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Abstract 

This research was conducted over the course of several weeks late in the 2016-2017 school year 

at Highlands Elementary School in the Edgemont Village community of North Vancouver, 

British Columbia. I took my grade seven class outside to a semi-natural woods within walking 

distance of the school. The students were given 20 minutes to be in nature, were asked to choose 

a more-than-human life form they felt attracted to and one they were repulsed by, complete 

(through writing) five open ended sentences and then discuss what they had experienced. Upon 

return to our indoor classroom, students were provided art supplies and asked to create art that 

expressed themselves in relation to more-than-human life and were later interviewed about their 

art. This qualitative, ethnographic case study is rooted in the traditions of phenomenology, nature 

and arts-based inquiry. The results of this research highlight the complex relationship these 

children have with the living world. 

 Keywords: ethnography, phenomenology, more-than-human life, nature-based learning, art, 

grade seven  
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Chapter One: Introduction  

This inquiry began when I was a young child, sitting on the laps of my maternal 

grandparents as they shared stories of their childhoods. They took time with me and told me of 

their familial homes on the North Shore of Vancouver; where forests were lush and damp, creeks 

were full of fish (enough for feeding all of the human and more-than-human lives) and gardens 

were the primary source of sustenance. It was from my grandparents that I learned of outdoor 

adventure and making time to study, and to know, the land and its many inhabitants.  

One story in particular has itself within this inquiry – the story of how my Grandpa and 

his peers used to go on multiday camping trips on the North Shore’s Hollyburn and Black 

Mountains when they were as young as ten years old. In the mountains, they relied, and thrived, 

on the life around them. Feasting on grouse and berries, they spent days hiking, playing and just 

being themselves. Grandpa has many stories from these camping trips– stories of watching bears, 

of building structures, and hanging out at the lake all day. The emotion in his voice when he 

recounts these trips, which took place 80 years ago, is infectious. He becomes joyful, animated, 

and lively. I long to hear more stories. 

I compare Grandpa’s North Shore stories to my own. I grew up in Upper Lonsdale during 

the 1980s, which, at the time, was almost the end of the houseline. The half dozen kids on my 

block and I played on a dirt back lane after school until dusk and all day during summer 

holidays. In the days before the digital age, we rode bikes, played kick the can or floated leaves 

on the creek and watched them pass through the culvert. As free as I felt, I was definitely 

monitored by my parents and never would have considered leaving the restrictive boundaries of 

that back lane. I could not name the living beings around me and did not know what they were 

useful for, besides playthings and simple aesthetics. Remembering those years fills me with 
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wistful emotion. Whereas my grandpa embodies what Albrecht (2005) called “solastalgia,” 

which is the pain and suffering occurring when one is disconnected from their home or territory 

(p. 48), I embody more of a nostalgia for the past--relationships and life. While I long for the 

simple life and good friends I once had here, Grandpa longs for creeks filled with fish and grouse 

hens thumping beneath the evergreens. 

Who I Am 

Fast-forward over two decades and I am a teacher in School District 44 in North 

Vancouver, British Columbia, where our motto is “A Natural Place to Learn.” I have been a 

teacher at Highlands Elementary School in the Edgemont Village neighbourhood for four years. 

In that time, I have worn various hats, including teaching grade five as well as in the Learning 

Assistance Centre. In the 2016-2017 school year, I taught grade seven. 

I have become an environmentally focused educator to fill a need within me. I 

desperately want my students and my peers to understand the value of the natural environment. I 

want them to treat other living organisms with a sense of wonder and awe, to connect with them, 

cherish them. While instructive in its own right, I understand that science has not taught us all 

there is to know about the miraculous strength and endurance of our planet and there is value in 

other unmediated ways of knowing the mysteries of the living world.   

Also, I am a mother of two children, ages seven and eight and, as such, I fight a daily 

inner battle regarding how they spend their time. Should I allow them to do as their peers do and 

watch hours upon hours of YouTube or, pull the plug on our current existence to better serve 

them by living somewhere deep in the woods where WiFi passwords would not be necessary? I 

am torn between taxiing them from one organized team sport to another versus “free-range 

parenting,” which Louv (2005) explains is when parents permit their children to take controlled 
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risks outside the home. The latter feels more natural to me until I learn that there is a predator in 

our neighbourhood trying to prey on young women, at which point I rein in the children once 

again and feel immense pain that they cannot run free in the woods around our home.  

Setting the Scene 

Edgemont Village is a neighbourhood that surrounds a three-block strip of shops nestled 

in North Vancouver’s Upper Capilano region. Reminiscent of a little European High Street, it is 

complete with butcher shops, bakeries, fancy coffee shops and low-rise office buildings. 

Aesthetics are a priority here – mountain views, gardens and public art make Edgemont a 

picturesque setting (District of North Vancouver, 2014). Not far from Edgemont are popular 

tourist destinations such as the Capilano Suspension Bridge, Capilano Fish Hatchery and Grouse 

Mountain. Edgemont Village remains one of the most expensive areas to live in the Lower 

Mainland.  

Highlands Elementary School is a community school with seventeen classes located three 

blocks from the Village. It is almost always at capacity. It has a reputation as being a desirable 

school, in part, because of an active, organized and vocal Parents’ Association. The Fraser 

Institute rates Highlands in the top three of all public schools in North Vancouver and in the top 

twenty-five public schools in all of British Columbia (Cowley & Easton, 2013). During the 

2016-2017 school year, we had seventeen divisions of approximately twenty-five to thirty 

students each. 

Seventh grade is the students’ last year in the school and consequently, they participate in 

many extra celebratory fieldtrips and activities to commemorate the conclusion of their 

elementary school experience. These special opportunities range from going to Centennial 

Theatre to see music and theatre performances to some nature-based experiences. For example, 
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in 2016-17 when I taught the grade sevens, the students went snowshoeing and sledding at 

Cypress Mountain, rode mountain bikes in the Lower Seymour Conservation Reserve, and, on 

several occasions, walked to urban green spaces for physical education or arts education 

activities.  

Further, we hosted several guests in our classroom, including: an archeologist who spoke 

about the human transformation of the environment, two specialists who taught a month long 

seminar on mindfulness, and an artist who taught a session on more-than-realism. Artist Emma 

Segal’s presentation, entitled You Can Art (2017), focused on nurturing the creative self-

expression in every student. While she did teach the class three new techniques to make their 

drawings appear more realistic (e.g., drawing an object upside down, line drawing, and negative 

space drawing), the main focus of her presentation was about the many forms that artistic self-

expression can take.  

Over the course of the school year, the students produced many pieces of artwork. For 

example, they participated in a collaborative art project themed around Canada’s 150 anniversary 

and what it means to be part of a community. They also completed projects (which we referred to 

as Genius Hour projects) with specific guidelines to ensure that the end product showed their 

learning in whichever format they desired. As a result, I received canvases that depicted how 

orcas and humans could better co-exist, and a mobile that illustrated the medical benefits of 

dance.  

Over the course of the year and through all of these experiences, the students and I 

developed a bond that was based on mutual respect. We had many conversations that touched on 

their deep emotions. I allowed myself to be vulnerable too as I shared with them, teary-eyed, the 

passing of my beloved Nana and what followed was a back and forth sharing of what learning 
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we each have gained from our elders. I have shared with them the tales my grandparents passed 

on to me – tales of dense forest and creeks filled with trout, and they, in turn, freely and openly 

shared their stories and sense of wonder with me. This trust and reciprocity set the stage for my 

own research working with this class to move beyond what I believed was possible. These 

students fully participated and, in effect, we all learned so much together.   

Research Question 

A large portion of my grade seven curriculum has focused on our sense of efficacy in the 

world. We studied political leadership styles, daily current events, and we even wrote letters of 

complaint to government agencies. My aim as a teacher is to create a sense of community where 

the students can lean on me as their guide and lean on each other for support while also taking 

personal responsibility. They are encouraged to pursue their passions and interests through self-

guided studies. These students showed me over the course of the school year a wide range of 

interests they had and yet I was most interested to learn of their relationship to, and experiences 

with, the more-than-human world.  

I worked with this class to create a case study based on their phenomenological or human 

lived experiences (van Manen, 1990, 2007) and artful expressions of those experiences in order 

to try to better understand: How do grade seven Highlands Elementary School students view 

themselves in relation to more-than-human life? In this case study more than human life refers 

to, simply put, all life forms other than human beings. 

Significance 

I have undertaken this study as an academic requirement, but also for personal and 

professional development. This inquiry was intended to illustrate how my students felt about the 

world they are living in so that I, as their teacher and guide, can best support them. I believed 
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(and still do) that as a person called to teach our youth, I needed to know what really weighs on 

them and what they felt might empower them, so that I could adjust my teaching practice to 

better meet their needs. In order for me to lead them toward a sense of self-efficacy, to learn to 

adapt, and to embrace change, I needed to have a better understanding of where they currently 

were at, and what inspired them. van Manen (1990) writes that human science findings of “mind, 

thoughts, consciousness, values, feelings, emotions, actions and purposes which find their 

objectifications in languages, beliefs, arts and institutions” (p. 3) in fact allows for further 

validity of the study of one’s own person. So, in effect, this research was intended to be a 

snapshot—a  moment to study and observe what was really happening for these students, what 

they might long for, and believe in, and validate a more personal approach to their learning.  

As John Dewey (1897) originally stated in his Pedagogical Creed, it is the students’ own 

instincts and powers that will form the basis of my work in educating them, if I am paying 

attention and finding ways to really listen to them. As a teacher, I wanted to be faithful to the 

etymology of education, or as Leighton (2014) says,  

By its namesake then, education is not found in the ability to fill students with 
more facts and data like empty vessels, rather to tend to what silently runs beneath 
the surface, to draw out insights and imagination, and help coax an affinity for 
what students love. To be able to creatively and	sensitively draw out what wants 
to be heard from the depths of each student — those early threads of proclivities 
and interests — in a multiplicity of ways is, I believe, part of our obligation to the 
profession. (p. 121-122) 
 

This work, as professional development, is well timed because of the increased focus on 

outdoor education within my School District. With our motto as “A Natural Place to Learn,” 

School District 44 holds outdoor education in high regard. Highlands Elementary has recently 

made a concentrated effort to expose students and staff to more natural materials, gardens, and 

playgrounds. In fact, our Nature Playground (opened June, 2016) offers students and staff an 
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outdoor classroom complete with a sheltered table, bughouse and native flora. District-wide, 

there has been a noticeable change towards environmental and Indigenous education, which in 

many ways enjoy a complementary relationship. School District 44 was one of the first districts 

to sign an Aboriginal Enhancement Agreement ensuring a collaboration for Indigenous education 

for all learners (Pearce, 2011). I was fortunate to be part of the committee who reviewed and 

resigned this agreement in 2016. Schools across the district are undergoing processes by which 

they can make learning more indigenized with strategies to include First Peoples’ principles of 

learning and respect for the land.  

To me, this inquiry became a vital marriage of curriculum between environmental 

education (with its ties to traditional First Nations practices) and arts-based education. I wanted 

to know how these students were navigating the often conflicted, chaotic world around them and 

I wanted to share what I had found with my peers and my employer. In Chapter 2, I will 

elaborate on some of the important work that scholars have already conducted in these areas. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Introduction 

 The scholarly literature reviewed for this case study touches on a number of interrelated 

topics. The review begins with an exploration of some of the ecological conflicts confronting 

humanity in the 21st Century including multiple causes for our disengagement from the natural 

world. Children (and it is argued, adults) in recent years have become disconnected from their 

immediate natural world with individual and societal consequences (Abram, 1996; Louv, 2005; 

Sobel, 1998; Thomashow, 1995). I will also explore the animacy of perception and language 

within a more-than-human world as it relates to phenomenology and lived experience (Abram, 

1996; Merleau-Ponty, 1962; van Manen, 1990, 2007), deep ecology (Macy, 2009; Naess, 2008) 

and biophilia (Wilson, 1984). 

 Art and arts-based expression is reviewed as a critical way of knowing and being in the 

world (Allen, 1995; Blandy &Hoffman, 1993; Inwood, 2008) and a way to glean a deeper 

understanding of what really happened for my students. Finally, I delve into The Work That 

Reconnects, a life work created by ecophilosopher, teacher and Elder Joanna Macy, and written 

about by Joanna Macy and Molly Brown (2014) who posit that human agency through collective 

action is our best hope for a restorative turn and more sustainable future in relationship with all 

of life, but not before we can learn to fully express our human selves in joy and in grief, in 

compassion and action.  

Real Crises 

In Coming Back to Life (Macy and Brown, 2014) the authors discuss the disconnect that 

exists in our modern times and believe the real crisis that threatens our planet is not 

environmental but is a crisis of perception where we humans live and tend to dominate, acting as 
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if we are separate from nature. They attribute this disconnection to the unmitigated expansion of 

the Industrial Growth Society (Macy and Brown, 2014). They discuss the magnitude of 

destruction that humans now face, in part, because of corporations and their marketing agencies 

telling us that our lives would be better if we only had more material belongings. The 

insurmountable amount of stuff that many of us acquire to be “happier” only weighs us down 

and yet so many feel they must work long hours to make more money to pay for it, creating a 

vicious cycle. Further, the creation of this stuff leads to the further destruction and depletion of 

our home planet. Worse still, once something breaks or is obsolete, it gets tossed, into the trash, 

which means into the land and the oceans. 

Deep Ecology 

Norwegian philosopher, Arne Naess (2008), coined the term “deep ecology” four decades 

ago. Deep ecology aims to completely reject the Industrial Growth Society and the acquiring of 

stuff to fulfill human need. Instead, deep ecology suggests humans adopt a more biocentric 

worldview, placing value and importance on more-than-human life. Naess writes that we tend to 

confuse our “self” with the narrow ego; we see ourselves as individuals apart and separate from 

the world (p. 81). He says that our great mistake in maturing of the self is that we largely leave 

nature out of the equation, including our embeddedness in the environment, in our homes, and 

our identification with non-human living beings. Without nature we miss the meaning of our 

lives, because the deepening of the self is inescapably linked with seeing ourselves in others. Our 

self-realization is hindered if we don’t act morally, ethically, beautifully, to protect that which is a 

part of us.  
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Many Indigenous cultures have thrived living in conjunction with the earth since time 

immemorial. Indigenous leader, Umeek1, writes about this worldview in his 2004 book, Tsawalk: 

A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview. He says, “the basic character of creation is a unity expressed as 

heshook-ish tsawalk (everything is one). The Creator and creation are one” (p. 117). Thomashow 

(1995), in Ecological Identity: Becoming a Reflective Environmentalist, asserts that “ecological 

identity refers to all the different ways people construe themselves in relationship to the earth” 

(p. 3). Both authors helped informed this case study as it intended to capture the students’ views 

of themselves in relation to other living beings. For instance, I began to wonder, were the 

students living in conjunction with more-than-human life, heshook-ish tsawalk, or were they 

caught up in the Industrial Growth Society? Or a bit of both? These do not by any means exhaust 

the list of possible worldviews, however, I am proceeding on the premise that they are on 

opposite ends of a worldview continuum.  

The news media constantly reports on devastatingly destructive events around the world. 

Davis (1995) asserts that the Internet, television and social media are available (and accessed) 

wherever we go, and that humans are constantly assaulted by news and one-sided stories that are 

not showing much of the positive that is going on in the world. Though there were undoubtedly 

fires and floods in my grandparents’ day, these events were not reported en masse the way they 

are now. In fairness, they were not happening as often or on as large a scale as they do today. The 

destruction that older generations were aware of was destruction that occurred locally. Today, via 

technology, we hear about most of the events worldwide and they are remarkably more 

catastrophic. Macy and Brown (2014) state that “[o]ur ancestors knew wars, plagues, and 

                                                
1 English name E. Richard Atleo 
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famine, but today it is not just a forest here and some farmlands and fisheries there. Today, entire 

species are dying … and ecosystems on a global scale” (p. 2). 

According to Macy and Brown (2014), humanity has three choices for the way it 

proceeds into the future: “Business as Usual,” “The Great Unraveling” or “The Great Turning” 

(p. 5). They urge humanity to “choose life” (p. 3), which is available only if we act immediately 

and consciously enter into the “The Great Turning.” They add to this by noting that humanity has 

the technology and science to meet all human needs without destroying our life-sustaining 

planet. They understand that we are all enduring deep emotional pain, and the heavy burden of 

knowledge, as we watch our planet raped and destroyed for capital gain even if we are not 

conscious to this grief because, they claim, “the problem … lies not with our pain for the world, 

but in our repression of it” (p. 21).  

Fear, loss and grief are all natural human emotions and they can push humans towards 

action for positive change if we are willing to work through them. Conversely, we risk stalling, if 

we do not. The cost of being stalled is immense — impeded cognitive function, impeded access 

to our unconscious, impeded empathy and impeded imagination are all caused when the natural 

emotional cycle is blunted. Macy (2009) in her article, Greening of the Self, posits, “What looks 

like apathy is really fear of suffering” (p. 244). In light of this, Macy and Brown (2014) suggest 

that we must open ourselves up through experiential practices (called The Work That Reconnects; 

please see below for further explication) to the anger, grief and despair we feel about 

environmental destruction in order to unblock ourselves from that which would allow us to move 

from fear into love, and eventually turn that love into actions of hope.  
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Phenomenological Experience 

In The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-than-Human World, 

(1996), Abram, a cultural ecologist, travels to Bali to research how his magic compares with that 

of the local shaman. What ensues is a work of comparison and contrast between much of 

Western culture, which he says has become exempt of “sensory reciprocity” (Abram, 1996, p. 

27) and Eastern culture, which can be more attuned with a “subtle presence that circulates both 

within us and between all things” (p. 15). Abram (1996) further states that if we, as living beings, 

are perceiving other living beings, then why do we not consider that they are perceiving us as 

well?  He believes that, by and large, Western civilizations are cut off from accepting that more-

than-human life is also perceiving us and that a deep reciprocity can exist when we open into 

relationship with all Others2. 

Abram (1996) uses the five senses (sight, sound, taste, touch and smell) to reveal that 

“there is more to any thing [sic], or to the world, than I myself can perceive at any moment” (p. 

39). In this case study, I prompted my students to do something similar; I asked my students to 

use their senses to really get to know something living yet non-human, to interact with it and 

then explain why they felt connected to it. This aligns with Abram’s (1996) take on the 

phenomenology of being-in-the-world. Abram (1996) believes phenomenology is when we 

explain the world through our lived experiences and felt intimacy with Other. He writes, “there is 

no element of the landscape that is definitively void of expressive resonance and power” (p. 

117).  

Hasidic scholar, Martin Buber (1970) defines the human lived experience as “I-Thou” 

when he writes that it is only through the eyes of Other that we can truly see our Self. In his 

                                                
2 For the purpose of this study, “Other” and “more-than-human life” will be used interchangeably and refer to any other 

than human life.  
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philosophy, he posits that any living being should not be referred to as an It, as in an “object.” 

Rather, we must form a more subjective relationship, an I-Thou relationship, meaning we 

experience a deep compassion and love for all of life. Earth scholar and ecotheologian, Thomas 

Berry (1999), said it so eloquently when he articulated that the cosmos is not comprised of a 

collection of objects to be exploited, but a communion of subjects in relationship. 

Abram’s (1996) work is grounded in the phenomenological practices of Merleau-Ponty, 

who advanced the work of Husserl, the father of phenomenology. Merleau-Ponty (1962) strives 

not to explain the world as if from outside, but to communicate our experienced situation 

embedded within it, reminding us of our participation in the here-and-now, rejuvenating our 

sense of wonder at the fathomless things, events and powers that surround us at every turn. 

Abram (1996) also points out, as do Macy and Brown (2014), that the noise and busyness that 

we produce in our world is a source of separation from our relationship with the planet. He 

points to electric lights that drown out the night, the incessant drone of vehicle traffic and so 

forth, that prevent humans from experiencing the power and reciprocity of Other (D. Abram, 

personal communication, 2017).  

Human science researcher, Max van Manen (2007) describes the act of practicing 

phenomenology as “being swept up in a spell of wonder, a fascination with meaning” (p. 12) and 

states that it is “a sensitivity one employs to explore our everyday involvement with the world” 

(p. 13). To van Manen, phenomenology is a practice, not an explanation, and therefore never 

makes things easier to understand but instead offers richness in the lived human experience. Both 

the students (by way of their self-reporting) and I (by way of this study) used van Manen’s 

(1990) six guidelines for our expressions of lived human experience as follows: 

1. Avoid causal explanations and stick to describing the experience as lived. 
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2. Describe the feelings, moods and emotions. 

3. Focus on one incident or experience. 

4. Focus on the vividness of the experience as lived the first time. 

5. Report using the 5 senses. 

6. Avoid beautification by way of fancy vocabulary or phrases. (p. 64)  

Art as a Way of Knowing 

van Manen (1990) asserts that many people find writing their lived experience difficult. 

Consequently, I used art and creative expression as an additional tool to help the students find an 

alternative way to express themselves and to help me to better glean an understanding of their 

lived experiences at this time and place in their lives. Blandy and Hoffman (1993) see creativity 

as “a vehicle for engaging students with social issues in a way that empowers them, creating 

connections and establishing community” (p. 29). I support this view, and therefore provided my 

students with many opportunities throughout the school year to employ art as a means of 

representing their understandings (e.g., showing their learning to me), as well as a powerful 

reflective learning tool (e.g., working through their lessons to arrive at learning). Arts-based 

researcher Hilary Inwood (2008) writes: 

[Art] achieves this by making learning personal, in part through developing and 
balancing learners’ visual, spatial, emotional, and kinetic forms of intelligence, 
but also by giving them communicative tools to share their individual perspective. 
It is this ability— to connect learners’ minds with their hands and their hearts—
that makes art education a powerful ally in fostering ecological literacy. (p. 31) 

 
To ensure that the students’ view of themselves (or as I refer to the “Self”) was fully 

expressed, I also employed a hybrid of Macy and Brown (2014) suggested art activities. The 

authors’ purport, and as a teacher I would agree, that often people are not able to fully 

communicate a complete version of their understanding using words alone. For this reason, their 
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art activities offered another chance for the students to communicate their emotions. As Ritchart, 

Church and Morrison (2011) report, “using colours, symbols, and images taps into students’ 

natural creativity and desire for expression. At the same time, it pushes students to make 

connections and think metaphorically” (p. 119). It was important to me that students were 

provided a wide range of materials to work with for this inquiry. 

 And not least of all, the foundation for the student’s art work3 was based on Allen’s 

(1995) Art is a Way of Knowing, where she writes that images and art explicate the soul’s full 

experience. She goes on to posit that art is employed as a way (or process) of expressing 

meaning-making and what it is we are coming to know through the process of the making itself. 

Nature-Deficit Disorder and Ecophobia  

In Louv’s (2005) book, Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-

Deficit Disorder, he explains the repercussions of the Industrial Growth Society’s children being 

cut off from more-than-human life. Louv (2005) points to the growing frequency of childhood 

obesity, ADHD diagnoses, fear of nature, loss of imagination and a whole host of other perils 

with one principal contributing factor: children are cut off from nature. He posits that as our 

young spend less and less time in natural surroundings, their senses narrow, they atrophy 

physiologically, and they are stunted in their human experience (Louv, 2005).  

Other parts of Louv’s (2005) work and that of environmental educator David Sobel 

(1998) also play an important role in this study in terms of its exploration of the fear of nature 

(called “ecophobia”) and how children are not free to run wild as they once were. This has 

influenced my own parenting and teaching styles as I have at times prevented my children and 

students from playing in the woods nearby for fear of physical injury or breaking the rules. For 

                                                
3 Art work is my preferred terminology for the products of self-expression. It is used to honour the students’ efforts, 

which required a great deal of thought and determination. 
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example, on more than one occasion, I have prevented children from playing in autumn leaves 

for fear of one of them getting something in their eye or discouraged play that might render a 

student’s clothes dirty for fear that parents would complain to my administrator.  

Moreover, Louv (2005) points to a cumulative impact of overdevelopment, park rules, 

well-meaning environmental regulations and fear of litigation as sending messages to our youth 

that the only form of outdoor recreation that is acceptable is organized sport on manicured 

playing fields. I have witnessed this when listening to my students talk about their weekly ski 

trips to Whistler, for instance. While they were outside, they were flying down a mountain, with 

earbuds in, blasting music. They were no more experiencing nature on the slopes than they 

would have been watching television with a window open nearby. 

Louv (2005) indicates that in the time that it has taken to move from my grandfather’s 

generation to that of my students’, we have moved through three phases of views on nature: 

Industrial Growth Society has moved from direct utilitarianism (my nonagenarian grandfather) to 

romantic attachment (the 60s return to the land movement) to electronic detachment (my current 

students). A British study by Balmford, Clegg, Coulson and Taylor (2002) supports this with 

findings that reveal the average eight year old was better able to identify Pokémon characters 

than otters, beetles or trees. Similar work is being conducted locally in North Vancouver by the 

Tsleil-Waututh Nation (TWN) who have captured trail camera images of animals on the Indian 

River and are asking the general public to identify them. Though no final results have been made 

public, Lindsey Ogston of the TWN tells me very few individuals are able to identify all six 

species (L. Ogston, personal conversation, summer 2017). 

It is important to note that Louv’s (2005) now famous term “nature-deficit disorder” is 

not limited to children. Families and entire communities suffer when alienated from nature 
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(Louv, 2005). Still, Louv (2005) offers hope in seeing “how blessed our children can be 

biologically, cognitively and spiritually when they are in positive physical connection with 

nature” (p. 34).  

Sobel (1998) writes that we have laid the problems of the world on our children, without 

providing them with enough real contact with nature. This may cause children to distance 

themselves from nature as a coping mechanism for their intense emotions. Specifically, Sobel 

(1998) states: “If we ask children to deal with problems beyond their understanding and control, 

then I think we cut them off from the possible sources of their strength” (n.p.). Both Louv and 

Sobel agree that being and learning in nature can be a source of strength and resiliency for 

children. 

Biophilia 

E. O. Wilson (1984) writes in Biophilia: The Human Bond With Other Species that 

humans have a biological urge to associate with and life’s processes. The etymology of the word 

bio means ‘life’, and philia means ‘affection’, (retrieved November 12, 2017 

https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=philia) or love. Wilson purports this is why people will 

risk their lives for their domesticated pets, or fill their houses with houseplants and flowers. 

However, it could be argued that these examples could vary depending on cultural norms. 

The Work That Reconnects 

Macy (1991) has created a practice called The Work That Reconnects (TWTR) that 

employs many ancient spiritual teachings, including her own Buddhist background and systems 

theory, to help walk humans through a continuous feedback system and experience their own 

grief about the state of the planet.  
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In TWTR, Macy (1991) uses Dabrowski’s (1964) positive disintegration theory to help 

people work through realizations that are frightening or disorienting, and allow for adaptation 

and rebirth in a cyclical fashion. TWTR is a holon, that is to say, a part of a whole and a whole at 

the same time (Koestler, 1967). An individual’s emotions are always in cycle, and so is that 

which they are feeling the extreme emotions towards (Macy, 1991). This is natural. Macy uses a 

garden as an example — the plant is cycling through seed to growth to flowering to seed to 

decomposition and then nourishing the soil from which it grew (Macy, 1991). Like the garden, 

we are cycling through a similar process, but on a grander scale. 

The Work That Reconnects is comprised of many different activities that can be 

completed as part of a collective or as one-offs. This study employed several of Macy’s and 

Brown’s (2014) activities (e.g., Open Sentences p.97, Choosing Beings p.160 and The Milling 

p.110), as well as their principles on how to facilitate TWTR. Macy and Brown (2014) 

recommend facilitators meet all people in the workshop with warmth and respect, trust the 

naturalness and spontaneity of the process, be flexible in how the work is conducted, and above 

all, be present with emotional authenticity. To successfully guide a workshop, facilitators need to 

have two levels of consciousness. First, a facilitator must be 100% present as a participant in the 

work and second, a facilitator must scan the energy of the participants 100% of the time. They 

further suggest that every workshop should have a talking stick, both a sharing time and time for 

silence, time outside and a pulse taking activity (Macy and Brown, 2014). All of these 

recommendations figured prominently in the work I completed with my class. 
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

Introduction 

This study is also a mixed methods study using a number of qualitative approaches in the 

following ways: creating a case study (Robson, 1993) of the students of my grade seven class 

and their phenomenological experiences (Abram, 1996; van Manen, 1990) of being in nature and 

using arts-based inquiry in terms of art-making (Allen,1995) and informal interviews to 

determine what took place. A final analysis of interpretation employed the lens of Creative 

Analytic Practice (Richardson, 2000) to test the validity and reliability of the overall 

ethnographic data (Van Maanen, 1988). I have also tallied the written questionnaires the students 

completed in nature into tables to quantitatively compare their answers under the themes that 

arose in order to visually demonstrate some significance of these themes.  

My purpose in conducting this case study was to gain insight and understanding of how 

an intact group of pre-adolescents view themselves in relation to their local, natural, 

environment. In order to accomplish this goal, I collected varied data from the participants to 

allow for a better understanding of their individual viewpoints and perspectives of more-than-

human life.  

With the rapidly increasing density of our community, my students’ exposure to nature is 

more about watching the moss grow between the cracks in our concrete playground and picking 

(invasive) blackberries on the school grounds, which is not necessarily a bad thing according to 

many academics (Kuo, 2010; Louv, 2005; Thomashow, 1995, 2002). This semi-natural space still 

contains more-than-human life and provides opportunities for children to sit in wonder and 

practice being-in-the-world as participants not just observers (Thomashow, 2002).  
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While my grade seven students are fortunate to have exposure to the many trail networks 

within our community and facilities such as the Ecology Centre, Vancouver Aquarium and 

Cheakamus Centre where they spend time with their classes studying ponds, farm life and 

Indigenous ways of being and learning, the questions remain: What are their worldviews? Are 

they connected to Other? Phenomenologist Abram (1996) writes of the “obliviousness” (p. 28) 

and denial that Western humans have towards other species and nature in general. This led me to 

wonder: Do my students connect with the life that surrounds them? 

A Case Study 

I wanted to create a snapshot, a case study, for myself and for others, of what it is like to 

be growing up in Edgemont Village, with all the opportunities and privilege that entails. With all 

of the material wealth and busyness, with the global vacations and ability to Google search 

almost anything, how do these students see them-Self in relation to more-than-human life? This 

case study adapts experiential activities from The Work That Reconnects (Macy and Brown, 

2014) to address the following research question:  

How do grade seven Highlands Elementary School students view themselves in relation 

to more-than-human life?  

When structuring this case study, I relied heavily on the established and academically 

supported guidelines of Yin (2003) and Merriam (1988). My first step was to draft a research 

question, as Yin (2003) recommends, and then set about to develop a hypothesis. My theory was 

that I thought that my students were not considering other forms of life as equals. I relied on the 

responses from an Open Sentences (Macy and Brown, 2014) questionnaire as well as my 

interpretation of the art work the students produced in response to the activities as the primary 

data sources, but also relied on my own observations to reinforce and render my interpretation 
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more valid. To determine what had taken place for the students, I read and re-read, coded, 

themed and analyzed the written data (Robson, 1993) while I poured over the art work searching 

for connections, correlations, information (Merriam, 1988; Van Maanen, 1988; Yin, 2003) I 

finally conducted informal interviews to hear what the students had to say about their art and 

cross-referenced that with my own interpretations.  

As the teacher, and the researcher, I had the good fortune of knowing my subjects well, 

and was in a position to provide my readers a description of a specific case situation with a 

beginning and an ending. Robson (1993) calls this knowing “rich or thick”, because as a 

researcher and teacher, I am in a position to interpret the experience of a clearly defined time by 

a clearly defined group (p.148). By capturing the students’ sense of ecological identity by way of 

their lived experience through words and art, by observing their wonder using a 

phenomenological lens, I hoped to better capture what it is they cared about most and how they 

experienced the world they live in. 

Ethnography 

This inquiry is a true ethnography in that it is both a product (e.g., it captured a snapshot 

of the students’ worldviews) and a process (e.g., it was a way of studying an intact group of 

culturally similar twelve and thirteen year old students) (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). van Maanen 

(1988) likens ethnographies, such as this one, to paintings by Monet and Renoir: they create an 

open and participatory feeling for the interpreter, in this case, the reader. Focused ethnographies, 

such as this one, are meant to be a vibrant retelling of the experience. Knoblauch (2005) asserts 

that a conventional ethnography is characterized as being time extensive, long term, 

experientially intensive studies where the researcher possesses insider knowledge. This inquiry 

qualifies as a focused ethnography, as defined by Knoblauch (2005), because it is: 
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• Time intensive 

• Researcher possesses background knowledge 

• Involves communicative activities 

• Data analysis intensive 

As is necessary with any inquiry, but particularly important with arts-based qualitative 

inquiries, this research is founded on the work of academically proven, time tested, scholars. I 

have set out to create a portrait of the experience of the students over a brief but intensive period 

of time in June 2017. This inquiry is a true ethnography in that is it is the story (graphy) of a 

unique and identified group of grade seven students (ethno). 

Creative Analytical Practice 

The students’ phenomenological works needed to be enjoyed, contemplated, investigated 

and interpreted in a way that respected their sense of wonder and self-expression. To facilitate 

this, I used Richardson & St. Pierre’s (2005), Creative Analytical Practice (CAP) because it did 

not reduce their work to fit into boxes or scientific data, rather it allowed for continual 

interpretation. What made CAP arguably a natural fit for my study was the way in which it 

stipulates that we must “crystallize” the work for validity (p. 963) rather than attempt to rigidly 

triangulate it. According to Richardson and St. Pierre (2005), crystallization: 

… combines symmetry and substance with an infinite variety of shapes, 
substances, transmutations, multidimensionalities, and angles of approach. 
Crystals grow, change, and are altered, but they are not amorphous. Crystals are 
prisms that reflect externalities and refract within themselves, creating different 
colors, patterns, and arrays casting off in different directions. What we see 
depends on our angle of repose—not triangulation but rather crystallization … we 
have moved from plane geometry to light theory, where light can be both waves 
and particles. (p. 963)  

 
CAP is primarily linked to understanding the author’s lived experience (Richardson & St. 

Pierre, 2005). While researching CAP, I recognized that the process of conducting CAP was 
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described with many of the same words as TWTR (Macy and Brown, 2014) used. Specifically, I 

noted words such as: humble, respect, socially aware, emotional, and spiritual. These were the 

lenses I wanted to use to honour the children and their worldviews. The “results” within this case 

study, therefore, are valid yet not “reliable,” meaning that they are true in each student’s case, but 

cannot necessarily be reproduced exactly or generalized. Richardson (2000) writes of five 

criteria that can be employed to ensure that an ethnography is up to academic standards: 

1. Substantive contribution: Does this piece contribute to our understanding of social life? 

2. Aesthetic merit: Is the text satisfying and complex? 

3. Reflexivity: Does the author hold themself accountable to standards? 

4. Impact: Does this affect me emotionally? Intellectually? 

5. Expression of Reality: Does this text embody a true lived experience? (p. 937) 

Throughout this ethnographic case study I held myself to Richardson’s (2000) standards, 

focusing especially on point three (reflexivity) and five (expression of reality). The telling of the 

experience the students and I went through needed to be academically sound, but also a beautiful 

retelling of a richly poignant time we shared that remained faithful to their experience.  

Confidentiality 

To ensure confidentiality and protect student privacy, I employed pseudonyms, which the 

students emphatically requested they choose themselves. However, students did use their real 

names when they completed the worksheet, and on their art yet I have not used their names here 

and covered up the names on the artwork within these pages. 

The students’ parents and/or guardians were supportive of my teaching methods and 

professional development and with that, they all agreed to allow their children to participate in 

the study by signing a Letter of Informed Consent (see Appendix B). Parents and/or guardians 
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were aware that pseudonyms would be assigned and that the data would be secure during this 

research and destroyed once the thesis had been defended. In further ethical consideration, the 

children themselves also agreed to participate in this study by way of the signed Letters of 

Informed Consent (see Appendix B). Parents/Guardians, and students, have also signed waivers 

to allow for the use of any photographs where they are recognizable (see Appendix C). To 

conduct this study, I also received consent from the Superintendent of Schools, Mark Pearmain, 

and from the Highlands Elementary Principal, Todd Henderson (See Appendix D).  

Ethical Consideration 

I was certain to repeatedly communicate to the students that no part of any information 

gathered in this inquiry would affect their grades or would play any role in an academic 

assessment I did of them. I assured them that they were free to contribute, or not, according to 

their own will, and that they could withdraw their support at any time. 

Limitations 

My primary concern with the design of this study is that this group was well acquainted 

with each other and with me. This is a double-edged sword as they had already received a year of 

my teaching style and content, and knew each other well, however, perhaps it can be said I knew 

them too well and I bring my biases into play. We were already bonded in an established 

relationship and they openly trusted me. They knew they did not have to participate, so they were 

disarmed and were not trying to exaggerate their responses to gain admiration or respect from 

me. Further, they had already been exposed to my teaching style and lessons, which would make 

them already aware of more-than-human life. A whole school year of my worldview had been 

taught to them and had likely had influenced them in some way. 
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Further limiting my study was the influence that the students’ families and family 

worldviews may have had on their responses. I had no way, within the scope of my study, of 

investigating how their parents do or do not connect with Other. With that said, external factors 

undoubtedly factored into the outcomes of this research as students are living their lives at the 

same time as this study is taking place with all sorts of other influences at hand. Another example 

of external factors influencing their immediate experience was when the tranquility of their 20 

minutes in nature was interrupted by foreign noises and humans walking the trails. 

Lastly, I feel unsettled that I specifically referred to their “five senses” in a 

phenomenology-based work because it seems to me that the raison d’être of phenomenology is 

that there is more going on than just our five senses can perceive. However, given that most of 

the literature, including Macy and Brown (2014) and Abram (1996), references only five senses, 

I followed suit. Future studies might do well to encourage spending more time explaining 

phenomenology and allowing students to use their intuitive senses as well. 
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Chapter Four: Data Collection 

The participants in this case study were a group of thirty, twelve and thirteen year old 

grade seven students from Highlands Elementary in North Vancouver. Twenty-nine students had 

been in the same class together since September 2016 and one arrived in January 2017. They 

were typical students for the neighbourhood in that they enjoyed many extracurricular activities 

including organized sports and many forms of creative arts (e.g., private tutor cello lessons, 

many forms of dance, and photography classes). Many of the students had also traveled 

extensively as revealed in class discussions when they recalled family holidays to Bali, trips to 

California or safaris in Africa. The students were able to practically apply their learning through 

many demonstrations depicting their understandings and they leaned on each other for guidance 

and support. They also showed compassion as they cared for each other and were always quick 

to volunteer whether it be fundraising for charities or simply performing tasks around the school. 

On the day data collection began, of the thirty students in the class, twenty-eight 

participated. One was absent the day of the initial data collection, and one had chosen not to 

participate. Of the participating students, nineteen presented as female and nine presented as 

male.  

Instrumentation/Data Collection 

This study began in the outdoors within close proximity to the school building. At the 

school there is access to trails, forest and neighbourhood parks within a five-minute walk of the 

grounds. The students and I were very comfortable working outside of our classroom because we 

had already spent much time learning and working outdoors throughout the year.  

On the first day of data collection (June 7, 2017), I asked one of the students to lead the 

group to a wooded area near Mosquito Creek, about a ten-minute walk from the school. Together 
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we chose to sit under tall cedars in the soft, cool forest floor. This flexibility of choice in outdoor 

space follows Macy’s TWTR guidelines, which state that this work can be done in almost any 

location where participants can feel comfortable enough to be present and attentive (2014). This 

specific area had many ferns and other small flora, and on June 7, the weather was sunny, 23 

degrees Celsius and cotton floated in the air, suspended by a pleasant breeze. 

Settling into the space, the students and I assembled in a Community Circle (see Figure 

4.2). A Community Circle is where all of us gathered in a loose circle and each student gets the 

opportunity to speak, while everyone else listens. The students were familiar with this format 

because throughout the school year we have used Community Circle at least once every week as 

a way to more effectively communicate. We used a talking stick to pass as we took turns 

speaking, and as we felt moved to speak. Not everyone spoke. I reminded them about the work I 

was doing for my Master’s degree, that none of what we discussed would be marked and that 

there were no right or wrong answers – we were simply self-expressing. With humility and 

gratitude for their participation, I assured them that their parents had already granted their 

permission to participate. As recommended by Macy and Brown (2014), I had them take three 

deep cleansing breaths, and called their attention to the sounds around us – sounds that they were 

making and sounds that Others were making too. 

Next, I gave instructions and suggestions to the students prior to their exploration of the 

area. I told them to be very intentional about where they chose to spend their time. This practice 

followed the work of Flowers, Lipsett and Barrett (2014) who recommended that “students are 

asked to slow down and pay attention to direct experience” (p. 114). I told them to go where they 

wanted and stay for the entire time, or relocate from area to area if they felt inspired to do so. 

They were told to take time to choose two living beings: one that they were attracted to, and one 
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they are repulsed by, and ‘get to know’ each one. This exercise was adapted as a hybrid of 

Macy’s and Brown’s (2014) activities Open Sentences on Gratitude (p. 96) and Open Sentences 

on the Great Turning (p. 99). I prompted them with questions that would help them in this 

process including:  

• What does this being look like?  

• How big or small is it?  

• What colour is it?  

• Does it smell?  

• Can you taste it?  

• How does it look up close?  

• Why are you attracted to it? 

• What is it you like about it?  

• What is it that you feel repulsed by?  

I asked that they not communicate with other humans during this twenty-minute period 

and reassured them that there would be time to talk about their experiences afterward. 

Additionally, I reminded them to be careful not to inadvertently threaten other life, not to pick 

the only one of a particular living being and to ensure they were not harming or destroying 

habitat. Following my instructions and suggestions, the students were set free to explore the area 

for approximately twenty minutes. This free wander time began at 11:14 am. During this time, I 

kept notes in my journal. I noted that, surprisingly, even though I had not given directions on an 

area to stay within, the students kept very close to our gathering spot. I also noted, for the most 

part, they stayed in groups of three or more. As other trail users passed by, the students largely 

ignored them but did interact with dogs. 
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Further, I noted the difference in how the two genders acted; the girls chose to stay for longer 

periods in one place, whereas the boys tended to move around, jumping off logs and balancing 

on roots protruding from the ground. Many boys picked up sticks and used them as tools 

(drumsticks or swords). Also of note, and of interest to me, was that at least three boys took out 

their phones and began taking pictures of their surroundings. One of the girls clearly displayed a 

tactile, multisensory experience as she brushed her thigh repeatedly with a cedar bough (See 

Figure 4.1). 

   

   Figure 4.1. Brushing with a cedar bough  

Once twenty minutes had passed, I wandered through the area handing out questionnaires 

(see Appendix A) that I had adapted from Macy’s and Brown’s (2014) Open Sentences exercise 

(p. 96) intended to prompt the children to finish the sentences in writing in a way that felt right to 

them. The Open Sentences questions were as follows: 
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1. I felt attracted to this living being because… 

2. I felt repulsed by this living being because… 

3. Some things I LOVE about being alive on Earth are… 

4. Some things I find hard about being alive right now are… 

5. Ways I know I contribute to a better world are… 

I reiterated that there were no right or wrong answers and tried to be as supportive and as 

genuine as possible with my body language, instructing them to answer freely, openly and 

honestly. I told them to take all the time they needed to complete the questionnaire and then 

return to our Community Circle when they were done. In my journal, I noted that there was a 

piece of machinery working nearby and the noise was definitely interrupting the energy of the 

exercise. 

When they completed the work (the first two completed questionnaires came in 11:48am 

and the remaining questionnaires were submitted within twelve minutes), we returned to the 

Community Circle and I led a circle time to share our experiences and thoughts. There was no 

pressure to speak, but about half of the students did. Below are photos I took throughout the 

experience. 

    

Figure 4.2. Community Circle gathering spot 
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Figure 4.3. Sitting in place 

   

   

Figure 4.4. Completing Open Sentences, silently, in groups 
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                                Figure 4.5. In reciprocity 

 

Following the outdoor activity, we returned to the school for a fifty-five minute lunch 

break and outdoor playtime. When we regrouped, I took attendance and we began the creation of 

art that incorporated their outdoor experience. For this period, I asked them to recall what they 

had just experienced in the woods near Mosquito Creek, the more-than-human life forms they 

had focused on, and then asked them to create an art piece that depicted themselves in relation to 

nature and other life forms.  

In small groups of four to seven students, I escorted them to the school’s art room where 

they had free rein to choose any materials they wished. The room contained paper and a mixed 

variety of media including paints and assorted materials such as magazines, textiles, shape-edged 

scissors and glue. Originally, I had intended for the art projects to be worked on over three 

blocks of sixty minutes or until they felt their work was complete. In reality, art trickled in over 
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the following three weeks. While I did provide many free work periods over this time, I cannot 

assume that all works were completed at school; it is very likely that some worked on their 

pieces at home.  

This art work was based on Allen (1995) who says that art allows her to experience 

“gardens and graveyards” (p. ix) and by making art, she figures out who she is. Allen says that a 

relationship with our imagination is a relationship with our deepest self (p. 3). Following Allen’s 

lead, I made the room as comfortable as I could. She is emphatic about how emotions move us in 

art, so I was conscious to limit the busyness in our classroom. For instance, I turned off the lights 

to allow natural light to stream in, invited the students to choose a space to work and allowed 

them to use their earbuds and listen to their own music. 

   

Figure 4.6. Photos inspire art work 
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Chapter Five: Data Analysis 

As is pertinent with qualitative inquiry, I have made every effort to be precautious and 

careful in my interpretation of the data. When analyzing the data received for the research 

question: How do grade seven Highlands Elementary School students view themselves in relation 

to more-than-human life? I have relied on the time tested and academically sound research 

guidance of Yin (2003), who recommends that researchers commence their analysis by 

investigating the theoretical proposition that led to the research question, followed by 

investigation of the rival explanation. I maintained an attitude of inquiry, without assumption, 

throughout the entire process. I had three primary sources of data: the Open Sentences 

questionnaires, the art work, and the open interviews. A fourth, albeit important, source came 

from my journal where I wrote notes throughout the data collection process. 

I began my analysis by reading over the Open Sentences questionnaires. A natural place 

for me to start was by considering Q3 (i.e., Some things I LOVE about being alive on Earth 

are…) because I was eager to know what they were passionate about. After an initial reading, I 

paused to consider how I could begin coding the responses. As I reread the responses, I decided 

on six categories (nature, relationships, empowered to change, school/extracurricular, adventure 

and technology). Once they were all labeled, I went back through and read them over to consider 

what (if anything) they had said in addition to their first answer. I reread each student’s Q3 

response to see if they had written more than one idea. I labeled those additional comments in 

chronological order.   

I relied heavily on the work of Robson (1993), who recommends “formal and informal 

analysis,” that is to say spending time sitting and concentrating on the analysis, but also, I found 

that I was considering my inquiry and its interpretation while I was doing daily tasks such as 
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listening to podcasts or engaged in random conversation (p. 378). It would not be an 

exaggeration to say that during this period, coding consumed much of my time and thoughts. 

I carried on reading the remaining questions, and considered the responses, doing 

constant investigation by comparing the students’ answers. Were there correlations between 

students and the way they answered? If they answered a certain way on one question, could I 

predict the way they would answer another? I spent much time trying to read and investigate but, 

in the end, was confident I had saturated this coding and that I had the clearest possible view of 

the data (given that no one ever can have a completely impartial and clear view as we all have 

biases). 

The art work came next. As I processed each piece individually, I jotted notes on post-it 

notes stuck to the back of the piece. I noted if what I was seeing in their work was compatible 

with what I knew of the artist, and if it appeared that their work was based on verisimilitude (a 

true lived experience), or if it was what the artist wished they could live/experience. Next, as 

Allen (1995) recommends, I considered patterns, colours, textures and materials. After spending 

time getting to know each piece, I wrote my interpretation of the message the student artist was 

expressing on more post-its stuck to the back of the piece. I took time away, and would revisit 

each piece with fresh eyes, and in different light/environments. Sometimes I worked from my 

basement office, and other times I took the art work outside to my patio to consider it in new 

surroundings. At last I was satisfied that I had reached saturation here, too.  

I was fortunate enough to be able to review my interpretation of the art work by 

conducting a brief interview with the student artists. I told them what I saw in their art, and asked 

if I was correct, and if they could add to my interpretation in order to confirm or dispel my own 
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notions. This was a valuable and important step in terms of validation. These interviews provided 

the most profound insights for me and I am grateful that I took notes. 

At this point, it occurred to me to do as Van Maanen (1988) suggests: to consider all of 

the data. I reread my journal notes, all the Open Sentence questionnaires, revisited the art work, 

and the interview notes in order to let the crystallization (Richardson, 2000) occur. I looked at the 

data each student had provided, and then looked at types of data. Van Maanen (1988) said it best, 

because at one point I realized that my analysis was not finished, but “over” (p. 120). I knew I 

could go on eternally considering each choice of words, each colour used, but to what end?  I felt 

confident that I now possessed a clear enough picture of what the students had expressed in this 

snapshot moment. 
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Chapter Six: Results and Findings 

I had twenty-eight students participate in this case study. Reviewing their completed 

written questionnaires one at a time, I noticed several themes emerged, a number of which 

overlapped from one question to another. I started by considering their answers to Open Sentence 

three, and then proceeded to sentences four, one and two in that order. Question five was 

considered only after reviewing the art work. Below are quantitative tables representing the 

significance of the students' answers as they related to each of the five questions according to 

themes that arose in the analytic process. 

Table 6.1 

Question 3 – “Some things I LOVE about being alive on Earth are…” 

Theme Number of Students Who Alluded to the Theme 

Empowerment for Change 1 

Human Relationships 10 

Nature 14 

School/Extracurricular 
Activities 

1 

Adventure 1 

Technology 1 

I chose Nature as a category to sum up when students used words such as “creeks”, 

“forest” or “spider web.” Five out of the group of fourteen specifically wrote “nature” while 

seven of the fourteen wrote something in nature was beautiful (or beauty of…). For Human 

Relationships, they spoke mostly of family, with friends often mentioned as well. One person’s 

answer, which was categorized under Empowerment for Change said, “being able to make a 
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change and leave earth in a better place. I could make a change for better or worse, hopefully 

better.” 

Table 6.2 

Question 4 – “Some things I find hard about being alive right now are…” 

Theme Number of Students Who Alluded to the Theme 

Nature 6 

Human Relationships 4 

School/Extracurricular 
Activities 

10 

Technology 1 

Terrorism 7 

Nature responses in this question were overwhelmingly about pollution (five of the six). 

Four students in School/Extracurricular found “homework” to be too much, while five said they 

simply had “too much pressure.” Terrorism was equally divided between students who 

specifically wrote “terrorism” and students who wrote “war.” The remaining answer placed in 

this category wrote “humans killing humans.” 

The students’ choices for what living being they were attracted to (Q1) often included 

sensual inquiry (e.g., something caught their eye, something felt soft, etc.) as they reported smell, 

touch and sound as being contributing factors for why they chose what they did. Not one student 

mentioned taste. Also noteworthy, and slightly contradictory, is that six students’ answers for 

both Q3 and Q4, on what they loved and found hard, or difficult, about being alive, were in the 

Nature category. Perhaps what they were indicating is there’s both beauty and difficulty in 

nature, and it is not all black and white to them. 
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Table 6.3 

Question 1 – “I felt attracted to this living being…” 

Theme Number of Students Who Alluded to the Theme 

Animals 5 

Trees 12 

Small Bushes/Greenery 8 

Water 1 

The Whole 2 

The Whole was used to categorize one student’s answer, which was a long list of non-

human beings in the forested area. This participant wrote, “I felt attracted to everything here. I 

love the plants, squirrels, birds, etc. I love the smell, sound of running water and natural 

colours.” A second student also listed a number of natural beings; therefore she was also 

categorized under The Whole. Small Bushes/Greenery in this case was the category to refer to: 

ferns (two responses), moss (two responses), leaves (two responses), “purple flower” (one 

response) and salmonberry plant (one response). Four of five respondents in the Animal category 

wrote either bird or bird feather; the remaining response was “spider.” This participant wrote, “I 

felt attracted to a spider because they are really interesting and viewed differently by humans. 

Some find them disgusting and scary while I find them incredible animals. They have the ability 

to create masterful homes and have a graceful appearance. They are nature’s creativity.” 
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Table 6.4 

Question 2 – “I felt repulsed by the living being…” 

Theme Number of Students Who Alluded to the Theme 

Cottonwood Seeds 4 

Small Plants 5 

Leaves 3 

Bugs 9 

Feathers from Dead Bird 1 

Invasive Species 3 

Nothing 1 

Human Destruction 2 

 The student who wrote spider in Q1 wrote in Q2, “I felt repulsed by nothing. Nature is 

beautiful and even though some insects bit me, I don’t hate them for it.” Her response was 

categorized as Nothing. Four students mentioned spiders in the Bugs category, followed by three 

who wrote “bugs;” one did not care for mosquitos and one wrote “spit bugs.” Invasive Species 

responses were either ivy or holly. Responses in Leaves were too non-specific for me to 

confidently state if the leaves originated from a native or non-native species. All four students 

who responded with Cottonwood Seed wrote that it was “annoying.” Three students mentioned 

skunk cabbage in the Small Plants category. One response placed in this category was “small 

bush” and the last one wrote, “I think it’s poison ivy” (which is not found in this particular area). 

Scope of Themes 

Many themes outside the parameters of my field of study arose, particularly in the Open 

Sentences portion of the data. These themes are poignant and worthy of further research. For 

example, the students’ significant fears of terrorism and war, and pressures in school, are deeply 



INQUIRY OF PERCEPTION  50 

troubling and are in need of analysis and action. What did fit into my established scope was any 

mention of nature or Other life, which I have done my best to include in the findings.  

Art Work 

Of the 14 students who reported nature in Q3, 13 submitted art work. The work ranged in 

form from mixed media on paper (eleven pieces of art work) to sculpture (two pieces of art 

work). Six students used writing in their art work. This use of language ranged from 

abbreviation, to quotations, to their own self-expression, including a poem. 

     

    Figure 6.1. Maple photos with quote 

 This artist chose “I’m fine with it” as her alias. I know her to be a high-level soccer 

player who places undue pressure on herself to succeed and be a leader. She said in our 

discussion, “I feel myself in nature. I can go there and feel at peace and at home.” 
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    Figure 6.2. Mosquito Creek 

Joe (a pseudonym) drew this pencil crayon on paper piece which he describes as being 

“in the forest at Mosquito Creek. And I made the sun look like I made it from Clip Art.” 

    

    Figure 6.3. Shoes’ Bamboo and Bird 

“Shoes” is an international exchange student from China who has come to Canada, in his 

estimation, to find clean air. In this piece, which he described as “not good but hopeful,” he used 

paint and markers on paper to create “a lot of bamboo. I used my sense and I saw trees but I 

wanted them to be different so I made bamboo. I drank from the river and I heard birds while I 

am outside so I put them there too.” 
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    Figure 6.4. House with trees and sun 

Brad (a pseudonym) used paint, pencil and paper to express himself. In the follow up 

interview he said, “I tried to do a stump but couldn’t, that would have described how we’re 

destroying nature.” 

     

            Figure 6.5. Autumn tree 

This paint on paper done by Sophia (a pseudonym) is “what I think of when I hear the 

word nature … a tree in fall, calm and happy.” 
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        Figure 6.6. Nature is around me 

This artist with the pseudonym, Sans the Skeleton, created this piece using pencil crayon 

and paper. I noted that she was central in her representation of nature, as she wrote “I saw…, I 

heard…, I felt…, and …around me”. She was very brief in her interview and simply said, “These 

three senses seemed to fit best” and wouldn’t elaborate. 

    

    Figure 6.7. Our family’s spot 

Alice (a pseudonym) used paint and pen to create this piece, which she describes as being 

a reproduction of a place where “We go camping along the coast … so this is something I had a 

picture of on my phone and I copied it for this painting.” 
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     Figure 6.8. R.I.P Bird 

Gary (a pseudonym) has made art about the dead bird that he found in the forest, where 

the Open Sentences were written, in pencil and marker on paper. He reports, “This is how I feel 

about the way things work. It’s only a small part of life. Mourned and move on. Everything is a 

circle.” 

          

Figure 6.9. Tree and singing bird 

Nick (a pseudonym) says of his piece, “A man with a hat was gardening with a bucket; he 

is touching a rose that has just grown. I was thinking of a big tree in the park, I was attracted to 

its branches.” I note that I had completely misread this piece originally. I interpreted it as a man 
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who was harvesting the only flower that remained, oblivious to the bird over his head. In my 

original notes I remarked that I was impressed how much effort this student had placed on his 

work. 

    

    Figure 6.10. Constance’s perspective 

I know Constance (a pseudonym) spends much of her free time away from screens. She 

regularly told the class of her weekend camping trips, time spent in her vegetable garden and of 

activities she participated in through Girl Guides of Canada. She says this piece is meant to 

“encourage people to see outside the box, which is where the living things we don’t know live.” 
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     Figure 6.11. Crow 

Kurooshima (a pseudonym which she reports means “Black Name” in Japanese) said 

about her pen and pencil on paper art work, “I thought about the crows I saw in the woods. I had 

smelt the tree and it smelled like wood … like the outside.” 

 

Figure 6.12.  Protective bubble 

In this piece, which is plasticine and pipe cleaners inside a recycled jar with a bright sun 

painted on the lid, Jordan (a pseudonym) reports, “Nature is an outsider in our modern life where 

technology and some people have saved it inside a protective bubble. You can see it but it’s not 

possible to touch it.” 
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   Figure 6.13. The Whispering Tree 

Bob (a pseudonym) shared with me that this mixed media piece, which contains a note 

inside a bottle, inside the recycled jar which also contains a tree, that this is “one tree in a 

protective bubble; if you get through there’s a secret message. It’s a different message for every 

person: maybe inspiration or something you need to see.” 

     

   Figure 6.14. Back view of The Whispering Tree 
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Outliers in Q3. 

Some students, when exposed to nature, indicated in both Open Sentences and art work, 

that they felt empowered and connected to more-than-human life. However, even those who 

responded to Q3 that they loved something other than nature (e.g., relationships, adventure, 

school, self-empowerment, and technology) were able to clearly and vibrantly demonstrate a 

connection to nature in their art work and so I have included it below. Initially I thought that I 

would not include their work, but I was surprised by the research because even if they cannot 

speak about their connection, they can still express it artistically. 

    

   Figure 6.15. Ida’s memories 

Ida (a pseudonym) used paint and paper to create this piece based on her precious 

memories of early childhood especially as she is going through preadolescent changes of her 

own. “This is the ice, near Charlottetown, in the creek near my house. And it’s the Northern 

Lights I saw in Saskatoon. I remember there were a lot of bugs there. I remember that. I feel like 

everyone knows about climate change and they feel that it is out of control, but I feel like there is 

something we can do about it. I feel hopeful!” 
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Figure 6.16. Logan’s bushes 

Logan (a pseudonym), a student with developmental challenges, says of this piece “I 

made grass and bushes and a bird.” I was impressed that Logan’s art showed the layering of 

nature. Logan’s scant choice of words sells his work short. His detailed work shows his attention 

to different textures, colours, and shapes he found in nature. 

 

 

    Figure 6.17. Shhhh 

Abby (a pseudonym) says of this piece, “Shhhh was the sound of the river. The bird’s 

sounds are getting quieter. I wanted the whole piece to be soft like cedar branches, but the dead 

leaves, which I don’t like, had to be there.” 
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    Figure 6.18. Grandma’s roses 

Grandma (a pseudonym) is a Korean student who has lived in Canada for three years. She 

said of her work, “I switched the colours because I’ve seen a green rose and I wanted people to 

see something different. I had a rose bush at my house in Korea, and it was the one thing alive 

that had colour. And prickles! My brother would push me into them. My experience in nature is, 

every once in a while. Nature is a big influence for being open. In Korea, there’s no space. In 

Vancouver, there’s lots. And I like!” 

 

   Figure 6.19. The Earth has music 
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Josie (a pseudonym) created this pencil crayon and paint on paper piece to express, “Lots 

of people walk through the forest and only see nature, not all the life. You need to stop and 

listen.” 

 

   Figure 6.20.  Rae’s imagination  

Rae (a pseudonym) said of this paint on paper piece, “It’s unrealistic but this is my 

imagination of nature. It’s colourful even though the real one isn’t.” 

 

    Figure 6.21. The Lorax 
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Sally Something (a pseudonym) used the Dr. Seuss character, The Lorax, to express what 

she says needs to be addressed by society. “Everyone’s opinion is different and the movie is 

about nature and showing different people’s opinions on the facts.” 

 

   Figure 6.22. Bertha’s melting 

This piece was created with melted crayons, oil pastels, and marker on paper. Bertha (a 

pseudonym) said of her piece, “This thriving, beautiful thing is getting swallowed up.” 
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    Figure 6.23. Petunia’s print 

This work, according to Petunia (a pseudonym), is “splatter because nature is messy, but 

beautiful anyway.” She continued, “I would love to do something about climate change but I 

can’t actually make anything happen.” 

 

   Figure 6.24. Darth Vader’s tree 

Darth Vader (a pseudonym) said she drew this “tree in detail from a photo I found on the 

internet.” 
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  Figure 6.25. I’m small and the trees are huge 

Jessica (a pseudonym) is Korean, new to Canada within the last five years and new to our 

school in January 2017. She demonstrated a lot of fear (ecophobia). She said “Trees everywhere. 

I’m surrounded. I’m small and trees are huge. I can’t escape. Sometimes I want to escape. We 

went to the creek and there were no fish. I am calm and chilling: getting away from hot. I love 

flowers. Taking pictures of them and grass. The birds are far away because I don’t like them. I 

feel it represents our trip to the creek, a few weeks ago when we went and put our feet in and got 

all wet, and chilled.” 

  

   Figure 6.26. Bill’s calm forest 
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Bill (a pseudonym) surprised me in his interview. He is Korean, an only child, and 

dressed in the latest fashions. He admitted, “I feel calm in the forest, being in the wild, near the 

sun. And I feel sorta scared that it could, you know, go away.” 

 

Figure 6.27. Bailey’s rushed painting 

Bailey (a pseudonym) is a high level competitive athlete. She said of her work, “A bit 

abstract but it didn’t work out the way I had wanted. I was rushed. I am always rushed. The 

world is not completely put together but that’s what makes it beautiful. Anyway, it looked 

different in my mind … sorta like Mosquito Creek, but not.” I note that I did not limit the time 

allotted for completion of the art work. 
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Chapter Seven: Discussion and Conclusion 

This research primarily asked the question, How do grade seven Highlands Elementary 

School students view themselves in relation to more-than-human life? I realized while coding and 

analyzing this rich ethnographic data that I will never fully know how each individual student 

who participated views themselves in relation to more-than-human life. I did, however, clearly 

learn that the students seemed freer to more fully reveal their connection with Other when they 

were expressing themselves through art work, as opposed to only written communication.  

I was surprised that only half of the students mentioned nature in the Open Sentences 

questionnaire in answer to what they loved about being alive right now. Students knew I was 

studying outdoor environmental education and recognized that this work was being conducted 

for the outdoor education field. Plus, I had intentionally taken them outside to do this work, to be 

situated in nature. I had been concerned that the students would all write about nature in the 

Open Sentences because it was so obvious that I was studying nature and we were in nature, but 

that was not the case.  

Secondly, I was troubled to learn that the students were struggling with extremely adult 

themes. Their world/home is not the same North Shore it was for Grandpa or me. Many seem to 

be aware of multiple catastrophes occurring all over the planet and feel the worry and despair 

because it is happening to their world/home. One student mentioned there was nothing she could 

do about it. Terrorism has not (yet) occurred on the North Shore, or even Vancouver, but some 

students feel despair because they are connected to the whole globe where, sadly, it is occurring. 

The art work revealed to me that the vast majority of my students felt empowered and 

strengthened by connecting with the outdoors. This correlation was reinforced in the individual 

conversations I had with each artist about their work where they used words such as inspiration, 



INQUIRY OF PERCEPTION  67 

hopeful, thriving and beautiful. While most students did not write that they are passionate about 

nature, their deep appreciation comes through in the care and effort of their rich representations 

of art work. Despite their structured, “too pressured” (as they said in Q4) lives, nature allows 

these students to feel peace, and at home. Through their art, these students communicate their 

deepest selves (Allen, 1995) stating that nature reminds them of their family, of cherished bonds 

with trees or spiders, and of the benefit of listening, or seeing situations from a different 

perspective.  

The evidence of the maturation of some of these students as they realized that they were a 

part of the more-than-human world around them, part of something greater than themselves, is 

particularly striking for me as their teacher. In their art work as well as in their Open Sentences 

there was such wisdom displayed by the students. As much as there is fear and despair, there is 

also counterbalance of hope and appreciation for the world, and I sense their growth in the 

moment.  

Conclusion 

It was my desire to learn from and listen to the students, and to have them express their 

views of ecological selfhood in relation to the more-than-human world so that I can understand 

where they are at, and draw out of them who they are and meant to be, rather than fill them with 

facts and statistics (Dewey, 1897). Throughout this inquiry, students displayed an immense 

burden on their shoulders about living within a harsh reality, the “too much pressure” and 

“terrorism” they allude to in Q4, but many also clearly identified a bond with more-than-human 

life. I am highly encouraged that students are consciously expressing their pain and despair for 

the world, yet also celebrating a connection with more-than-human life as they also work 

through human-to-human relationships. In that specific moment in June, 2017, they seemed to 
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me to be shining, living examples of psychospiritual wholeness: meaning that their personal 

happiness seemed to be connected with their experience with more-than human life and their 

sense of connection (Thomashow, 1995), even if just for the moment. When I am reviewing the 

photos of the event, I relive the joy I felt seeing the students connect wholly with nature. 

If Macy’s (2014) Great Turning is to occur, it will be because people are able to listen, 

lead, and “feel” through their pain and conflict. This process requires active participants who are 

capable of metacognition coupled with deep feelings, which many of my students have begun to 

display. In this way, participants are not denying their pain and despair for the world, rather 

through art and sometimes spoken or written communication, they can safely reveal their 

emotions. Macy (2009) writes about what is possible when the “desire and capacity are arising in 

more and more people today, out of deep concern for what is happening to our world, as they 

begin to speak and act on its behalf” (p. 239). 

I recommend that teaching practices at Highlands Elementary continue to foster a 

relationship between students and more-than-human life and this be fostered through many forms 

of expression including artistic self-expression. In terms of systems thinking (Macy, 2014), as 

students move through their experiences, even their difficulties, they may find that they can more 

easily shift from despair and grief, to immense joy and hope, when they have good guidance and 

activities that allow emotions to find expression. With ample exposure to, and time in, nature the 

space for contemplation, and the means to express themselves through it all using myriad forms 

of art, human and more-than-human relationships could be better facilitated. As teachers, we 

should consider creating regular opportunities for our students to develop their sense of wonder 

and relationships in the natural world and to express themselves in whatever is authentic to their 
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own natures and passions so as to continue to encourage healthy social and psychological human 

development and a more ecocentric worldview.  

Finally it is also it is my aim, as an environmental educator, to share the knowledge I 

have gained by way of this case study and these wise students with my fellow teachers in the 

School District, and beyond. It will be my professional goal that I will carry this experience 

forward with me in my future work as an educator by disseminating this knowledge by way of 

teaching, presenting at conferences, and possibly through publication. 
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Epilogue 

After the study had closed, a group of three students who had participated in this inquiry 

built what they called, The Tree of Hope. On the trail just south of where we had held our 

Community Circle, these students erected a station for community members and passers-by to 

pin a note containing their hope to a tree. What grew over the coming months was a beautiful 

creation of sometimes happy, and sometimes heartbreaking, notes of hope for the future. The 

Tree of Hope remains, constantly changing and rejuvenating with the addition of new notes. It is 

a reminder to me that this group of young people are wise, awake and empowered to act to make 

change through active, participatory and hopeful means. Coming to the tree inspires me, reminds 

me of the incredible time we had shared and gives me a sense that humanity may be started 

towards The Great Turning after all, and that the children may in fact lead us there. 
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Appendix A: Student Handout 

Your Name: _________________  

 

**Remember you are not being graded or marked on this work!** 

Please read the incomplete sentences out loud, repeat them and then provide your partner’s 

answers in the space provided. Please answer in sentence form.  

 

 

1. I felt attracted to this living being because….  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. I felt repulsed by this living being because…. 
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3. Some things I LOVE about being alive on Earth are…. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Some things I find hard about being alive right now are…. 
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5. Ways I know I contribute to a better world are…. 
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Appendix B: Letter of Consent to Parents, Guardians, and Students 

Dear Division 1 Students and Parents,  

As you know by now, I am a Master’s student in the Environmental Education and 
Communications program at Royal Roads University. I have been approved by RRU, and School 
District 44 to conduct research using our class as a case study.  
 

This study will be carried out under the supervision of Dr. David Langmuir and Dr. Hilary 
Leighton. Should you have any questions or comments please do not hesitate to contact Dr. 
Langmuir at xxxx@xxxx.ca  In order to move forward in this research, I need both student and 
parental consent.  

 
The purpose of my research is to capture a snap shot of how Highlands Elementary 

students see themselves in relation to nature. The inquiry will involve spending time in the 
outdoors within walking distance of the school.  Further, my inquiry will involve creative self-
expression in the form of art and journaling.  All activity will take place during regular school 
hours, and will not be counted for grades. At all times the identity of the students will be 
protected. Pseudonyms will be used in the final report and only I will know their true identity. At 
any time a student or their parent may choose to withdraw from the inquiry, with no adverse 
effects to themselves. 
 

Thank you in advance for your consideration to participate. Should you have any questions or 
comments about the goals or methodology of this study, please do not hesitate to contact myself 
or my supervisors. 
 

Respectfully, 
Pam Hollingsworth 

Teacher, Division 1 
 

I, _________________________________ (student print name), am willing to participate in this 

study. 

I, __________________________________ (guardian print name), am willing to allow my child,  

____________________________________ (print name) to participate in this study. I have 

reviewed this letter, and am fully aware of the conditions above. 
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_____________________________________

 _________________________________ 

Student Signature Date 

 

_____________________________________

 _________________________________ 

Parent or Guardian Signature Date 

 

_____________________________________

 _________________________________ 

Researcher Signature Date 
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Appendix C: Photo Waiver 

 

PHOTO WAIVER 

Photographs 

Photographs of participants will be taken on the researcher’s personal camera/smartphone and the files will 

be uploaded to the researcher’s private password-protected computer, deleted from the smartphone camera. 

Participants in the study (and/or their parents/guardians) have a right to decline to have a picture of 

him/herself taken, without judgment. To do so will not limit their participation in the study or their ability to be 

included in the rest of the study as provision for alternate forms of anonymous data collection will be made. 

Deletion of all images from the files on the researcher’s password-protected computer will occur after the 

thesis defence, anticipated to be prior to March, 2018.  The image files from this research will not be further used 

after the project is completed. 

I consent to having my child’s photograph used in this study: 

 

Name of parent/guardian   ______________________________ 

Signature    _______________________ 

Date    ____________________ 

 

I consent to have my photograph used in this study: 

Name of participant  _________________________ 

Signature   _________________________ 

Date   _____________________ 
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Appendix D: School District 44 Letter of Consent  

 

 

 


