, most parents shared observations 

and developing insights along the other two edges, the parent-nature relationship and the 

parent-child relationship, to varying degrees. In some cases the parent-nature relationship 

was rarely reflected on and in others it played a significant role throughout reflections.  

The second limitation of the PCN study triad was seen in the finding that often 

parental insights were influenced by each edge or relationship rather than being exclusive 

to one. I often felt myself in a tangle to fit a parental observation or insight into one of the 

three relationships as it appeared to be influenced by all three to varying degrees. As a 
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result, I believe that all three relationships of the PCN study triad are influencing, 

interacting and evolving as part of family nature-based experiences. In other words it 

appears that the PCN study triad maybe a shape-shifter influenced by the particular day, 

time dedicated to the experience, participating family members, place and each nature-

based experience (such as walking down a path, play near water to animal encounters).  

This leads to the third observed limitation of the study triad — external influences on 

the PCNR are not visually accounted for. For example, as the PCNR was not studied in 

isolation but within a FNC program, the influence of a community of families played an 

important role in the lived experience of the PCNR during this case study. Therefore the 

social context played a significant role in shaping the PCNR experience. One way to 

represent external influences is to place the PCN study triad within a “circle of 

influence.” External influences observed during this case study include; social context, 

time, place and activity.  

Through an inductive process of what has been revealed to me over the course of this 

case study about the PCNR, I have re-designed the study triad to a ‘PCNR Evolving 

Cloud of Experience’ (Figure 30, p. 126). To more accurately reflect how the parent, 

child and nature and their intercepting relationships may influence the experience of the 

PCNR to varying degrees, I have used three overlapping circles in the shape of a Venn 

Diagram. Although these circles are illustrated to be equal in size, the nature of the circle 

allows for the shape to increase or decrease in size resulting in more flexibility in the 

experience of the PCNR phenomenon. The overlapping sections of the parent, child and 

nature circles form the following three intercepting relationships; parent-child 

relationship (PCR), child-nature relationship (CNR) and the parent-child relationship 
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PNR). Double-headed arrows indicate that these three relationships are continually 

interacting and shaping the PCNR experience. As external influences may change or may 

have varying degrees of influence on the PCNR I have selected a cloud shape to represent 

the blurry edges of the external influences on the PCNR — a “cloud of influence”.  

 

 

Figure 30. The PCNR evolving cloud of experience 

Biases and Limitations  

A personal bias I had coming into the case study was around the positive effects a 

community of families can have on the PCNR as a result of hosting prior FNC events and 

exploring my own PCNR independently. However, with the parents as my co-
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researchers, a community of families was also identified as having positive effects on the 

PCNR and likely influenced the PCNR key principles revealed in this case study. The 

FNC structure provided a pack of children of mixed ages, a pack effect that was observed 

by other parents, to support enthusiasm, confidence and curiosity for nature play. 

Additionally, during the case study two surprises were revealed around how a community 

of families supports the PCNR experience. First, a community of parents provided a 

sense of “all eyes” where parents increasingly became more comfortable with the 

spontaneity of play unfolding around us. Second, it was identified that a community of 

families provided a unique momentum to support the PCN experience by helping to 

relieve parent-child tensions.  

One significant limitation of this case study was that the PCNR was explored from 

the perspective of the parent and not the child. However what may have assisted in 

mediating this limitation is that parents were in the best position to reflect on their child’s 

experience as they understand and know their children best – rather than an outside 

observer or researcher. Generally speaking the parent perspectives indicated a positive 

experience for their children as part of the PCNR. Parents were able to reflect on how 

their child’s personalities and competencies were revealed to them during nature-based 

experiences, lasting impressions that their children shared and in the bonding and 

connection they experienced with their child. In some cases, parents shared illustrations, 

comments, inquiry and poetry that their child shared as part of their reflections.  

Another possible limitation during this study was the concept of the PCN study triad. 

As I had begun to develop this concept prior to starting the case study it may have 

influenced how I interpreted the results. However the Triad model was mainly used as an 
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organizational tool in my Results section. That section provided me with an opportunity 

to observe the model’s limitations as discussed in the previous section. As a result I was 

able to develop a model that hopefully represents the PCNR experience more accurately.  

The families who participated in this case study volunteered to do so and where not 

selected based on statistically representing the larger population. As such, generalizing 

the results of this study to other or future FNC experiences is a limitation. However, this 

limitation suggests directions for future research to include a larger scope of families that 

represent the greater population to further explore and understand the phenomenon of the 

PCNR.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

There are other ways to design research to explore the PCNR. Some research design 

alternatives could include the following:  

• Longitudinal research on the effects on parents and children exploring 

nature-based experiences together and as a community of families over 

time (such as a FNC program); 

• The inclusion of children’s voices to explore their experience of the 

PCNR; 

• Incorporating a comparison group of families; 

• Developing an exploration of FNCs offered to communities that are 

culturally or socio-economically more diverse. 

The results of this case study indicated that engaging and supporting parents through 

a FNC experience can have a positive role in the movement to reconnect children to 

nature.  For parents, in this case study, their role in following the child’s lead during 
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nature-based experiences was identified as a key takeaway or principle of the PCNR. As 

a result, it would be interesting to look at how the presence of parents or adults can 

influence an emergent, free play experience for children outdoors. A possible research 

question that could explore this aspect of the PCNR is: What are the effects on the child 

of having the trust and support, or lack thereof, of an adult in following their lead during 

nature-based experiences?  

Conclusion 

Parents in this case study expressed a developing understanding and appreciation for 

what the PCNR offered their families— dedicated time to explore their connection to 

their children, to themselves and to the natural world. Most significantly, our 

commitment to explore and reflect on nature-based experiences as families affirmed that 

the young child is a competent explorer requiring minimal adult guidance to engage in 

nature-based experiences. As a result, the following three principles of the PCNR became 

apparent to the parents: first, nature is a safe partner in our child’s experience; second, the 

“freedom to experience” is unique and important to nature-based experiences; and third, 

to follow the child’s lead was an important element of the PCNR. These three principles 

helped to build parents’ capacities and willingness to provide more unstructured child-led 

experiences in the outdoors while maintaining safe experiences for young children. The 

development of these parental capacities, supported by a FNC program and parental 

reflection process, speaks to the importance of engaging and supporting parents as part of 

the process to reconnect children to nature. 
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Figure 31. A parent sharing her appreciation for the case study experience 

 
 
 
  



Exploring the Parent-Child-Nature Relationship
   
	

129	

 

References 

Albrecht, G. (2011). Chronic environmental change: Emerging ‘psychoterratic’ syndromes. In 

I.,Weissbecker (Ed), Climate change and human well-being: Global challenges and 

opportunities (pp. 43-56). New York, NY: Springer. doi:10.1007/978-1-4419-9742-5_3 

Albrecht, G., Sartore, G. M., Connor, L., Higginbotham, N., Freeman, S., Kelly, B.,… Pollard, 

G. (2007). Solastalgia: The distress caused by environmental change. Australas 

Psychiatry, 15 Suppl.1, 95-98. doi:10.1080/10398560701701288 

Barker, J., Semenov, A., Michaelson, L., Provan, L., Snyder, H., & Munakata, Y. (2014). Less-

structured time in children’s daily lives predicts self-directed executive functioning. 

Frontiers in Psychology, 5(593), 1–16. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00593 

Boblett, N. (2012). Scaffolding: Defining the metaphor. TESOL & Applied Linguistics, 12(2), 1–

16. 

Burdette, H. L., & Whitaker, R. C. (2005). Resurrecting free play in young children: Looking 

beyond fitness and fatness to attention, affiliation, and affect. Arch Pediatr Adolesc Med, 

159, 46–50. https://doi.org/10.1001/archpedi.159.1.46 

Burdette, H. L., Whitaker, R. C., & Daniels, S. R. S. (2004). Parental report of outdoor playtime 

as a measure of physical activity in preschool-aged children. Archives of Pediatrics & 

Adolescent Medicine, 158(4), 353–357. https://doi.org/10.1001/archpedi.158.4.353 

Caelli, K. (2001). Engaging with phenomenology: Is it more of a challenge than it needs to be? 

Qualitative Health Research, 11(2), 273–281. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/104973201129118993 

Canadian Wildlife Federation. (2015). Wild family nature clubs. Retrieved from http://cwf-

fcf.org/en/explore-our-work/education/programs/wild-family-nature-club/ 



Exploring the Parent-Child-Nature Relationship
   
	

130	

Carson, R. (1956). The Sense of Wonder. New York, NY: Harper & Row Publishers Inc. 

Centre on the Developing Child at Harvard University (2011). Building the brain's "air traffic 

control" system: How early experiences shape the development of execuative function. 

Working paper No. 11. Retreived from www.developingchild.harvard.edu 

Chawla, L. (1999). Life paths into effective environmental action. Journal of Environmental 

Education, 31(1), 15-26. 

Chawla, L. (2015). Benefits of Nature Contact for Children. Journal of Planning Literature, 

30(4), 433–452. https://doi.org/10.1177/0885412215595441 

Children and Nature Network. (2015). Research. Retrieved from 

http://www.childrenandnature.org/research/ 

Clements, R., (2004). An investigation of the status of outdoor play. Contemporary Issues in 

Early Childhood, 5(1), pp. 68-80. 

D'Amore, C. (2015). Family nature clubs: Creating the conditions for social and environmental 

connection and care. (Doctor of Philosophy Dissertation), Prescott College, Prescott, 

Arizona. USA.   (3707605) 

 

D’Amore, C., Charles, C., & Louv, R. (2015). Thriving through nature: Fostering children’s 

executive functioning skills. Minneapolis, MN: Children & Nature Network. 

Diamond, A., & Lee, K. (2011). Interventions shown to aid executive function development in 

children. Science, 333(October), 959–964. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1204529 

Dunlap,J. & Kellert, R. S. (Eds.). (2012). Companions in wonder: Children and adults exploring 

nature together. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. 

Elkind, D. (2007). The hurried childhood (3rd ed.). Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press. 



Exploring the Parent-Child-Nature Relationship
   
	

131	

Groenewald, T. (2004). A phenomenological research design illustrated. International Journal of 

Qualitative Methods, 3(1), 1–26. https://doi.org/Retrieved from: 

http://www.ualberta.ca/~iiqm/backissues/3_1/html/groenewald.html 

Hofferth, S.L., & Sandberg, J.F. (2001). Changes in American children's time, 1981–1997. 

Advances in Life Course Research, 6(2), 193-229. doi:10.1016/S1040-2608(01)80011-3 

Kahn, P., Jr. (2002). Children's affiliations with nature: Structure, development, and the problem 

of environmental generational amnesia. In Kahn, P., Jr. & Kellert, S.R. (Eds.), Children 

and nature: Psychological, sociocultural, and evolutionary investigations (pp. 93-116). 

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Kahn P., Jr. (2007). The child’s environmental amnesia – it’s ours. Children Youth and 

Environments. 17(2). pp. 199- 207 

Little, H., & Wyver, S. (2008). Outdoor play: Does avoiding the risks reduce the benefits? 

Australian Journal of Early Childhood, 33(2), 33–40. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107415324.004 

Louv, R. (2005). Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder. 

Algonquin Books. 

Louv, R. (2008, March). Children and nature movement: How a movement is forming and how 

you can get involved. Retrieved from http://richardlouv.com/books/last-child/children-

nature-movement/ 

Nabhan, G. P., & Trimble, S. (1994). The geography of childhood: Why children need 

wildplaces. Boston, MA: Beacon Press. 

O'Rourke, A. (2016, March 24). Snacks and new understandings. (Web log post). Retreived from 

http://www.urbanwildparent.com/blog/archives/03-2016 



Exploring the Parent-Child-Nature Relationship
   
	

132	

Rivkin, M. (1995). The great outdoors: Restoring children’s right to play outside. Washington, 

DC: National Association for the Education of Young Children. 

Robson, C. (2011). Real world research: A resource for users of social research methods in 

applied settings. (3rd Ed). West Sussex, UK: John Wiley and Sons Ltd. 

Sammel, A. (2003). An invitation to dialogue: Gadamer, hermeneutic phenomenology, and 

critical environmental education. Canadian Journal of Environmental Education (CJEE), 

8, 155–168.  

Scaffolding. (2015, April 6). In S. Abbott (Ed.), The glossary of education reform. Retrieved 

from http://edglossary.org/scaffolding/ 

Sloan, A., & Bowe, B. (2014). Phenomenology and hermeneutic phenomenology: The 

philosophy, the methodologies, and using hermeneutic phenomenology to investigate 

lecturers’ experiences of curriculum design. Quality and Quantity, 48(3), 1291–1303. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-013-9835-3 

Sobel, D. (1995, Autumn). Beyond ecophobia: Reclaiming the heart in nature education. 

Retrieved from http://arts.envirolink.org/arts_and_education/DavidSobel1.html 

Sobel, D. (2008). Childhood and nature: Design principles for educators. Portland, ME: 

Stenhouse Publishers. 

Sobel, D. (2011). Wild play: Parenting adventures in the great outdoors. San Francisco, U.S.A: 

Sierra Club Books. 

van Manen, M. (1990). Researching lived experience: Human science for an action sensitive 

pedagogy. London, Canada: Althouse. 



Exploring the Parent-Child-Nature Relationship
   
	

133	

Veitch, J., Bagley, S., Ball, K., & Salmon, J. (2006). Where do children usually play? A 

qualitative study of parents’ perceptions of influences on children’s active free-play. 

Health and Place, 12(4), 383–393. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2005.02.009 

Wilson, E.O. (2013). Biophilia and the conservation ethic. In S.R. Kellert., & E.O. Wilson 

(Eds.), The biophilia hypothesis. Washington, D.C.: Shearwater 

 

		
	

 

 



Exploring the Parent-Child-Nature Relationship
   
	

134	

Appendix 

Appendix A: Case Study Recruitment Poster Distributed on Social Media 
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Appendix B: Letter of Invitation to Participate in Case Study 

	
RE:	Letter	of	Invitation	to	Participate	in	a	Family	Nature	Club	Program	and	Study	
	
Dear	Parent,	
	
Thank	you	for	your	interest	in	participating	in	this	free	ten-week	family	nature	club	program	for	the	
entire	family.	Family	nature	clubs	are	recognized	by	the	Canadian	Wildlife	Federation	and	the	Children	&	
Nature	Network	as	meaningful	approaches	to	reconnect	families	with	nature	and	natural	places.	You	and	
your	family	are	invited	to	be	part	of	this	growing	experience.		
	
My	name	is	Alex	O’Rourke.	Connecting	children	with	nature	has	always	been	a	passion	of	mine.	I	have	
been	working	as	an	environmental	educator	and	coordinator,	developing	and	delivering	programs,	for	
over	six	years.	I	am	also	a	mother	of	a	3.5-year-old	boy	named	Francis.	As	part	of	my	personal	interest	in	
providing	meaningful	experiences	in	nature	for	my	family	and	my	academic	interests	in	the	movement	to	
connect	children	with	nature,	in	October	2014	I	started	a	family	nature	club,	Urban	Wild.	Since	starting	
the	Urban	Wild	family	nature	club	I	have	designed	and	hosted	a	total	of	14	events	for	families	at	various	
parks	through	out	the	city	of	Calgary.	The	goal	of	the	club	is	to	provide	opportunities	for	families	to	
explore	and	connect	with	nature	and	natural	places	throughout	the	seasons.		
	
I	am	currently	a	research	student	at	Royal	Roads	University	and	am	in	the	process	of	fulfilling	the	
requirements	for	a	Masters	of	Arts	program	in	Environmental	Education	and	Communication.	For	my	
Masters	of	Arts	research	project,	I	would	like	to	invite	you	and	your	family	to	participate	in	the	study	of	a	
family	nature	club	program.	The	goal	of	the	study	is	to	explore	the	parent-child-nature	relationship.	To	
gain	insights	into	this	relationship,	participating	parents	will	be	invited	to	reflect	on	their	experience	while	
in	the	program	through	the	use	of	weekly	journal	entries	and	submissions.	Parents	are	also	invited	to	
participate	in	a	concluding	focus	group	to	discuss	ideas	and	insights	emerging	from	the	study.	Your	
participation	could	help	in	the	design	and	support	of	family	nature	club	programs	across	the	country!	
			
The	research	program	will	operate	on	nine	Saturdays	from	10:00	–	11:30	am	at	various	parks	in	Calgary	
over	a	10-week	duration	(April	23,	2016	-	June	25,	2016).	Note:	there	will	be	no	program	during	the	
Victoria	Day	weekend	(May	21,	2016).	The	last	family	nature	club	event	will	be	on	June	18th	and	the	
concluding	focus	group	session	will	be	held	around	a	campfire	on	June	25,	2016.		
	
I	hope	to	be	able	to	accommodate	everyone	who	expresses	an	interest	to	participate	in	this	exciting	
research.	While	I	greatly	value	your	ability	to	participate	at	all	the	scheduled	sessions,	as	a	parent,	I	
understand	that	things	may	come	up	for	families	that	can	limit	the	number	of	sessions	that	you	can	
attend.		
	
Please	contact	me	at	urbanwildcalgary@gmail.com	or	call	my	cell	at	587-226-4682	if	you	have	any	further	
questions.	In	the	mean	time,	please	provide	me	with	your	family’s	availability	as	well	as	how	many	family	
members	will	be	participating	including	the	ages	of	your	children.		
	
I	look	forward	to	getting	our	family	nature	grooves	on	together	this	spring!	
	
Warmly,		
	
Alex	O’Rourke		



Exploring the Parent-Child-Nature Relationship
   
	

136	

Appendix C: Letter of Consent to Participate in Case Study 

	
RE:	Letter	of	Consent	to	Participate	in	Case	Study		
	
Dear	Parents,		
	
I	am	looking	 forward	to	getting	our	 family	nature	grooves	on	during	Urban	Wild’s	
Family	Nature	 Club	 spring	 program!	As	 you	 know,	 the	 program	will	 be	 held	 over	
nine	Saturdays	from	April	23rd	to	June	25th	(excluding	May	21	when	there	will	be	no	
program),	between	10:00	am	and	11:30	am.	
	
This	 wonderful	 opportunity	 for	 families	 to	 connect	 with	 natural	 settings	 is	 my	
Masters	of	Arts	research	project	at	Royal	Roads	University	and	will	be	overseen	by	
Dr.	 Cheryl	 Charles	 (my	 thesis	 supervisor)	 and	 Dr.	 Milton	McClaren	 (my	 program	
committee	member).	*If	you	wish	to	further	verify	this	study,	please	contact	Dr.	Kool	
at	250-391-2523	or	Rick.Kool@RoyalRoads.ca.		
	
The	 research	will	 collect	 parental	 insights	 on	 the	 parent-child-nature	 relationship	
during	a	family	nature	club	program.		My	hope	is	that	parents	see	themselves	as	co-
researchers!	To	collect	your	insights,	you	are	asked	to	commit	to	the	following:	

1) An entry interview (30 min) regarding general information about your family;  
2) A journal entry prior to April 23rd (will be structured with questions); 
3) Attendance at the majority of the nine spring program events; 
4) Weekly journal entries after each program in which you can reflect on your 

developing parent-child-nature relationship; and 
5) A concluding focus group on June 25th to discuss insights from your experience 

and how this experience can support the parent-child-nature relationship. 
*NOTE:	 Further	 details	 are	 contained	 in	 the	 attached	 Parent	 Commitment	 Details	
sheet.		
	
At	 the	 heart	 of	 this	 thesis	 research	 are	 your	 insights	 and	 perspectives	 as	 parents	
regarding	your	 family’s	 experience	with	 the	Urban	Wild	program.	 	The	 thesis	will	
make	reference	to	the	information	you	provide	in	your	journal	reflections	and	in	the	
concluding	 focus	 group	 as	 well	 as	 data	 from	 informal	 observations	 of	 program	
activities	 and	 conversations	 that	 we	may	 have	 during	 the	 experiences.	 I	 will	 use	
examples	from	your	reflections	and	comments	but,	in	order	to	protect	your	identity	
and	that	of	your	family,	I	will	be	doing	the	following:		

• Pseudonyms: To ensure confidentiality, all participants will be given 
pseudonyms to be used in the thesis or subsequent publications for any use of 
journal reflections, focus group comments, or other observations and 
conversations. *Parents and children are invited to select their own pseudonyms. 

• Limited Access to Recorded Information: No one except my direct supervisors 
and myself shall have access to any recorded data.  
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• Record Storage: electronic records, field notes or other materials shall be stored 
on a password-protected flash drive and will be secured in a locked filing cabinet. 

• Record Destroyed or Returned: Audio recordings of focus groups will be 
destroyed following transcription and accuracy checks. All other records will be 
securely stored up to three years following the Urban Wild program and study, 
and then destroyed. 

	
Voluntary	Participation:	Your	 family’s	participation	 in	this	program	and	study	 is	
completely	voluntary.	You	may	withdraw	at	any	time.	If	you	withdraw,	you	will	have	
the	choice	to	have	your	family’s	data	either	destroyed	or	remain	in	the	study.	Your	
request	to	have	your	data	destroyed	must	be	received	on	or	before	July	2,	2016.	
	
Risks:	There	are	minimal	risks	of	discomfort	or	harm	by	participating	in	this	study.	
As	 events	 will	 continue	 rain	 or	 shine,	 parents	 are	 asked	 to	 come	 prepared	 to	
minimize	any	discomfort.	Efforts	will	be	made	to	relocate	or	cancel	only	in	events	of	
extreme	weather,	suspicious	persons,	or	animals	of	concern.	
	
The	Final	Paper:	Before	submitting	my	final	paper,	you	will	have	the	opportunity	to	
review	 any	 written	 transcripts	 containing	 your	 journal	 notes	 or	 focus	 group	
comments.	A	copy	of	the	final	paper	will	be	available	to	you	at	your	request.		
	
Questions	or	Concerns?	Please	contact	me	any	time	for	additional	information	or	
with	questions,	by	cell:	587-226-4682	or	email:	urbanwildcalgary@gmail.com.		
	
Sincerely,		
	
Alex	O’Rourke	Aimoto		
	

*Please	sign	and	return	the	below	portion	to	Alex	
	
CONSENT:	 Your	 signature	 on	 this	 form	 indicates	 that	 1)	 you	 understand	 to	
your	satisfaction	the	information	presented	regarding	commitments	involved	
in	participating	in	this	research	project,	and	2)	you	agree	to	participate	in	this	
research	project.		
	
__________________________________________	
Parent	Name	(printed)	
	
__________________________________________	Date:_______________________																					
Parent	Signature	
	
_________________________________________			Date:_________________________	
Researcher	Signature		
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PHOTO	 RELEASE:	 Photos	 taken	 during	 the	 program	 will	 be	 used	 as	 a	 form	 of	
observational	 field	 notes	 and	 may	 be	 used	 in	 the	 final	 paper	 and	 subsequent	
publications	and	presentations.	 Your	 signature	 on	 this	 form	 indicates	 that	 you	
understand	 (1)	how	photos	 taken	during	 this	program	may	be	used	and	 (2)	
that	 you	 consent	 to	 any	 photos	 being	 taken	 of	 your	 family	 during	 this	
program.	Further,	before	any	particular	photos	involving	you	or	your	family	members	
are	used	in	the	final	thesis	report	you	will	be	asked	to	confirm	your	agreement	for	their	
use.		
	
☐	Yes	 	 	 �	No	
	
__________________________________________	
Parent	Name	(printed)	
	
__________________________________________	Date:_______________________																					
Parent	Signature	
	
_________________________________________			Date:_________________________	
Researcher	Signature		
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PARENT	COMMITMENT	SHEET	
	
Entry	Interview:	I	will	connect	with	parents	over	the	phone	(or	in-person	meeting)	
for	approximately	30-minutes	prior	to	April	23.	The	purpose	of	the	entry	interview	
is	to	collect	information	about	your	family	such	as:	current	contact	information;	area	
of	 the	city	you	 live	 in;	participating	 family	member’s	names,	ages	and	gender;	and	
how	often	 your	 family	 participates	 together	 in	 outdoor	 activities	 and	 the	 types	 of	
activities	 in	which	 you	 engage.	 This	 is	 also	 an	 opportunity	 for	 you	 to	 ask	me	 any	
questions	you	may	have.		
	
Initial	Journal	Entry:	You	are	asked	to	write	and	submit	one	journal	entry	prior	to	
the	April	 23	 activity.	 The	 purpose	 of	 this	 journal	 entry	 is	 to	 explore	 your	 current	
thoughts,	 ideas	 and	 level	 of	 appreciation	 and	 understanding	 of	 the	 parent-child-
nature	 relationship	 for	 your	 family.	 This	 journal	 entry	 will	 be	 guided	 with	 some	
questions,	which	may	assist	you,	but	you	are	welcome	to	shape	your	comments	and	
ideas	as	you	choose.	
	
Weekly	Journal	Entries:	You	are	asked	write	a	journal	entry	following	each	weekly	
event	 in	 which	 your	 family	 participates.	 	 The	 purpose	 of	 journaling	 during	 this	
program	 is	 to	 gather	 your	 ideas	 and	 thoughts	 soon	 after	 the	 outdoor	Urban	Wild	
experience	 with	 a	 focus	 on	 the	 parent-child-nature	 relationship	 in	 your	 family	
during	the	program.		
	

• Journal reflections are not structured however please feel free to ask for guidance 
about the process.  

• The length of journal entries will vary from parent to parent. A suggested length 
for a journal reflection could be half to one page.  

• Journal reflections are not limited to paragraphs, but may include word art, 
poetry, drawings, nature rubbings, pictures, family quotes etc. Personal 
preferences and explorations are welcome as elements of your journal reflections.  

• My preference is for journal submissions to be made on a weekly basis in person 
at the start of the subsequent Urban Wild event. Other options include scan and 
email, photocopy or by mailing. We can work together to find out what will work 
best for you during the program. 

	
Concluding	Focus	Group:	To	conclude	the	study,	on	June	25th	I	will	host	an	outdoor	
focus	group	with	parents	to	share	their	experiences,	themes	from	the	study,	as	well	
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as	 ideas	 on	 how	 to	 continue	 to	 support	 and	 nurture	 the	 parent-child-nature	
relationship	 in	 a	 family	 nature	 club	 program.	 I	 will	 take	 pictures	 and	 an	 audio	
recording	of	 the	 focus	group	so	 I	 can	 record	 insights	and	 ideas	 shared.	This	 focus	
group	will	be	scheduled	from	10:00-11:30	am	at	a	previously	visited	park	location.		
	
My	 Own	 Participation:	 During	 events	 I	 will	 be	 a	 host	 and	 researcher	 taking	
observational	 field	 notes	 and	 pictures	 for	 my	 own	 reflections	 and	 analysis.	 In	
addition	 to	 hosting	 this	 program	 and	 study,	 I	 will	 also	 be	 a	 parent	 participant	
reflecting	on	my	experience	with	my	family	through	journal	entries	alongside	you	
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Appendix D: Entry Interview Table of Questions 

Name	of	Participant:	
Date/Time:		
#	 Question	 Answers	
1.	
	

Confirm	phone	#	and	email	of	primary	
contact.	

	

2.	 Where	did	you	first	hear	about	this	
opportunity?	

	

3.	 I	would	like	to	confirm	your	
availability.	Are	there	any	dates	you	
know	you	will	not	be	able	to	attend?	

	

4.	
	
	
	
	
	

Who	will	be	attending	the	family	
nature	club	events?	Names?	Ages?	
Gender?	Who	will	be	the	primary	
parent	participating	in	this	research?	
Will	both	parents	be	submitting	journal	
entries?	

	

5.	 Which	Calgary	community	does	your	
family	reside	in?		

	

6.	 Do	you	have	a	favourite	urban	park	to	
visit	as	a	family?	Have	you	visited	
parks	in	other	quadrants	of	the	city?	

	

7.	 What	kinds	of	outdoor	activities	do	you	
and	your	family	participate	in?	
	

	

8.	 How	would	you	describe	the	setting	of	
where	your	family	recreates	together	
outside?	i.e.	
backyard/neighborhood/playground/s
port	field/	school	yard/	trail/	picnic	
tables/	water/	forest….	

	

9.	 How	often	do	you	and	your	family	
recreate	outside	together?	(0-1	time	a	
week	/	2-4	times	a	week/	every	day	/	
or	other)	

	

10
.	

The	recipe	for	Urban	Wild	is:	a	sprinkle	
of	nature	inspired	activities;	a	dollop	of	
family-led	nature	walks;	and	a	scoop	of	
child-led	explorations.	The	purpose	of	
these	activities	is	to	engage	families	in	
the	park	surroundings	and	to	provide	
an	opportunity	for	parent	and	child	to	
explore	as	well	as	child-directed	play	in	
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a	natural	setting.	Do	you	have	any	
questions	about	these	activities?	

11
.	

Do	you	have	any	concerns	about	your	
family’s	participation	in	this	program?	
Or	other	questions?	

	

	
Thank	you	for	answering	these	questions.	I	look	forward	to	exploring	the	parent-
child-nature	relationship	with	our	families	as	part	of	this	study	experience.		
	
I	have	one	more	area	to	briefly	cover.	As	part	of	this	study	you	will	be	writing	and	
submitting	weekly	journal	entries	to	reflect	on	your	developing	parent-child-nature	
relationship.	The	first	journal	reflection	is	structured	with	a	few	questions	to	
explore	your	current	thoughts,	ideas	and	current	level	of	understanding	and	
appreciation	of	the	parent-child-nature	relationship.	This	initial	journal	entry	needs	
to	be	submitted	prior	to	our	first	Urban	Wild	event	on	April	23rd,	2016.	I	will	email	
you	the	guiding	questions	for	this	journal	entry	following	this	interview.	
	
Your	time	and	commitment	is	very	appreciated!		
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Appendix E: Pre-Program Journal Reflection Questions 

Family	Nature	Clubs:	Exploring	the	Parent-Child-Nature	Relationship			
	
Pre-Program	Guided	Journal	Reflection	
	
Thank	you	for	taking	the	time	to	reflect	on	your	current	ideas,	appreciation	and	
understanding	around	your	parent-child-nature	relationship	prior	to	the	start	of	the	
program.	To	assist	you	in	this	process,	I	have	a	few	questions	that	may	guide	you.	
You	can	use	these	questions	as	a	template	or	feel	welcome	to	shape	your	comments	
and	ideas	as	you	choose.		
	
Please	submit	your	journal	reflection	prior	to	the	start	of	the	program	on	April	23rd.		
	
Over	the	course	of	the	program	your	journal	reflections	will	provide	a	space	to	
continue	to	explore	your	ideas,	understanding,	feelings	and	insights	around	your	
current	and	developing	parent-child-nature	relationship.	I	am	excited	to	be	
exploring	this	relationship	along	side	you!		
	

1. What drew you to participate in this program and study with your family? 
	
The	Parent-Child-Nature	Relationship	
	
2. Please share three words that come to mind when you think of the “parent-child-

nature relationship”. 
	

 

3. In your experience, what is the role of the ______ as a partner in this relationship? 
 

A) Parent:  

B) Child:  

C) Nature:  

4. Do you actively try to cultivate this relationship within your family? Please feel 
free to expand on your answer.  

 

5. Is there a family experience you can share that resonates most with your 
understanding of the parent-child-nature relationship? 
 

6. Do you see nature as an important partner in your parent-child relationship? What 
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benefits and challenges do you think ‘nature’ as a partner can lead to in this 
relationship? 

	
7. How do you feel about journaling on your developing parent-child-nature 

relationship during this program? 
	
Meaningful	Experiences	in	Nature	
	

8. How would you characterize a meaningful experience in nature for; 
a) Yourself?  
b) Your family?  

 

9. Please order the following three Urban Wild program elements in order of 
importance for providing your family with a meaningful experience in nature (1 
highest – 3 lowest) :  
 

__ Nature Inspired Activities (plant and animal focus) 

__  Nature Walks 

__  Child-Led Explorations (free-play) 

__ Other ____________________________ 

	
Thank	you	for	taking	the	time	to	answer	and	submit	these	questions	before	the	first	
Urban	Wild	event	on	April	23rd.	
	
I	look	forward	to	getting	our	family	nature	grooves	on!	
	
Warmly,	
	
Alex	and	Hoot	
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Appendix F: Concluding Focus Group Questions 

	
Engaging	Question:	
	

1. What nature-prop symbolizes best your understanding of the parent-child-nature 
relationship as a result of this case study? Please share with the group. 
(Nature-props provided) 

	
Exploring	Questions:	
	

2. What was fun about this experience?  
3. What was challenging about this experience?  
4. Is there an experience during the UW program that was particularly meaningful or 

had a lasting impression? 
5. Where there any observed effects on yourself as an adult going out into the 

natural world with children as your companions?  
 

Exit	Questions:	
	

6. What is your biggest take away from this experience?  
7. Is there anything we missed?  

	
	
 
 
 
 
 
	

 

 

 

	
 	


