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Abstract 

This case study explores how a weekly, interdisciplinary, school-based Nature Buddies program 

influences grade seven students’ ideas about leadership, kindergarten students’ response to place-

based learning and teachers’ perspectives on integrating environmental education into curricula. 

By studying the impacts of learning and leading in the local natural environment, this research 

contributes to place-based, student-directed learning through leadership. Results are based on 

qualitative data collection through focus groups with students, student journals and work, teacher 

and student interviews, and teacher/researcher journal reflections. It was found that an 

interdisciplinary approach to environmental education with a leadership component positively 

impacted the motivation of learners; allowed new relationships to form with self, others and 

nature; created a shift in the control and flow of learning; and highlighted the need for time for 

appropriate implementation. Suggestions to improve environmental education in the urban public 

school context are discussed.  

Keywords: environmental education, early adolescent leadership, inquiry-based learning
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Nature Buddies: Students Leading Students in a Nature Inquiry 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Statement of Opportunity 

There exists a growing body of research that supports the notion that children in recent times 

are, to their detriment, spending much less time in nature than in previous generations. Richard 

Louv’s (2005) popular work, Last Child in the Woods, coins the term “nature-deficit disorder” (p. 

36) to describe our present disconnection with the natural world. He suggests that children’s 

access to outdoor play has been restricted by such factors as: perceived risk on the part of parents 

and educators; private property regulations; urbanization; and the lure of electronics (Louv, 

2005). Chawla (2015), in an extensive review of the literature regarding the benefits of nature for 

children, states that nature-based learning “can contribute to children’s ‘complete physical, 

mental, and social well-being’ and to the development of all capabilities” (p. 445). A growing 

argument exists to move toward reconnecting our children to nature (Balmford & Cowling, 

2006; Chawla, 2015; Ives et al., 2018; Louv, 2005; Zylstra, Knight, Esler & Le Grange, 2014).  

As a practicing teacher, I have found formal education efforts to integrate environmental 

education, informing children about the issues and giving them the skills to advocate for the 

environment, works in theory but far less so in practice. In Ontario, specific environmental 

education learning expectations are found in the publication, Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2009). According to this policy framework, environmental 

education should be implemented across the subject areas and foster student leadership in order 

to maintain motivation and build capacity. Beyond outlining the positive effects student 

leadership has on student achievement, it further asserts that, “students who practise leadership 

in their schools will become effective citizens in their communities” (p. 14). However, it has 
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been argued that there are many barriers to achieving effective environmental education and 

student leadership including: the layout of the curriculum (Karrow & Fazio, 2015); 

implementation challenges faced by teachers (Pedretti & Nazir, 2014; Tan & Pedretti, 2010); and 

the education system in its entirety (Ireland, 2007; Stevenson, 2007). 

I left a career in outdoor and environmental education as a guide, NGO program lead, and 

eventually the director and co-founder of my own outdoor leadership company as I was noticing 

that students in the public system seemed to have far less access to outdoor and environmental 

education opportunities. Much of my clientele were from separate schools or schools in upper 

socioeconomic neighbourhoods. To go outside and learn about the environment seemed to cost 

money and exist somewhere far away and separate from everyday life. I had (and still have) a 

vision where all students have regular access to outdoor spaces where they can experience and 

connect with the wonder of nature and learn about ecological concepts in meaningful ways. 

Nature is not far away, costly and separate.  Rather, I believe we are nature and as a society we 

need to learn to work within the systems that sustain life on earth as opposed to against them as 

we currently do much of the time.  

Once embedded in the elementary public school system as a teacher, I quickly realized 

how challenging it was to implement environmental education across the curriculum, let alone 

provide meaningful, sustained time in nature. School grounds are paved over, with the occasional 

patch of Astroturf, and trees and gardens are minimal. Standardized test results seem to be the 

driver of nearly all professional development opportunities, and the half an hour period blocks 

incorporate students moving from subject to subject, and often teacher to teacher, leaving little 

time for going outside. When one dares to make a move in an alternative direction, toward 

outdoor learning, the roadblocks encountered can be disheartening. Knowing the important work 
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that is environmental education, this research is my own way of attempting to navigate the 

system to incorporate a simple outdoor environmental education opportunity within the context 

of an urban public education system in Ontario. It serves to find a way to work within the 

confines of the system, highlighting the challenges that exist, and potentially working towards a 

learning pathway moving forward. 

In an effort to get kids outside and provide learning opportunities in nature, this research 

takes a closer look at what it might take to overcome the challenges of integrating effective 

environmental education and leadership opportunities in an urban Ontario-based elementary 

school context. A Nature Buddies program that allows grade seven students to learn through 

leadership on our school grounds was developed to explore and address the need to provide 

experiences in nature for children and to help teachers overcome barriers to environmental 

education. Through this research I wanted to better understand as a practitioner how to more 

effectively implement environmental education in a public school context.  

Researcher Perspective  

As a teacher within an Ontario elementary school, I was well suited to conduct this case 

study. I have been a teacher at this school since it opened in 2009 and have become a well-

respected member of the community; trusted by parents, students, teachers, and administration. I 

am the Ontario Eco Schools lead teacher for our school achieving Platinum status, which has 

involved a significant amount of cooperation with colleagues and training in the area of 

curricular connections to environmental education. I have experience teaching environmental 

education from the perspective of a classroom teacher, as well as from the standpoint of a field 

educator at an outdoor education centre. I have become familiar with some of the potential 

barriers to environmental education as well as the potential opportunities for pedagogical 
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innovation. This thesis is an effort to try to overcome some of these barriers through the Nature 

Buddies program that I designed. 

My additional qualification in environmental education through Lakehead University has 

helped me to become familiar with the approved policy framework for environmental education 

published by the Ontario Ministry of Education, Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow (2009) and 

Environmental Education Scope and Sequence (2011). For the purposes of this project the 

following definition for environmental education is assumed: 

Environmental education is education about the environment, for the environment, 

and in the environment that promotes an understanding of, rich and active 

experience in, and an appreciation for the dynamic interactions of: the Earth’s 

physical and biological systems; the dependency of our social and economic 

systems on these natural systems; the scientific and human dimensions of 

environmental issues; the positive and negative consequences, both intended and 

unintended, of the interactions between human-created and natural systems. 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 4) 

Building from this definition, I established Nature Buddies for three main reasons. First, 

the Ontario Ministry of Education (2016) has recently published a kindergarten curriculum called, 

The Kindergarten Program 2016. These new learning expectations align directly with the 

inquiry nature of environmental education and teachers are keen to learn effective ways in which 

to implement the new curricula. Secondly, as a grade seven teacher, I am excited to discover new 

and innovative ways for children of this age to learn through leadership opportunities. It has been 

my experience that there is increased student engagement when there is a social component, such 

as knowledge sharing, to the learning. Lastly, my school grounds are typical of those in an urban 
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environment and are challenging to incorporate nature-based programs. These school grounds 

are predominantly asphalt with features such as sandpits, a worn soccer field, and strips of 

artificial grass in a fenced kindergarten play yard. The challenge to uncover the biodiversity on 

our school grounds is a reality of many schools across the country and will serve to make 

recommendations that may be widely applicable.   

Knowing that gaps and challenges to environmental education exist, I wanted to begin 

work in a practical way toward realistic solutions that may serve as a model for others. As 

Pedretti and Nazir (2014) suggest, regarding research in environmental education,  

Ideally such research should go beyond explaining the gaps and barriers, seeking instead 

to bridge them in ways that are realistic, practice oriented and relevant to teachers. 

Furthermore, these studies should be conducted in a naturalistic setting, over time, and in 

schools and informal education settings. (p. 279)  

This case study featuring the implementation of a kindergarten and grade seven Nature Buddies 

program seeks to address some of the challenges to implementing environmental education in 

urban schools and to, in turn, put forth some practical solutions to support teacher practice 

moving forward.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This case study is rooted in research that makes a case for a critical need for children to 

have experiences in nature for overall well-being, and for place-based education opportunities 

that connect children to local natural spaces in order to foster long-term environmental 

consciousness. It also stems from a previously identified gap (Karrow & Fazio, 2015; Pedretti & 

Nazir, 2014; Tan & Pedretti, 2010) between policy and practice of environmental education in 

Ontario public schools and seeks to incorporate lessons learned in the areas of inquiry-based 

learning and leadership development. Each of these areas is explored below.  

Children and Nature    

There is tremendous benefit for children when they spend time in nature. D’Amore 

(2015) concludes,  

Giving children the chance to play outside has myriad benefits, from physical activity, to 

creativity, to emotional health, to social connectedness, and cognitive development, 

including the executive function skills that are so critical to a happy, healthy childhood 

and a fulfilling life. (p. 12)  

Strife and Downey (2009, p. 100) point to a host of research that suggests that there are 

“cognitive, emotional, and physical benefits, such as increased ability to concentrate, improved 

academic performance, reduced stress and aggression levels, and reduced risk of obesity” in 

children who have access to green spaces and nature. There is strong evidence to suggest that 

children need to spend significant time in direct contact with nature for healthy development 

(Kellert, 2005). 

When parents and significant adults in children’s lives encourage playing in nature, 

Chawla (2006) suggests that there is a greater likelihood that these children will grow into adults 
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with an interest in the environment because they have a personal connection to nature. Yet, it 

seems that adults are less and less likely or able to provide that role modeling. According to 

Kellert (2005), “This situation is likely a consequence of increasing geographic and social 

mobility, declining extended-family networks, less stable communities, urbanization, and 

destruction of local habitats” (p. 82). There is also evidence to suggest that there is a growing 

concern for children’s safety in society that is serving as a barrier to children’s exposure to 

nature, especially unstructured time in the outdoors (Kellert, 2005; Louv, 2005). This resistance 

to allowing children outside to experience nature is compounded when one considers the 

pervasiveness of video games and electronics in today’s society drawing kids indoors (Louv, 

2005). 

As an educator, I feel a moral responsibility to address these issues in my teaching 

practice. Environmental education that takes place outside has the potential to help students 

make meaningful connections to their local natural world. Not only will taking my students 

outside improve well-being, but research indicates that environmental education of this kind (i.e., 

outdoor/nature-based) results in higher scores on standardized tests, more advanced critical 

thinking skills, increased achievement motivation, and greater civic engagement (Chawla & 

Escalante, 2007). In addition, Strife and Downey (2009) cite an American study conducted by 

the National Environmental Education and Training Foundation in 2005 that found schools using 

local natural areas for learning, “have been shown to encourage cooperative learning and civic 

responsibility among students across diverse geographical settings and socioeconomic groups” (p. 

107).  
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Place-Based Education 

This research, based on the Nature Buddies program, incorporates pedagogical insights 

from the field of place-based education. It seeks to take up the call to action advocated by 

authors like Gruenewald (2003), Smith (2002), Sobel (2004), Woodhouse and Knapp (2000) and 

others to provide experiences to help children establish a meaningful connection to their local 

natural world.  Place-based pedagogy challenges the current dominant paradigm of education in 

that it seeks less to foster competition and academic achievement on standardized tests and is 

more about encouraging values such as empathy and ecological awareness and connection. 

Place-based education has roots in John Dewey’s assertion that education should be experiential 

and is a part of the wider lenses of outdoor education and environmental education (Woodhouse 

& Knapp, 2000). As Gruenewald (2003) suggests in his work situating place-based education in 

the context of critical pedagogy:  

With standards and testing dominating today's educational discourse, the 

suggestion that educators should create curricula designed to foster empathy and 

allow for the exploration of local places challenges current policy and practice-

especially when the suggestion is for regular, coordinated K-12 experiences. (p. 8) 

According to Woodhouse and Knapp (2000), place-based education: a) focuses on content 

specific to the dynamics of a particular place; b) is inherently multidisciplinary; c) is inherently 

experiential; d) reflects an educational philosophy that is broader than “learn to earn;” and e) 

connects place with self and community (para. 9).  

The goal of place-based education is to allow children to develop deep meaningful 

connections to local outdoor spaces. This leads to greater ecological awareness and informed 

political action in the long-term (Chawla, 2006; Gruenewald, 2003). Specifically, according to 
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Strife and Downey (2009), “…early childhood experiences in nature significantly influence the 

development of lifelong environmental attitudes and values” (p. 101). In the case of adolescents, 

time spent in nature is important for the development of “ecological, moralistic, and naturalistic 

perspectives of the natural world” (Kellert, 2005, p. 79). At this time, teenagers are forming their 

“ethical and moral judgments about their relationship to the natural world” (p. 79). By teaming 

up grade seven and kindergarten students in a Nature Buddies program, this research attempts to 

meet the needs of both age groups. 

Environmental Education in Ontario Schools 

As mentioned, the Ontario Ministry of Education developed a policy document in 2009, 

Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow, that supports the call for place-based environmental education. 

The vision states: 

Ontario’s education system will prepare students with the knowledge, skills, 

perspectives, and practices they need to be environmentally responsible citizens. 

Students will understand our fundamental connections to each other and to the 

world around us through our relationship to food, water, energy, air, and land, and 

our interaction with all living things. The education system will provide 

opportunities within the classroom and the community for students to engage in 

actions that deepen this understanding. (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 

6) 

This document addresses both the need for knowledge and skill development as well as the need 

to foster the capacity for student leadership.  Some specific actions listed include: student leaders 

in the delivery of environmental education; student planning of environmental education 

activities for other students; and encourage the use of the school grounds for environmental 
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education activities (p. 15). It is expected that the Ministry of Education, school boards and 

schools will work together to implement environmental education through an integrated 

approach. Environmental Education Scope and Sequence (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2011) 

works in conjunction with the Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow (Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2009) framework outlining for educators what expectations should be covered at each grade 

level.  In addition, according to a survey of Ontario teachers completed by Tan and Pedretti 

(2010), teachers are generally supportive of environmental education.  In this study teachers 

report that environmental issues are urgent and important to include in curriculum.  

The research, the policy, and teachers’ attitudes seem to align with the idea that 

environmental education is a critical part of the school curriculum. However, in practice, the 

implementation of environmental education remains challenging and often does not happen. In 

an attempt to understand this gap, some authors point to challenges experienced by teachers 

(Pedretti & Nazir, 2014; Tan & Pedretti, 2010), while others look to the flaws of the curriculum 

(Karrow & Fazio, 2015) or the education system itself (Ireland, 2007; Stevenson, 2007).  

Teachers report that implementing environmental education remains difficult. A survey 

completed by Ontario teachers revealed unsurprisingly that “an overcrowded curriculum and 

lack of resources turned out to be major challenges” to environmental education, as well as three 

additional identified challenges: 1) accessing and using the outdoors in general, and outdoor 

education centres in particular; 2) student apathy; and 3) the nature of sociopolitical action” (Tan 

& Pedretti, 2010, p. 72). In terms of resources available for teachers, “Although some ready-

made plans and kits exist to assist teachers, these may not fully take into account teachers’ ideas, 

the complex nature of the subject, or the practical realities of school which hamper pedagogy for 

the subject” (Pedretti & Nazir, 2014, p. 280). 
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In addition, some researchers point to the policy framework itself as the root of the 

problem. The intention behind Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow, is a curriculum of 

environmental education that spreads across all subject areas. However, as Karrow and Fazio 

(2015) observe, the result is a disjointed and reductionist approach to environmental education in 

the province. In reference to the current model of environmental education in Ontario, “It creates 

the impression in the minds of stakeholders that EE is occurring in schools, when in fact only a 

very rudimentary and superficial curricular form of EE is being practiced, if at all.” (Karrow & 

Fazio, 2015, p. 98) 

Furthermore, some authors suggest the education system itself does not allow for the 

complex nature of environmental education to exist, as it does not conform to the present 

structure.  As Stevenson (2007) states,  

While environmental education advocates learning that is holistic and co-operative, 

school learning tends to be atomistic and individual. In environmental education rhetoric 

students are active thinkers and generators of knowledge, but in schools students are 

usually in the passive position of spectators and recipients of other people’s knowledge 

and thinking. (p. 147) 

The very structure of the current education system, he argues, works to maintain the status quo 

whereas environmental education works to challenge the conventional ways of doing things 

(Stevenson, 2007). 

Even with these recognized limitations, it may seem surprising that this gap between 

theory and practice would occur – especially when it seems that all the necessary stakeholders 

share a similar viewpoint. It would seem that all necessary parts of the system are in favour of a 

shift toward strengthened environmental education opportunities for students; yet it remains a 
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challenge to actually implement. To a researcher like Everett M. Rogers this would not be 

unexpected. In his classic work, Diffusion of Innovations he states: 

There is a wide gap in many fields, between what is known and what is actually 

put into use. Many innovations require a lengthy period, often of some years, 

from the time when they become available to the time when they are widely 

adopted. Therefore, a common problem for many individuals and organizations is 

how to speed up the rate of diffusion of an innovation. (Rogers, 1983, p. 1) 

If we see environmental education as an innovation that has yet to take hold within the 

education system, it may simply be that we have not yet reached a critical mass of adopters 

(Rogers, 1983). This research works within the mainstream public education system to further 

highlight the potential benefits to environmental education including opportunities for leadership 

for early adolescents. It also seeks to help better understand the teachers’ perspectives on 

strategies and challenges related to the implementation of environmental education in an urban 

elementary/middle school context. 

Inquiry-Based Learning 

Research indicates that students are more likely to develop as engaged, self-directed 

learners in inquiry-based classrooms (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010). Inquiry is central to all subject 

areas in the Ontario curriculum but takes shape differently depending on the grade level. 

The current curriculum for Kindergarten in Ontario focuses on play-based learning that 

“rests at the core of innovation and creativity” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 18). 

Central to this approach is inquiry that is rooted in the value of children’s experiences, interests 

and questions. As part of the fundamental principles of play-based learning, The Kindergarten 
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Program states, “Play and inquiry engage, challenge, and energize children, promoting an active, 

alert, and focused state of mind that is conducive to learning” (p. 12). 

In the grade seven geography curricula, inquiry is presented as a process based on five 

components: formulating questions; gathering information; interpreting information; evaluating 

information and drawing conclusions; and communicating findings. Inquiry is generally not 

linear, moving from one stage to the next, but rather a process that may or may not flow in and 

out of these stages. Teachers are to encourage reflection at each stage (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2013). The inquiry-based approach is based on the reflections, observations and 

questions of students. This leads to the curriculum emerging according to student interest. Stacey 

(2009) suggests that emergent curriculum is “responsive to the child, allowing teachers to build 

upon existing interests, flexible and constantly developing” (p. 26) 

In developing Nature Buddies, inspiration came from two documents: Natural Curiosity: 

Building Children’s Understanding of the World through Environmental Inquiry (Chiarotto, 

2011) and Connecting the Dots: Key Strategies That Transform Learning (Kozak, & Elliott, 

2014). Both resources are designed for educators and suggest practical ways to implement 

inquiry-based environmental education. Chiarotto (2011) suggests striving toward 

“Environmental Inquiry” which is a combination of Inquiry-based Learning, Integrated Learning, 

Experiential Learning, and Stewardship (p. 2). Inquiry is “driven by students’ inquiry and sense 

of wonder” and the “teacher facilitates rather than transmits knowledge acquisition” (p.8).  

Kozak and Elliot (2014) share strategies to shift our understanding of teaching and learning from 

conventional teaching characterized by product-oriented, reductionist, teacher-centred control; to 

transformative learning which is a process-oriented, holistic, student-centred approach (p. 8). 
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Nature Buddies is intended to incorporate both the kindergarten and seventh grade 

geography curriculum perspectives on inquiry as well as the student-directed, emergent nature 

advocated by Natural Curiosity (Chiarotto, 2011) and Connecting the Dots (Kozak, & Elliott, 

2014). Student-directed inquiry that allowed for an emergent curriculum seemed to lend itself 

well to a leadership component in order to foster the engagement of participants in 

environmental education. 

Student Leadership 

Leadership is a set of skills available to everyone to be learned, practiced and honed 

(Kouzes, Posner, High & Morgan, 2013). From this perspective, all students have the potential to 

be leaders. As Tyrer states,  

When students see themselves as potential leaders they rethink the concept of 

involvement in their community. They move from a sense that leadership is for other 

people, to a feeling that schools are places of opportunity. The future is theirs to 

determine. (p. 4) 

Leadership development was chosen as the main component of Nature Buddies for seventh grade 

participants as it encouraged student voice and fostered student-directed learning. First, 

leadership development in Nature Buddies is highly reflective and personalized and allows for 

the learning to be co-generated by teacher and students. Allowing for student voice to be heard in 

this way it makes students feel valued and central to the learning community (Fielding, 2007; 

Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013). Tyrer (2010) states, “Leadership gives them a sense that 

they are worth something, that they have things to offer, and that their experiences can be useful 

and helpful to others” (p. 3). When teaching leadership, student voice is valued and motivation 

increases. 
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Furthermore, structuring Nature Buddies with a leadership component encouraged the 

development of self-directed learning skills, a critical component of lifelong learning. As 

Martinez and McCrath (2013) state, “Helping students develop a sense of responsibility for their 

own learning is invaluable because it allows students to successfully master rigorous academic 

content, think critically and analytically, communicate effectively, and collaborate productively” 

(Conclusion section, para 1). Leadership development is about engaging students in a way that 

helps them to develop a sense of agency over their own learning and in their own lives. Tyrer 

(2010) states, “Leadership teaching shows students that they can improve the way they learn, 

improve their self-esteem and feel more in control of the events around them” (p. 9). 

Intentionally teaching leadership not only helps grade seven students buy into the Nature 

Buddies idea through increased student voice, it also allows them to improve their own self-

directed learning skills. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

To address the growing need to connect children and nature, develop student leadership 

skills, and meaningful opportunities for student-led inquiry the following research question, 

objectives and methodology has been developed for this research. 

Research Question 

This research considers the question: how might a leadership-based student-directed 

inquiry enhance the implementation efficacy of an interdisciplinary and collaborative approach 

to environmental education in an urban setting for teachers, kindergarten and grade seven 

students?  

Research Objectives 

The main objectives of this research are:  

1. To implement a program that would allow for meaningful student leadership and nature 

inquiry in an urban setting, within the traditional discipline-based elementary curricula 

for grade seven and kindergarten in Ontario; 

2. To observe student learning in connection to nature through a student-directed, inquiry-

based environmental education program – Nature Buddies - for kindergarten and grade 

seven students; 

3. To explore environmental education as a potential opportunity for learning through 

leadership for early adolescents;  

4. Identify key aspects that contribute to implementation efficacy of a leadership-based 

student-directed nature inquiry; and 
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5. To examine potential barriers, and in turn share recommendations, for teachers who are 

keen to co-design and teach inquiry-based environmental education programs in their 

elementary schools. 

Research Design 

This research used qualitative case study methodology, informed by an ethnographic 

approach (Freebody, 2003; McClaren & Morton, 2003; Robson, 2011) to gain insight into how a 

Nature Buddies program might benefit the delivery of an interdisciplinary and collaborative 

approach to environmental education in an urban setting for teachers, kindergarten and grade 

seven students. It was a flexible design case study as outlined by Robson (2011) that included: 

focus groups with students; student journals and work samples; interviews with teachers and 

students; and teacher/researcher journal and reflections. An ethnographic lens provided further 

insights into experiences of the students as well as teachers, including myself. According to 

Green and Bloom (1997 in Freebody, 2003), I acted as an ethnographer in education as I was a 

teacher “concerned with the social and cultural dynamics of a school or classroom” (p. 4).  

The use of a qualitative case study methodology, informed by an ethnographic approach 

has been beneficial for three main reasons. First and foremost, a case analysis allowed for a 

flexible research design that took into account the particular circumstances experienced by the 

community. As Freebody (2003) explains, “people's practices and experiences in particular 

educational contexts have been described as displaying uncertain, complex, messy and fleeting 

properties, which together call for distinctive research approaches to description, understanding 

and explanation” (p. 9). Case studies are able to highlight the importance of teaching and 

learning in a particular setting and time (Freebody, 2003; Merriam, 1998). Secondly, the benefits 

and recommendations of the Nature Buddies program can serve as a potential model for other 
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educators in a similar context. As Lankshear and Knobel (2004) state, “Where interventions are 

successful the teachers who conducted the original research, and others who become aware of it, 

may be able to implement and adapt these interventions to obtain improved outcomes beyond the 

original settings” (p. 5). Lastly, a case study with the teacher as researcher can contribute to 

stronger teaching practices. As Lankshear and Knobel further suggest, “engaging in teacher 

research can contribute to better quality teaching and learning in classrooms” (2004, p. 5). The 

reflective nature of research has allowed the educators involved in the project, including myself, 

to improve their own teaching practice and thus improve schooling experiences for our students 

and parents. In summation, Merriam (1998) states, “Case study has proven particularly useful for 

studying educational innovations, for evaluating programs, and for informing policy” (p. 41). 

The goal of this case study is to make the results relatable and applicable to teachers who find 

themselves in a similar context (Robson, 2011).  

Nature Buddies 

Nature Buddies is an environmental inquiry program that links place-based, student-

directed learning with leadership. It focused on the theme of bringing awareness to the 

biodiversity that exits within our school grounds as this particular theme connected to both the 

grade seven and kindergarten curricula. It followed aspects of the pedagogical frameworks 

outlined Natural Curiosity (Chiarotto, 2011) and Connecting the Dots (Kozak & Elliot, 2014) in 

combination with grade seven and kindergarten curricular expectations as mentioned. It took 

place from April to June in order to witness the onset of spring. To facilitate the Nature Buddies 

program, grade seven students were paired with kindergarten students for one half hour period 

per week for ten weeks.  This was scheduled during the grade seven students’ science class. In 

addition, grade seven students participated in one half an hour period of leadership development, 
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which included planning for time with kindergarten buddies. This was implemented during the 

grade seven students’ geography class. As the rotary geography teacher, I taught all three classes. 

Ten to fifteen minutes were also provided to the grade seven students for reflection the day after 

meeting with their buddies. This reflection time was provided during language class with their 

language teacher. In total, 75 minutes per week was devoted to the program for grade seven 

students and 30 minutes for kindergarten students. The original plan was to devote 120 minutes 

for the grade sevens but there simply was no room in the schedule. The program covered various 

expectations outlined in Ontario kindergarten and grade seven curricula (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2006, 2007, 2013, 2016). These are detailed in Appendix A. Lessons each week were 

generated based on the questions and interests of students. Leadership lessons were generated 

based on the needs of student leaders at times, according to their request, and at other times 

lessons were based on teacher observation. Student leaders planned lessons based on the interests 

of their kindergarten buddies. These were co-created as a class, including the teacher at the start 

of the program and more student-directed in the latter half of the program.  Some examples of 

activities included: making observations, digging and exploring, questions and answers about 

worms, a biodiversity survey, species identification, bark rubbings and mapping exercises. 

Because not all kindergarten buddies were interested in the same things, not all students 

participated in all activities.  

Participants  

Students and teachers taking part in Nature Buddies were from a public elementary 

school in a suburb of Toronto. The school is in one of Ontario’s fastest growing communities 

and the demographics of residents and students are highly diverse in terms of income, language, 
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and cultural heritage. The school has approximately 655 students of varying ability and includes 

kindergarten through to grade eight.     

The Nature Buddies project included three kindergarten classes (83 students, 3 teachers 

and 3 early childhood educators) and three grade seven classes (62 students, 1 

teacher/researcher). The program was co-facilitated by myself and the three kindergarten 

classroom teachers, and the students themselves. Kindergarten students, grade seven students, 

and classroom teachers were consulted for the purposes of data collection.  

Data Collection 

Data for this study was collected through focus groups with students; student journals and 

work samples; interviews with participating teachers and students; and a personal 

teacher/researcher reflection journal based on observations and experiences. In total, fourteen 

grade seven students and seven kindergarten students took part in focus groups and two 

kindergarten teachers and two grade seven students were interviewed individually for the 

purposes of this study.  

Focus Groups. 

Focus groups offered an effective way to collect data for this case study. Focus groups 

are useful for allowing participants to feed off of one another’s ideas and deepen the 

conversation potential. According to McClaren and Morton (2003), “Group interaction among 

participants has the potential for greater insights to be developed” (p. 2). Focus groups are 

especially beneficial when working with children as it may ease anxiety and allow for freedom 

of expression so long as the questions are developmentally appropriate (Spratling, Coke, & 

Minick, 2012). Small group conversations are flexible allowing participants to go in directions 
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that may not otherwise have been anticipated and this strategy will also support those students 

who may not yet be literate (McClaren & Morton, 2003).  

One focus group consisting of seven kindergarten students was created. This varied from 

the initial plan to have four separate focus groups with five kindergarten students each, as it 

turned out to be very difficult to acquire parental permission to allow kindergarten students to 

participate in the research beyond the school activities. This may have been due to the length of 

the permission form, the language the form was written in, the inability for a verbal introduction 

of the research and/or a desire not to participate in the research.  

Three other focus groups consisting of four to six grade seven students (14 students in 

total) were formed. This varied from the initial plan to have four focus groups with five grade 

seven students each. This was due to a combination of insufficient time in the schedule and 

absences. It was likely easier to acquire permission forms from grade seven students as students 

are able to communicate the nature of the research with their parents and I, as their classroom 

teacher, have an established rapport with the families.  

The kindergarten and grade seven focus group interviews were conducted separately 

given the different topics of discussion. My initial proposal suggested weekly discussions for 20-

30 minutes with students. In practical terms, this was simply not possible as student interviews 

needed to occur during the school day. The plan was to conduct interviews during my allotted 

prep time. However, this was sometimes missed due to unforeseen interruptions such as essential 

classroom activities like assessments, or school-wide interruptions such as assemblies or field 

trips. Therefore, focus groups were conducted three times for each grade level – near the start, 

middle and end of the program for thirty minutes each. Focus groups took place the day 

following the Nature Buddy class in order to allow some time for reflection.  
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I worked with teachers to ensure that students in focus groups did not have any known 

power imbalances that might impact conversations such as a history of bullying (Robson, 2011). 

Kindergarten teachers served as useful key informants as suggested by Robson (2011).  

I used a semi-structured focus group approach (Robson, 2011) using the hourglass 

discussion method as presented by Hennick (2013). According to Hennick (2013), “A discussion 

guide should have a clear and logical structure, even though the actual discussion may follow a 

different order” (p. 50). As Hennick (2013) suggests, I moved from broad rapport-developing 

questions to more specific research objectives and then back out to broad closing questions. 

Some additional topics and questions came out of the observations of the inquiry and were 

flexible enough that students were able to allow the conversation to develop. The initial focus 

group conversation guide for kindergarten students is presented in Appendix B. It is followed by 

an example of what the discussion guide might look like during the study as well as after.  The 

focus was on their experience and attitudes about nature and being outside in general. Appendix 

C presents what the focus group questions were like for grade seven students. The focus here 

was somewhat similar to the kindergarten questions with an addition of the experience of 

leadership. I was interested to know how their attitudes about leadership and learning might have 

shifted (or not) through this experience. These discussion guides were flexible tools as some 

questions were asked in response to the topics brought about by participants (McClaren & 

Morton, 2003; Robson, 2011). Spratling, Coke, and Minick (2012) suggest asking young 

children in a way that allows them to tell a story such as “tell about the time when” (p. 49). 

These authors also recommend being mindful of the interview location by selecting a place they 

are comfortable with. Therefore, I conducted interviews in places they were familiar with 

including their classrooms, the library and the hallway outside their classrooms. 
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Student journals and work samples. 

Grade seven students were asked to keep a journal throughout the study. As Gillis (2009) 

suggests, “A journal combines the objective data of a log with the personal expressions of a diary 

and becomes a tool for personal growth and development” (p. 49). Students were asked to reflect 

on the program itself as well as their personal experience as a leader. I wanted to gain insights 

into how grade seven students would perceive themselves as a leader over the course of the study 

as well as learn their thoughts and opinions regarding the integrity of the program. In my 

teaching practice, I typically ask students to tell me what you notice and what you wonder about. 

This open prompt was an attempt to allow them the freedom to go in any direction without 

pressure of knowing something in particular. I have found in my experience as a teacher that I 

get more depth and output when structuring reflections in this way.  

In addition, work samples such as student generated ideas about leadership, kindergarten 

drawings, questions regarding topics, and a mapping activity were photographed and analysed 

through thematic coding.  

Interviews. 

Data collection from teachers was gathered in the form of structured, open-ended 

interviews. The goal of these interviews was to gain an understanding of the process of 

implementing an interdisciplinary environmental education program within this particular 

context. Each of the two teachers interviewed, was asked an open question to allow her to 

articulate what she felt to be most important. As outlined by Wengraf (2001), a single question 

aimed at inducing narrative (SQUIN) is used in order to leave the control of the response in the 

hands of the interviewee – in this case the teacher. One interview prior to program 

implementation and one after program completion was conducted for two of the three 
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participating teachers. One teacher was unable to participate in the interview process. In total, 

two teachers participated in the study, in addition to myself as a teacher/researcher.  

I also chose to do two separate interviews with selected students in order to avoid the 

potential for groupthink midway through the study. The first was a student with whom I have a 

strong rapport with and whom is not afraid to speak her mind and express her true feelings with 

regard to most things. She was able to give some strong feedback – both positive and negative. 

The second student I approached was someone who is particularly reluctant to share in front of 

his peers and someone who does not typically appear to enjoy school in general. He has 

difficulty achieving grade level expectations and has difficulty being motivated to participate in 

academic activities. I felt that it was important to gain his perspective, whatever he was willing 

to share. The questions for these two student interviews were based on the grade seven focus 

group discussion guide presented in Appendix C at the end of the program.   

Teacher/researcher journal. 

I, as teacher/researcher, acted as a “participant as observer” as outlined by Robson (2011, 

p. 322). As noted earlier, as a teacher at the school, I have the trust necessary to conduct such 

research and a strong working relationship with kindergarten teachers who acted as key 

informants (McClaren & Morton, 2003; Robson, 2011) for this project. As a teacher, I was 

constantly adapting and responding to the learning as it unfolded. I was able to make 

observations about how students and teachers were responding to the experience. I made notes 

about what I had noticed or questions I was pondering after each Nature Buddies session, each 

leadership session, as well as after co-planning sessions. I also had regular meetings with my 

thesis supervisor in order to reflect on this process. These reflections were also added to this 

journal.  
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No other teacher kept a journal for the purposes of this research, though pieces of our 

day-to-day interactions and reflections were recorded in my own journal. The interviews and 

planning already added to teachers’ schedules. As we were not provided additional planning time 

for this program, I did not feel comfortable asking this of my colleagues. I did, however, keep a 

record of our conversations and reflections as we progressed through the program. 

Data Analysis  

It was imperative for data collection and analysis to happen in tandem (Merriam, 1998). 

As focus groups and interviews were completed, transcripts were coded based on Robson’s 

(2011) “What can you code?” (p. 479). Word lists were created (Robson, 2011) and analyzed by 

“tagging, labeling, defining and refining” categories (Baptiste, 2001, p. 11). Themes were 

identified using strategies outlined by Ryan and Bernard (2003), such as: repetition (p.89), 

metaphors and analogies (p.90), similarities and differences (p.91), and missing data (p.92). I 

identified categories and terms as they emerged in order to stay true to the data as opposed to 

using a framework designed by another author in the field (Merriam, 1998). Once patterns 

emerged, I generated memos to make meaning from the codes and themes (Robson, 2011) 

working to compare sets of data as they formed (Merriam, 1998). A similar process of note-

taking, sorting, theme creation and comparison was used with journals, photos, student work, and 

other documents relevant to the case study (Merriam, 1998). There was a considerable amount of 

documents to deal with. According to Merriam (2001), “To begin the more intensive phase of 

data analysis in a case study, all the information about the case should be brought together – 

interview logs or transcripts, field notes, reports, records, the investigator’s own documents, 

physical traces, and reflective memos” (p. 194). At this point the data was reviewed to look for 
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further themes and patterns. Coloured sticky notes and highlighters were used, as well as tools in 

Microsoft word, and wordle.net to help in coding data and identifying themes. 

Achieving Trustworthiness 

Qualitative research that is reliable and valid achieves trustworthiness through its 

methodology. Lincoln and Guba’s (1985; 1989) seminal works on establishing reliability and 

validity in qualitative research influenced this qualitative research design. Schwandt (2007) 

writes, “To successfully defend our interpretations we appeal to criteria of both trustworthiness 

and authenticity. Guba and Lincoln name these ways in shorthand expressions befitting our ways 

of thinking of social scientific practices…” (p. 14). This research incorporates Lincoln and 

Guba’s (1986) techniques to ensure “credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability” 

(p. 18).  

To achieve credibility, Guba and Lincoln (1986) suggest “prolonged engagement, 

persistent observation, triangulation of data, peer debriefing, negative case analysis, and member 

checks” (p. 18-19). Each of these suggestions has been taken into account as follows. First, as a 

classroom teacher in this particular school for eight years, and with a total of eleven years of 

classroom teaching experience and a decade of experience in the field of outdoor education prior 

to this, I have a solid practitioner’s understanding of what is happening in the field in terms of 

environmental education. My curiosity and interest in this field of study has led me to this 

research and this focused case study was conducted over the course of three months to deepen 

my understanding.  

In terms of triangulation, this research design allowed me to collect data in four different 

ways – focus groups (4 in total – 1 kindergarten group and 3 grade seven groups), student 

journals and work samples, teacher and student interviews (4 in total: 2 with teachers and two 
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with grade seven students), and a teacher/researcher journal - allowing me to make comparisons 

and look for similarities or differences across data sets (Merriam, 1998). For example, when the 

theme of control presented itself in the student interviews, I was able to prove its validity in both 

the teacher interviews and observations.  As data analysis unfolded, I was able to confirm my 

interpretations through short focused interviews with students and/or teachers to ensure I 

interpreted data correctly. This took place on an ongoing basis and only when clarification 

seemed necessary. As Soy (1997) states, “Focused, short, repeat interviews may be necessary to 

gather additional data to verify key observations or check a fact” (Step 5 section, para. 2). Once 

patterns began to emerge, I worked to find examples that could potentially disagree or contradict 

the themes to ensure the themes were valid, satisfying negative case analysis.  

Lastly, in an effort to ensure credibility in terms of member checks and an external audit 

(Guba and Lincoln,1986; Shenton 2004) my thesis supervisor and committee member reviewed 

my research design; I checked in regularly with my supervisor with reflections and potential 

issues that arose along the way and case study results were reviewed by my supervisor and 

committee member. 

To achieve transferability Guba and Lincoln (1986) suggest use of “thick descriptive data” 

(p. 19). A description of the demographic context as well as the setting, timing, and routines 

implemented has been clearly laid out. My findings section uses direct quotations from the data 

using pseudonyms to define the themes that emerged. To ensure accuracy, all focus groups and 

interviews were recorded and transcribed. This helped to tell the story of the case study details 

allowing others to make the most use of the research. An attempt has been made to share results 

in accessible language and will be shared with colleagues upon completion.  
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Researcher Bias. 

It is important to acknowledge my own potential for bias and to be aware of my potential 

assumptions and be prepared to be flexible through the process (McClaren & Morton, 2003). As 

a teacher of the students participating in the study, I have an invested interest in helping them 

achieve academic success. In generating and teaching this program, I worked toward helping 

students get the most out of it. This may indeed impact my ability to see potentially negative 

aspects of the program. As Shenton (2004) suggests, “Here steps must be taken to help ensure as 

far as possible that the work’s findings are the result of the experiences and ideas of the 

informants, rather than the characteristics and preferences of the researcher” (p. 72). In order to 

reduce the potential for biased results I made a point to seek out negative feedback, I recorded 

and transcribed verbatim all interviews I had weekly meetings with my supervisor in order to 

gain the perspective of someone outside of the project, and I consulted with committee members 

for feedback.  

Limitations.  

There are several limitations to a case study such as this.  First, the small number of 

students and teachers involved in the study limits the degree to which recommendations can be 

made. Also, the research took place at a school with the support of administration and teachers, 

which may not be the case in other schools. Third, the study took place over the course of one 

spring season, which may further limit the results, and contextualizes the data to this particular 

season.  In addition, the geography of the study is also limiting in terms of demographics and 

physical location. The case study involves a particular set of people in an urban area. The 

socioeconomic status, cultural backgrounds, and access to nature are relevant to the findings and 

may not mirror what is found in other schools. Lastly, as a teacher researcher, there is the 
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potential for unintentional bias. As Merriam (1998) suggests, “Because the primary instrument in 

qualitative research is human, all observations and analyses are filtered through that human 

being’s worldview, values, and perspective” (p. 22). As the teacher of these particular students as 

well as primary researcher, the potential for bias to influence my observation may indeed be 

more significant. All educators involved in the project, including myself, are eager to see this 

program succeed, as we are accountable to the parents and children involved. In recognition of 

this, this research report includes my personal educational biases and is as transparent as possible, 

incorporating my journal observations as both a teacher and researcher. Research 

recommendations take each of these factors into account. 

Ethical Considerations  

All participants as well as my administration and school board were made aware of, and 

consented to, my research intentions and methods prior to starting. I went ahead with the 

research once I had obtained the full support of my administration and ethics approval from both 

Royal Roads University and the School Board. The teachers involved in the project received a 

letter of consent outlining the project, what their role would be, their right to withdraw at 

anytime, and the use of pseudonyms to protect privacy (Robson, 2011). The consent letter for 

research provided to teachers is attached in Appendix D. 

Children are a vulnerable group and require special consideration when conducting 

research (Robson, 2011). Children have a valuable voice for research and are able to speak for 

themselves, and thus should be consulted for their participation in research (Robson, 2011). I 

also had a responsibility to gain parental permission for children to participate (Robson, 2011). 

Parents and children were given consent forms outlining research details including methods and 

what to expect as a volunteer participant. The letter made clear that they were free to withdraw 
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from the study at any time and that identities would remain confidential in the report through the 

use of pseudonyms. The consent letter provided to parents and students is attached in Appendix 

E. The consent letter to kindergarten students (see Appendix F) was read aloud and language 

adjusted to fit their level of understanding prior to consent. While all children were required to 

participate in the Nature Buddies program, as part of the school-based curriculum, not all 

children were required to participate in focus groups or interviews. Anonymity has been ensured 

by not identifying the school, teachers, or students involved in this research. 

As both teacher and researcher, it was important that I was able to keep those roles 

separate. No grades were assigned to students in relation to this study. It was necessary for all 

students to participate in the activities as part of their normal learning experiences but only those 

students who returned completed research consent forms, signed by themselves and a parent/ 

guardian were interviewed and quoted directly using pseudonyms. During focus group 

interviews it was made clear that my role was that of a researcher in order to encourage 

candidness and honesty.  Students responded positively to the opportunity and were keen to 

share their experiences.  
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Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis 

The following is a summary of my findings based on my research question, “How might 

a leadership-based, student-directed inquiry enhance the implementation efficacy of an 

interdisciplinary and collaborative approach to environmental education in an urban setting for 

teachers, kindergarten and grade seven students?”. After reviewing the transcripts of focus 

groups, student journals, interviews, and my own teacher/researcher journal several times, four 

main themes emerged that captured the essence of the data and revealed key aspects that 

contribute to implementation efficacy as well as potential barriers. The themes include: 1) 

motivation; 2) relationships; 3) shift in control; and 4) time. Many key subthemes emerged 

within these four overarching themes and are described within the respective sections below.  

Theme 1: Motivation 

A general increase in participant motivation was palpable from the start. Leaders (grade 

seven students) walked a little taller, kindergarten students were bursting with excitement, and 

teachers were keen to ensure Nature Buddies was never missed.  There was much evidence 

across the data to suggest that most students and teachers were highly motivated to do their best 

work in Nature Buddies despite not having written tests, awards, or deadlines to meet. Photos 

depicted students highly engaged in exploration and discussion, conversations were upbeat and 

for the most part, students and teachers eagerly awaited Nature Buddies each week. Motivation 

seemed to relate to three main subthemes: a) relationships that emerged between buddies; b) a 

value for self-directed learning; and c) a readiness to cope with ambiguity. Each of these 

identified subthemes will now be discussed in more detail.  
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a) Relationships. 

Motivation of participants seemed to depend heavily on the success of the relationships 

between buddies. For the leaders that were comfortable to run with the experience, motivation 

was intrinsic and supported by the developing relationship with their buddies as opposed to 

marks or accolades. These students saw themselves as having leadership potential and were 

genuinely concerned for the well-being of their kindergarten buddies. It felt important to them to 

put forth their best effort to meet the needs of the kindergarten children.  The difference in age 

between the seventh grade and kindergarten students appeared to help leaders to be confident in 

the content and ideas they were sharing. The excitement and enthusiasm of many of the 

kindergarten children was highly motivating and evident in much of the data. Abigail in 

kindergarten keenly reported, “Our big buddies are amazing and I really, really like it!”  

Samantha in grade seven suggested: 

You have a much, much bigger impact in their life than you think…you become the 

conversation in their house, when they go home. "I had Nature Buddies today, my buddy 

said this, my buddy said that." You make a really big impact so it makes you feel pretty 

important to them. It makes you feel like you are making a real difference because you 

are kind of helping them grow.  

Kanishka in grade seven proudly said:  

It [Nature Buddies] was a chance to prove yourself. Following Samantha's idea, that you 

are their conversation, you're their help, you're their inspiration to everything. So like, 

you're the one who influences them. You are the second person that they believe that's in 

power besides the parents… They come to you when they need help. It's just really cool 

that you can come this far.  
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Similarly, Kiera, a grade seven leader, describes pride in knowing she helped her little buddy 

grow in the experience:   

They want to do things, they are so curious, they are so little [and] they want to know 

everything. So what they're asking you [to do], you have to incorporate into what you're 

doing to make them happier and to make yourself happier...It is just the way they grow. 

They have been so quiet and now I noticed before I even got with my buddy that she was 

a very quiet person. She was always in the corner. She was maybe with one other person 

- one or two other people. And now she's so open, she's skipping, she's running, she's 

picking flowers bringing me back flowers. She made soup out of soil and rocks and 

plants and I was like this is so funny and she was so open. And now when I see her in the 

pen [kindergarten yard] all the time, she's running around, jumping, she's talking to her 

friends and she told me that she was talking at home about worms and stuff and I was like 

- this is so cool…this is really awesome…they are asking me a lot of questions and it 

makes me feel like I’m a good leader for them and that’s what helps me a lot.  

Teachers also noticed how the relationships were highly motivating for student participation and 

student learning in Nature Buddies. Kindergarten teacher, Sarah reported:  

The kindergarten students formed an almost instant attachment to their grade seven 

buddies and looked forward to their time outside with them…The Nature Buddies 

program may also have sparked the environmental interests of the grade sevens more 

because they had the chance to see how these little people view the environment. Not 

only were the kindergarten students learning from their buddies, but their buddies were 

learning how to see things with fresh eyes from them.  
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Several leaders noted how excited their little buddies were to see them and how good that 

felt. This contributed to greater engagement of the leaders. Leaders were keen to be prepared and 

on time each session as they began to recognize how important their role was – not for marks or 

accolades – but because they valued this relationship.  The relationships between kindergarten 

buddies and leaders appeared to be motivating for participants and supported collaboration skills 

such as communication and sense of community that will be discussed further. 

In contrast, the few times when relationships appeared challenging, motivation and 

engagement were also negatively impacted. Kindergarten teacher, Kathryn noticed how 

motivation was influenced when the buddy relationship was more difficult: 

The kids were able to collaborate more when the partnership worked…Occasionally the 

partnerships between the buddies didn’t work the way that we thought they would. In 

some instances the partnership was challenging. The communication was sometimes hard 

between the buddies. It was harder for [leaders] to pull what they wanted from my kids. 

They became less engaged at times as a result.  

Grade seven leader, DeShawn, had a particularly challenging time bonding with his 

buddy. He did his best but his motivation certainly waned as time progressed as he felt that he 

was not able to engage his buddy the way he had hoped. When asked about what he might 

change about Nature Buddies, DeShawn suggested,  

Some people and their buddies didn't exactly go off on the right foot every time…Nature 

Buddies is a great program to keep but with the kids you should pair them with people 

with similar qualities so they can speak more. 

At the beginning of the program, DeShawn was very keen to take part and stopped me in the hall 

more than once to share his excitement prior to meeting his buddy. As time went on, his body 
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language and lack of energy demonstrated a decline in motivation to participate. At one point he 

asked me if he might be able to change buddies.  

Overall, when the relationship among buddy pairs was positive, students were motivated 

to participate and put forth their best effort into learning. In the few instances where the 

relationship proved challenging, motivation to participate was negatively impacted. 

b) Value for student-directed learning. 

The structure of Nature Buddies was largely student-directed, which was different from 

the traditional teacher-directed lessons that students were used to. Some valued this as an 

opportunity for learning and were keen to participate, while others struggled to view student-

generated knowledge as worthwhile, which, at times, negatively impacted motivation and effort 

for a few of those students. For the first five weeks of Nature Buddies, students were guided 

through student-directed, inquiry-based lesson planning. Samples of lesson structure, prompts, 

and research tips were provided based on topics brought forth by leaders each week. The latter 

five weeks relied heavily on the motivation and participation of students to lead the inquiry 

themselves. Leaders were given the task of identifying the interests and questions that emerged 

during their time together with kindergarten students and conducting research to help continue 

the conversation and the learning in that particular area. For example, if a kindergarten student 

demonstrated curiosity for butterflies, the leader would spend time learning about butterflies and 

prepare some information to share, or an activity around butterflies, for the next meeting. This 

allowed for a high degree of flexibility in the direction of learning. Some students demonstrated 

a value for this kind of learning opportunity. For example, a few students got together to create a 

cut and paste activity about the stages of a butterfly, while others continued on the theme of 
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worms that had been central to the initial teacher modeling as it was the most common topic of 

interest among their buddy groups.  

For those students driven by individual success such as grades, it was apparent that 

Nature Buddies was seen more as a fun add-on experience as opposed to a real opportunity for 

developing valuable and necessary skills. I would be asked by these students when we would be 

getting to “real geography” or “how will this help me prepare for high school?” Nature Buddies 

and leadership did not appear to be valued by these particular students. My field notes revealed 

some frustration: 

The energy was not always positive... There were times when I thought that nothing 

significant was accomplished or that I was not exceptionally proud of my lesson or that I 

was disappointed with the engagement of students. Two students asked me when we were 

going to do “real geography”. Wishing I could find a way to help them see the value in 

this. Feeling like I’m swimming upstream.  

Some kindergarten students also seemed to perceive Nature Buddies more as play as 

opposed to authentic learning. In one conversation, a kindergarten focus group tried to explain to 

me how Nature Buddies was not important by explaining what is important. Blake responded 

when asked whether or not Nature Buddies is important, “No [Nature Buddies is not 

important]…because we can do whatever we want…[like] digging. When asked what is 

important, Eesha replied, “Attendance [is important]…When somebody's talking you can't talk 

over them…and if you're talking back to the teacher that's not nice. It’s [Nature Buddies] not 

really important it’s just a little important.” Abigail adds, “Your family…family is very 

important [not Nature Buddies].” 
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It may be that Nature Buddies and student-directed learning through leadership is so 

dramatically different from traditional classroom, teacher-directed learning that some students do 

not perceive it as valuable learning.  These students may have valued what they did gain in terms 

of social interaction, some nature connectedness, and mentoring and leadership skill building but 

they did not recognize a lot of traditional knowledge-based learning took place for them. For 

these students self-directed learning was not as valued. This apparent lack of motivation may 

also have been the result of how their buddy responded. Those buddies who asked more complex 

questions, likely had to conduct more research and thus felt more challenged and possibly 

motivated as a result. Unfortunately, this did not come up in focus groups or interviews.  Overall, 

it appeared that when student-directed learning was valued, student engagement increased and 

when student-directed learning was not valued, motivation was negatively impacted. 

c) Readiness: ability to cope with ambiguity 

Those students who were able to cope with the ambiguity of providing leadership based 

on emergent, student-directed learning seemed to be more motivated than those who initially 

struggled with this approach. Some students were able to manage and even thrive on the open-

endedness associated with this style of learning while others struggled and required more support 

than I expected. While there was little conversation or complaint from seventh grade students to 

this end, it was clear in my observations that some students were more capable in dealing with 

this tension than others. During research and lesson planning, several students were struggling to 

come up with ideas and direction. A guided group was eventually established where a lesson was 

co-created with the teacher and those students requiring support. My field notes described the 

experience: 
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Wanting to move toward transformative learning but that takes internal drive. Some kids 

just are not there. Trying to spark a passion for learning that also fits the curriculum. 

Several students unsure how to go about creating lessons for their buddies. I find this 

surprising. Ended up providing more support with this than anticipated. I was hoping to 

keep things more open and exploratory and student-centred. 

This finding underlines how it was necessary to adapt as a teacher to support some 

students in progressing towards a self-directed learning model. Nature Buddies is vastly different 

than the traditional teacher-directed model that students have become accustomed to over years 

of being in school. It requires a degree of intrinsic motivation and a belief in one’s ability to take 

charge of their own learning. Lessons within the traditional school environment are typically 

teacher-directed and motivated by teacher assessment. This was a significantly different 

experience where students were in a leadership role, responsible to engage themselves and their 

younger buddy in place-based learning through a student-directed and emergent inquiry 

approach. This may account for several students requiring more teacher-directed reassurance and 

instruction than I would have anticipated at this age and stage. Similarly, those few students who 

struggled with planning motivation, experienced challenges forming a positive relationship, 

lacked a value for student-directed learning, and/or simply did not have the tools to cope with the 

open structure of the program. Overall, motivation was dependent on buddy relationships, the 

value placed on experiential, student-directed learning, and the readiness of leaders to be self-

directed. 

Theme 2: Relationships 

Central to the Nature Buddies experience was the formulation of new and deeper 

relationships with oneself, with others, and with nature. While the intent was to help grade seven 
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students gain a better sense of themselves as leaders and to connect to nature, as noted earlier in 

relation to motivation, it was surprising just how central the buddy relationship was throughout. 

The following subthemes explore how the relationships to self, others, and nature were revealed 

in the data.   

a) Relationship to Self: developing leadership understanding. 

Grade seven leadership development. 

Leadership was an intentional theme and thus it was not surprising that grade seven 

participants reflected on their own leadership path and the development of themselves as leaders. 

The purposeful self-reflection in this area was a key aspect to this program. As noted in the 

methodology section, one half an hour period during a five-day cycle was devoted to lesson 

planning and/or leadership development during geography, one half an hour period was devoted 

to meeting with kindergarten buddies during science, and ten to fifteen minutes were allowed by 

language teachers for self-reflection. The plan for self-reflection during language class typically 

occurred the day of or the day after (depending on scheduling) meeting with buddies. The 

prompts for writing reflections each time included: what did you notice? and what do you now 

wonder? (about yourself, about your buddy, about the lesson). They were also asked at the 

beginning, middle, and end of the program what they believed leadership to be and to comment 

on targeted lessons on specific skills such as communication and attitude that included videos of 

kids their age speaking on the topic of leadership (Appendix G). These videos were aimed at 

inspiring students to see themselves as potential leaders and to widen their own definition of 

leadership.  

It became apparent that some students started with a fixed mindset with regard to 

leadership (i.e., some people are leaders, others are not). However, as the program evolved so too 

did their understanding of their leadership identity. There were several indications that grade 
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seven students’ ideas about leadership were changing. Many student reflections on their own 

leadership journey proved to be thoughtful and mature demonstrating a commitment to the task 

put before them. The confidence and self-esteem in some students improved quite visibly over 

the course of the Nature Buddies program. Some students who appeared reluctant or shy in the 

beginning became some of the keenest and engaged participants by the end. Grade seven student, 

Malachai, reported having never seen himself as a leader before and this was a chance to work 

on those skills. He wrote: 

Well, I think it [my idea of leadership] has changed. I mean, before Nature Buddies I 

wouldn’t see myself leading anything. People in our class like [student A and Student B] 

I’d always see them leading but I’ve never seen me as a leader…now I try to not leave it 

to [other] people who can do it; they have their own strengths but I try [to] develop my 

own.  

Ushma, also in grade seven, reported in her journal that she considered herself as a confident 

leader because she had been told that from teachers over the years, but Nature Buddies helped 

her to see it for herself.  The idea that leadership comes in all forms and is a set of skills that can 

be learned and practiced was new and empowering for many. Ushma said in an interview: 

I feel like [my idea of leadership] changed because before I used to think that leadership 

means to take control but after doing Nature Buddies I know that you have to listen to the 

other people to learn and be nice to each other in order to have fun and learn more about 

nature.  

Similarly, student leader Alex, indicated a widening of his perception of leadership. He stated, 

“You kind of have to realize that leadership isn't just telling people what to do it’s also listening 

to them and understanding their point of view.”  
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Interviews with grade seven leaders also indicated the development of key leadership 

skills such as planning and organization, adaptability, group management, and creative problem-

solving. Sujita, having two kindergarten buddies, found that being prepared with enough 

materials available made things go more smoothly. She reported: 

I have two buddies so they get jealous of each other all the time and they always want my 

attention so I learned to, for Nature Buddies I bring two pencils, two clipboards, to make 

sure they both get the equal chance because sometimes they can get a little violent and 

they start pushing each other and stuff and they start grabbing from each other so I had to 

find ways around it.  

Malachai reported learning to think on his feet and to adapt to the needs of his buddy by 

improvising and problem solving in the moment. He suggested: 

Sometimes if you don't have that much ideas you have to improvise, feel like you can 

think outside of the box and make things fun, like I remember what we did - we drew, we 

drew one of the bugs and then we tried to look for more that would pop up and we caught 

them in our critter catchers and we actually looked at them we peeked at it and tried to 

draw it as best as we could.  

After the first two sessions, leaders raised the issue of group management.  It had been 

difficult for several to accomplish lesson goals and adapt to changing situations and students 

wanted to develop strategies to effectively manage behaviour and elicit engagement with the 

kindergarten students. In response, time was provided for leaders during the following planning 

session to reflect on experiences in small groups and work together to generate ideas for 

effectively managing behaviour. It was a student driven exercise that seemed to have a positive 

impact. Leaders came up with ideas such as having a race to get to their magic spot, framing 
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activities to be more like games, forgoing the planned activity altogether, showing excitement 

and using free time to explore as motivation to complete tasks.  

Several leaders describe putting these leadership skills into practice. Sujita suggested, 

“Sometimes when you're trying to find some new living things, I'm like, "oh we're going to have 

a treasure hunt" and then…they really want to do it.”   DeShawn described adapting and 

modeling excitement to entice his buddy to get involved:  

Every person is unique in their own way. When you're a leader you need to adapt to their 

way. [With] younger kids you need to show more excitement like, “We are digging for 

worms!” You need to show more excitement - show them the passion and everything. 

In order to adapt to a constantly changing situation, leaders worked to solve problems both by 

attempting a variety of strategies on the fly as well as collaboratively coming up with solutions in 

the planning process. It was evident that students were developing leadership skills through the 

Nature Buddies experience. Their self-confidence was improving and the idea that leadership 

was an attainable set of skills to be learned and practiced was emerging in many.  

Grade seven leadership challenges. 

However, the journey toward understanding leadership in this context was not smooth for 

all students. Some encountered deep frustration and challenges in the process. William in grade 

seven shared in his journal:  

What I need to work on is my bond with my buddy just because he moves around a lot 

and tries to either run to the park, the gate, driveway, and it’s just tiring which brings me 

to the next to question, honestly I don’t think my buddy learns anything just because he 

doesn’t care and honestly I’m not enjoying Nature Buddies and my buddy made it my 

worst school experience ever. 
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William certainly experienced some frustration on his journey. However, he happened to be part 

of a focus group and in hearing the experiences and strategies of others and with a little coaching, 

his experience did become more positive. It was very enlightening to hear what this student was 

going through for several reasons. Primarily, it was admirable that despite the challenges, he 

continued to try to make it work. It made the need for small group discussion and reflection very 

clear. The fact that he was in a focus group that supported him and helped him come up with 

solutions and validated his feelings, likely contributed to his perseverance. It is possible that 

others in his situation who did not receive the same kind of support might not challenge 

themselves to try different strategies and may have in fact disengaged from the process. 

Secondly, this student’s experience revealed the limitations of teacher observations. 

Outwardly, it would be difficult to tell that this student was really struggling. He arrived each 

day with all his materials ready to go, did his best to engage his buddy and never came forward 

with questions or complaints about how things were going until asked. Not only did he need the 

safe place to reflect but he also revealed some assumptions held by teachers about the leadership 

skills that students would be equipped with at this age.  With an opportunity to self-reflect, the 

support of his peers, and some coaching from educators, this student made some real progress in 

terms of his understanding of leadership and his own strengths and abilities. William’s final 

journal entry read: 

It was surprising to me to be able to keep a cool leveled head while trying to teach about 

a worm. A memory I have is working with my buddy was actually getting work done. 

Leadership is a way of showing not how to be the best but instead helping another 

understand and learn things. 
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 Whether or not particular student experiences were positive or challenging, it was evident that 

grade seven students were developing leadership understanding. 

Teachers’ practice. 

Less intentionally, teachers (as leaders) found themselves reflecting on their own practice 

as a result of the Nature Buddies initiative. Similar to the grade seven students, Nature Buddies 

reminded educators of the importance of observing student learning and providing students with 

opportunities for genuine inquiry.  First, the value of truly stepping back to observe and listen to 

student learning was reinforced. It is easy to get caught up in giving instructions or feedback in 

our current routines and it seems there is often very little time to listen and watch where students’ 

curiosity takes them without interruption or direction. Kindergarten teacher, Kathryn, reflected, 

“We are supposed to be listening and documenting what they are doing all day long. When I’m 

asking a million questions it made me realize how much I’m interrupting.” My own field notes 

mirrored her sentiment:  

Transcribing [interviews with students during the research] really helped me to listen – I 

don’t do it enough. Perhaps I should have a listening journal next year. Taking the time to 

really hear what they [students] were saying without the constant distraction of what is 

coming next [in the day] or what to evaluate, was very helpful in getting to really 

understand where students are at in their learning.  

Nature Buddies gave teachers an opportunity to listen and observe that they would not otherwise 

get in the typical classroom model.  

Secondly, Nature Buddies was a good reminder to teachers to think about how they might 

change their own leadership practice to include more opportunities for emergent learning. Both 

field notes and interviews reveal a deepening of understanding of the potential for providing 

authentic, real-world learning opportunities for students. I wrote about my own practice: 
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Is my role as teacher to tell kids about how things are or provide opportunities for them to 

discover things on their own? I am always looking for ways to let kids uncover concepts 

or truths but this experience tells me not nearly enough. Is there a way to have a greater 

balance between the two – exploring and explaining/sharing?  

The kindergarten teachers were discovering that emergent learning opportunities like Nature 

Buddies connected well with the new kindergarten curriculum. Kathryn stated: 

In the kindie program, the way its built and designed – it makes this [style of learning] a 

little bit easier because there are not certain topics you need to cover in each area. You 

can hit most curriculum expectations by covering any topic that you want to and by just 

going with what the kids are interested in. 

Developing an understanding of leadership has helped students and teachers become 

more aware of their own strengths and abilities. Nature Buddies has enabled students to see 

themselves as leaders in an authentic way. It has helped educators rethink their leadership role, 

as someone who opens the door for discovery as opposed to being the knowledge provider. 

b) Relationships to others: perseverance, communication, and sense of community. 

As previously noted, the relationship that developed between buddies was highly 

motivating for Nature Buddies participants. In fact, comments relating to the development of 

these relationships were the most frequently occurring theme in the data. Accordingly, it is worth 

noting here that these relationships were also helpful in strengthening students’ willingness to 

persevere, improving communication skills, and creating a sense of community within our school.  

Perseverance. 

In some cases, there was evidence of increased perseverance as a result of a drive to 

make the buddy relationship work. As stated earlier, grade seven leader, DeShawn was having 

difficulty connecting with his kindergarten buddy. While it did impact his motivation by the end, 
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he made several attempts to persist. This is not typical behaviour for this particular student in 

school. He tried his own strategies, took it upon himself to get tips from the kindergarten teacher 

and myself and did his best to continue to engage his buddy for several weeks. It was not the 

experience he expected but he did everything he could to make it work. When asked whether or 

not it was worth it, DeShawn described learning how to adapt to the uniqueness of each 

individual: 

It is [worth it] because that taught me. As I said every kid is different, every kid is unique 

in their own way and you need to adapt to the different ways that everyone thinks. Some 

kids like to move around more, some kids like to sit there and look around. It taught me 

to adapt to every kid's learning style even if that means it's not me but I'd do it for them. 

DeShawn’s maturity, commitment, and positive attitude really shone through. It was especially 

notable, as this particular child tends not to persevere when encountering challenges at school. 

Nature Buddies provided an opportunity for DeShawn to see himself persevere when up against 

a challenge in a way that he might not otherwise see in a traditional school setting. 

Communication. 

Many leaders and educators identified the importance of effective communication skills 

to successfully foster these new relationships. In addition to the importance of listening noted 

earlier by teachers, grade seven leaders identified listening as a key component to leadership 

success as well as adjusting vocabulary to meet the needs of the kindergarten audience. Leaders 

acknowledged the importance of listening to their own buddies as well as the challenges they 

encountered when they felt kindergarten students were not listening to them. Ushma recalled, 

“You have to listen to them in order for it to work.”  Tayvia suggested, “It just makes you realize 

as a leader you just have to take the time to listen so I think that Nature Buddies helped my 

listening skills in terms of leadership.” And Malachai reported finding it difficult when effective 
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communication was not happening. At times he felt misunderstood and he found it especially 

challenging when his little buddy appeared not to listen. He said, “Sometimes my buddy… 

listens and then he's over cloud nine [excited]. [But] sometimes…he would just look over and 

just talk [to someone outside the group]. Sometimes he doesn't stick with what I'm trying to 

say…and goes to his own zone.” Listening skills for all participants were key to making the 

buddy partnerships work. Many leaders learned to improve their own listening and worked to 

find ways to help their buddies listen.  

One focus group commented extensively about needing to adjust their typical 

communication styles in order to make the partnerships work. Kanishka shared, “You had to 

adjust, you have to go like from this choice of words to this kid friendly choice of words - trying 

to make them understand [instructions] but at the same time trying not to use words that they 

won't know.” Kiera recalled making an effort and learning to adjust to her buddy’s needs: 

It was very hard for me at the beginning because my buddy was kind of quiet and I like to 

use a lot of grade seven vocabulary so it was hard to bring it down…and I have to 

simplify it so they understand what I'm saying. 

Samantha had two buddies – one who spoke Tamil as a first language and one who spoke 

English. She happened to speak both languages fluently and worked very hard to bridge the 

communication gap between the two students as well as build confidence in each of them as 

individuals. In the following excerpt Samantha explained her experience: 

My one buddy… in the beginning, she was quiet but then she opened up to me right away. 

Now she comes and she talks and she likes to kind of do her thing. She loves digging for 

rocks. And [my other buddy], its kind of hard to get him to open up I think he also feels 

kind of…I think he feels overshadowed, intimidated by [her] a little bit. I think he speaks 
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good English but I think he feels more comfortable in Tamil. But then a lot of times when 

kids are like that, I know that they feel like they are being judged or they feel 

uncomfortable because why can everyone else do this but I can't and its like the whole ‘I 

don't want to be different, I want to be the same’ so I think he's trying his best to like fit 

in. But I feel like if he opens up a bit more in Tamil its really good because it will be 

easier for him to understand. So its trying to find a balance between the two of them - 

getting them to understand each other… I know he's a lot more open than he was before 

but I feel like if he had someone there to kind of help him through those language things 

a little bit until he was a bit more comfortable. I feel like he could go a lot further because 

he's really really smart but I think he's just having trouble opening up. 

This particular student’s insights from her Nature Buddies experience were highly valuable. She 

was able to continue to support this student after Nature Buddies from time to time and during 

Nature Buddies the following year. Overall, Nature Buddies highlighted the importance of 

effective communication, challenging leaders to listen and adapt to the needs of their 

kindergarten partners. 

Sense of community. 

Nature Buddy relationships extended beyond the classroom and contributed to a larger 

sense of community within our school. Students would look for one another in the halls, on the 

yard and in the neighbourhood after school, unprompted, just to say hello. This behaviour 

demonstrated how important the sense of connection was to the students. Leaders expressed their 

joy in making these connections in the following excerpts. Ushma said: 

Its nice to see the fact that she will come to me even outside of Nature Buddies and just 

talk when I'm waiting for my sister, she'll come from her grandma who's holding on to 

their dog. She'll say, "that's my dog over there I told you about". It’s just nice. 
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Tayvia stated, “I love when I see my nature buddy in public because she’s always so happy to 

see me. It reminds me I’m making a difference.” And Vijay wrote in his final journal reflection,  

The best part of nature buddies was the parts where we had extra time to talk about life at 

school and home. Something that surprised me was that these kindergartners are special 

kids who are amazing and smart with a bright future. 

This finding was a reminder of how a genuine sense of belonging and community is necessary 

and valuable. Nature Buddies was able to provide an opportunity for this sense of belonging to 

emerge. 

Kindergarten students mentioned several times how they enjoyed being with their 

buddies. Kindergarten teachers also noted the general excitement in the room when it was Nature 

Buddy day and how much they looked forward to it during the week.  The kindergarten students 

report a comfort and delight in spending time with their buddies. Abigail said, “[I like] that she 

makes it fun because that we're together… because we learn and it’s fun.” Kathryn, the 

kindergarten teacher, pointed out that most of her students could recall their buddy’s name and 

something they did that week which she felt was significant: 

There were some very strong connections between the buddies. They would see one 

another outside of nature buddies during other school event and they were excited to see 

one another. That would go both ways; the grade sevens would be excited too. The fact 

that my kids were able to draw and label a picture of their buddy was pretty significant. I 

would say most of the kids were able to. 

The relationship between buddy pairs was a very significant part of the program. It was a 

motivating factor that drove students to persevere, helped leaders gain perspective on effective 
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communication skills, and carried over beyond the Nature Buddies program helping to 

strengthen a sense of community within our school.   

c) Relationship to nature: engaging curiosity. 

One of the main intentions of the Nature Buddies program was to help students 

strengthen their relationship with nature. In an effort to spark engagement with the natural world 

the main components of the program included: weekly visits to the same outdoor spot (i.e., 

magic spots) regardless of the weather, tools designed for exploration and comfort, and lessons 

aimed at sparking curiosity with the support and encouragement of leaders.  

The depth of kindergarten students’ exploration and questioning was based on their 

curiosity and seemed to be influenced by whether or not concepts about nature were being 

studied in the classroom in tandem with Nature Buddies. One of the three participating 

kindergarten classes was studying concepts related to nature in the classroom while the other two 

were not. This was not intentional but rather due to timing and choice by the classroom teacher. 

Basic observations in field notes revealed, not surprisingly, that participating students that were 

also learning about ecological concepts in the classroom, had more questions, greater confidence 

to explore, and more excitement to share their findings with their big buddies. Those students 

who were not exploring these concepts in the classroom seemed to have fewer questions to ask 

and made fewer comments or connections about nature other than what they saw while with their 

buddies. This made it clear that Nature Buddies, being a limited program during the school week, 

is not as effective in creating these insights and connections as when there are connections to 

relevant classroom curricula. 

Magic spots. 

Students selected a “magic spot” (Van Matre, 1990) they would return to each week. This 

was a place on the yard where they expected to see living things and they could make 
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observations about what changed and what remained the same. On our first day, it happened to 

be raining and kindergarten students reported being excited to go out in the rain despite the fact 

that the rest of the school remained inside for the day. In one focus group, a kindergarten student, 

Zain, explained that it was his first time being outside in the rain because this was discouraged at 

home. He was particularly pleased to play outside with his nature buddy in the rain. He stated, 

“Yah [I liked Nature Buddies] because I never been outside when it’s raining…because my mum 

and dad don't let me get wet…except when I'm swimming.” All of the kindergarten students 

expressed excitement during focus groups regarding being outside in all weather for Nature 

Buddies. Several leaders made note of how much their kindergarten buddies seemed to enjoy 

spending time outside even when it was not their typical choice. Tayvia suggested:   

They [kindergarten buddies] seem so much happier outside…On a regular day I wouldn't 

just go sit outside and then look around at the grass and then like talk to a little kid. At 

Nature Buddies it made you sit there and then look around and say whoa, I didn't see that 

before, I've never seen that before. So it made you see a lot more stuff you wouldn't have 

ever seen otherwise. 

Ushma in grade seven wrote in her journal, “Our spot is right beside a tree, beside a fence which 

will make it easy to find living things. My buddies also seem to like to be outdoors.” These 

comments also demonstrate how magic spots were an effective tool to enable the discovery of 

biodiversity – a curriculum expectation – through student-directed learning.  

Leaders also mentioned enjoying spending time outside. Aiden, who rarely expresses 

enjoyment at school in general and routinely tries to stay inside during recess reported enjoying 

going outside for Nature Buddies. Aiden said, “It was good to go outside. I will (like it when it is 

rainy) but not that much. I thought it was going to be boring but its kind of fun.” Tayvia also 
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admitted that she typically does not like to go outside but found that she didn’t mind during 

Nature Buddies because it gave her a chance to experience what she is learning. She said:  

I’m not an outdoorsy person but I liked it. It really surprised me actually because I'm not 

somebody who likes to be outside, I'd rather be inside where the nice heat or air 

conditioning is but it was more fun outside because there is more space and you can 

spread out… even though it sucks to be far from your friends but in this case it didn't. It 

was better to have this space and to be spread out and stuff. It was interesting because 

when you are inside - if you are talking about nature - then it’s like show pictures and 

then talk about it but then when you are outside you can actually see it and you can see 

other stuff.  

In contrast, a few leaders specifically commented on disliking going outside in all 

weather for Nature Buddies. Ishaan mentioned it was partly due to the timing of his session. He 

said: 

Sometimes going outside on really hot days, like right after recess, because that's when 

our period is, right after recess; that's hard. We just ran around a lot. [We are] tired [and 

then] we have to go back outside in the really hot weather. 

The fact that some leaders mentioned a dislike about going outside might be due to 

inappropriate clothing for the weather, difficulty shifting routine or being accustomed to being 

indoors all the time.  

Buddy bags. 

An excellent development, as a result of student-directed inquiry, was a student initiated 

the creation of a “buddy bag” of materials for exploration. This included a magnifying glass, 

spade, critter catcher (rinsed out juice box), garden gloves, clipboard, journal, crayons and sit-

upons (mats for sitting). The journal, clipboard, pencil and crayons were initial teacher-directed 
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materials and the remainder of the contents emerged as the program progressed. The magnifying 

glass, spade, critter catcher, gloves and sit-upons were added based on the request of student 

leaders as they saw the need emerge. One of the kindergarten children commented to our 

administration that it was hard for their big buddies to carry all the materials. By the third week 

our administration donated some special draw string bags with our school name on it for the 

program. At first, student leaders just took what they thought they needed but the fancy bags 

seemed to make the materials seem important to leaders. By the end the bags were numbered and 

organized by a couple of students and materials were distributed to all groups.  

Several leaders mentioned the usefulness of the tools to help kindergarten students to 

engage with nature. Tayvia suggested, “The equipment was really smart because I ended up 

using all of it…It was a good package.” While the sit-upons and gloves may be viewed as 

barriers for experiencing nature, these items actually presented an entry point for those students 

who felt touching dirt and worms presented too much of a risk. Zain in kindergarten seemed to 

be negotiating a fear of being outside (the potential for bee stings) with his desire to connect with 

and learn more about nature (we need bees to survive). He shared: 

I learned about bugs that you need bees to survive because they get nectar and they get 

honey and if you get sick you need to get honey so bees actually help you. One time [my 

friend’s] dad got stung by a bee on the neck. I've been sick a lot and my mom takes the 

honey and puts it in [my spoon] …and I just eat it up. 

For Zain the tools, along with the support and encouragement of his leader, seem to have been 

helpful in providing the level of comfort necessary for him to engage with nature at his own pace.  

This is the same child that expressed joy in being able to play outside in the rain. Nature Buddies 

helped him gain confidence in engaging with the natural world. For others, like Blake, the tools 
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helped them to get a closer look at creatures and gain greater access to difficult to reach places 

such as in the tightly packed soil.  He recalled excitedly, “Digging. I love digging! When I was 

digging with my nature buddy, guess what? I just had had all the dirt explode up. It just exploded 

up.” 

Many kindergarten children started Nature Buddies using the gloves provided but 

removed them as time went on to feel what a worm actually felt like or to get a closer look at 

rocks or ants. Kindergarten student, Blake, started the day with gloves and said, “I was digging. 

Then we found a worm. We picked it up in my shovel. Yes [I touched it]. It just feeled like air.” 

A few kept the gloves on for several outings but by the end, they seemed to want only to have 

the gloves made available to them for reassurance. Grade seven leader, William recalled, 

“Sometimes my buddy likes touching insects but at other times not. If you were to give her a 

worm one time she would like touching it but then the next time we have it she would think it’s 

really gross.” After a while, kindergarten students began bringing their findings indoors to a 

discovery table in the classroom so they could observe more closely. This included rocks, 

branches, leaves, dirt, sand, insects, worms and garbage. Tyler in kindergarten shared: 

One time I got the worm and I put it in there (discovery table)…We let it go because it 

was drying up it had all these white spots on them…So whenever they are drying up they 

have white little spots on them…I think because there is [only] a little bit of wet 

[moisture] and they need wet [moisture] so if they have those white things…and 

then…he wasn't moving around, he was just staying still.  

At the start of Nature Buddies, students relied heavily on the tools in the buddy bags. 

They used sit-upons to keep clean and dry, gloves, shovels, and containers to keep from touching 

worms, dirt, and bugs directly. There may be several reasons for this reluctance – newness of 
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activities, different routine, messages from home or others, personality, reluctance with buddy, 

fear of the outdoors, among others. However, by the end of Nature Buddies, students were more 

willing to engage nature directly – sitting on the moist ground, hands in the earth, allowing ants 

to crawl on their arms and feeling the slime of an earthworm. Overall, the data showed the tools 

provided were helpful in supporting student curiosity and engagement with nature.  

Facilitating Nature-related learning. 

Lastly, activities for Nature Buddies were chosen to encourage interest and interaction 

with nature. A few of the lessons were teacher-directed in order to ensure curricular expectations 

were covered, some were co-planned with the teacher and carried out by the leaders, and some 

were emergent from the discoveries and questions of kindergarten students. Most kindergarten 

children referred to the discoveries they found during the emergent lessons; most grade seven 

students made reference to the benefits of co-planned lessons. Neither student group referred to 

the teacher-led lessons when asked about what they learned about nature.  

Emergent Curriculum. 

The emergent curriculum revealed a curiosity about living things, an enjoyment of 

digging in dirt, and a general keenness for learning outside. By far the most referred to species 

for all participants was worms. This was likely the result of our experience on the first day. It 

was raining and there were worms everywhere. After this experience, many kindergarten 

students made it their mission to find more worms each week and, in turn, were left wondering 

where they had all gone. This led leaders to conduct research about worms in order to help 

answer some of the students’ questions as they arose. There were many comments to suggest 

worms were central to student-led inquiry. Tyler in kindergarten recalled, “I think about 

whenever we found a worm and it was so much fun.” Eesha, also in kindergarten shared, “The 

most important thing was that you could find cool stuff…like worms, in the dirt.” And grade 



NATURE BUDDIES 64 

seven leader Kiera shared, “I definitely learned a lot about the worms but when it came to just 

nature and trees and the soil, I knew a lot about that. I had a lot of background knowledge, so it 

was basically my buddy learning things and being curious and I'm there to guide her and help her 

learn about what she's interested in.”  Once leaders recognized the interests of their kindergarten 

buddies, they researched those topics and returned the following week with some information to 

share.  

However, this did not necessarily mean that the flow of information was going from 

leader to kindergarten child exclusively. There was some evidence to suggest that kindergarten 

buddies indeed felt like co-learners. Learning about nature was a flow that went back and forth 

between buddies. Tyler in kindergarten proudly shared what he taught his buddy leader, “The 

bee needs a flower. Actually the bee doesn't eat the nectar. They actually give it to the queen to 

make the honey. They do not eat it.” A large number of leaders were surprised with how much 

they were able to learn from their kindergarten partners. Tayvia admitted:  

I didn't know the difference between something that is living and not living was that it 

grows…They [my teacher in kindergarten] just said that this is the list of things that are 

living and this is the list of things that aren't so just remember which one goes where. 

Knowledge flowed bi-directionally as students explored together.   

When the curriculum emerged based on the curiosity of the children, greater excitement 

and retention of knowledge seemed to follow. When kindergarten students were recalling their 

interactions with nature in the context of Nature Buddies, they consistently used large hand 

gestures, facial expression, and volume in their storytelling. There was often laughter and an 

eagerness to share indicating a sense of surprise, curiosity and discovery. Place-based, student-

directed learning enabled students – both kindergarten and grade sevens – to apply, and gain 
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some confidence with, their background knowledge of ecological concepts, allowing for deeper 

and more meaningful conversations as topics emerged during Nature Buddies. 

Student Prepared Curriculum. 

Some student-directed activities were prepared ahead of time. At first lesson planning 

was highly supported by the teacher and by the end students were generating their own lesson 

content based on the interest of their buddies. Thirty minutes per week was provided for this task. 

Most students reported needing more time for this and many were motivated to conduct more 

research on their own time in order to be prepared for their little buddies. Grade seven leaders 

often referred to the research they conducted in reference to things they learned from the Nature 

Buddies program. Malachai recalled,  

I learned that worms have hair. I’ve never seen that. I always see them slithering but I've 

never seen how much hair they have on their bodies... I thought a worm would just have 

all slime but they have five hearts. 

It is interesting to note that kindergarten students predominantly referenced their own 

discoveries and there were very few comments about facts they learned from their buddies in the 

prepared lessons. This could be because of the way the leader expressed the information, the 

time lag between sessions or because the experiential aspect of the learning had more impact.  

  Grade seven students were more apt to describe their experience with leadership as 

opposed to nature. However, when asked directly, many students mentioned learning new things 

either from conversations with kindergarten buddies or from the research they conducted when 

planning lessons.  

Teacher prepared curriculum. 

Teacher led inquiries were also planned a few times over the course of the program. One 

of such activities was an attempt to uncover the diversity of living things on our schoolyard. 



NATURE BUDDIES 66 

Buddy groups were asked to draw a picture of two or three living things they found over the 

course of the past few weeks and place them on a map of our yard according to where they were 

observed. While worms were definitely noted the most, our map of living things on the 

schoolyard shows the diversity of living things that were observed by students during the course 

of the program. The blue area represents the school building.  

 

While several students made mention of the types living things they found, no student 

directly noticed or questioned the idea that our schoolyard supports a diverse ecosystem. All 

grade seven students had been discussing aspects of biodiversity earlier in the year, in addition to 

sustainability concepts but no student made the connection to this on their own. This may have 

been because it was a teacher led activity, they were not asked directly, the timing of the lessons 

or students were not provided enough time or support to grasp and explore the concept more 

deeply with their buddies.  
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The data suggests that both student groups learned more when they controlled the 

direction and content of their learning. Kindergarten students were more likely to express 

discoveries they made first hand and grade seven students were more likely to reference the 

research they conducted based on the choices they made with regard to their buddies. Neither 

group mentioned the teacher led lessons in the interviews. This suggests that the hands-on 

experience and student voice was highly beneficial for learning and knowledge retention. It also 

suggests that teacher led discussion and hands-on teacher led activities were less likely to 

produce the same retention and excitement.   

Overall, weekly opportunities to be outside in all weather, having gloves and mats for 

comfort, the support and encouragement of their buddies in a leadership role, and self-directed 

activities that encouraged curiosity helped all the students develop stronger engagement and 

relationships with nature. 

Theme 3: Shift in Control  

The structure of Nature Buddies intentionally changed the typical control dynamic in the 

classroom by placing more power in the hands of students. Students were expected to become 

the drivers of the content as well as the delivery. Teachers fell into the roles of observers and 

coaches as opposed to the traditional leadership model of knowledge-keeper or transmitter of 

information. There was evidence of both positive and negative feelings associated with the shift 

in control.  Trust was found to be a key factor in restructuring the power dynamic resulting in 

opportunities for creative problem-solving, play that challenges comfort zones, and student-

directed learning. Therefore, empowerment and trust emerged as subthemes related to this shift 

in control and are explored in greater detail. 
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a) Empowerment.  

Grade seven and kindergarten students were empowered to take control of their learning 

in new ways and teachers were also able to gain new perspective in terms of their own practice. 

Grade seven leaders. 

The shift in control was made clear to grade seven students. Grade seven students knew 

they were expected to play a leadership role and efforts were made to build capacity in this area. 

Leaders were to encourage the curiosity of kindergarten children in order to generate follow up 

lessons.  At first, grade seven leaders were highly supported in this process, receiving specific 

objectives and tasks. The initial topics were chosen by the most requested topics of interest as 

reported by student leaders and lessons co-created with the teacher. But by the end, leaders 

became more self-directed and worked from the feedback of their particular buddy. It was 

emergent learning within some predetermined objectives. Students were encouraged to follow 

the topics of interest of kindergarten students. However, at times a teacher-directed concept 

would be integrated into lessons such as living and non-living things, and biodiversity. These 

concepts were meant to be broad enough for leaders to be able to incorporate the individual 

curiosity of the child. Many leaders were quick to recognize that this meant listening and 

adapting to the needs of their buddies as the primary objective rather than forcing the completion 

of a particular lesson. Some students found this redistribution of power and voice to be freeing 

and a powerful opportunity. Tayvia said: 

I think you just have to listen to them and if they are saying that they want to dig [but] the 

program might say we have to talk about like butterflies but if they don't care about 

butterflies and they want to see about digging then let them dig. It’s more of like they're 
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the teachers; you're the students. You kind of listen to them, let them lead ‘cause then 

they'll just be more engaged and it’s easier that way. 

Alex added:  

I think its just whatever they're feeling that day you just kind of roll with it and do what 

they want to do because if you're stuck on something they did once but they don't want to 

do it again then they'll have no interest in what you're doing that day. 

It was clear to many of the leaders that success was dependent on allowing the kindergarten child 

to guide the inquiry.   

Those leaders who were comfortable with the freedom and flexibility aspect of their role 

suggested improvements that placed even more creative opportunity in the hands of the students. 

For improvements to the program, Malachai suggested: 

Everyone [should] just do their own topic. We all go to the library find different books on 

each topic and if that doesn't work out, find it on the internet. The first two lessons you 

would run and then after that we ask them questions they have and we would plan [them].  

Kiera recommended part way through the program: 

Then that would really stretch the idea of leadership to a whole new level because first its 

just like ok, there is lessons we need to do but when you are making your own it feels like 

you have freedom and you really can dig deep into the Nature Buddies idea and so that's 

why it would really outstretch the idea of leadership. 

Samantha proposed: 

It would be really cool if we could do like a grade eight grade seven partnership 

day…They both kind of run a lesson together so the grade seven is kind of like seeing 

what the grade eight is doing and helping as well so in the next year when they're in 
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grade eight, they are mentoring the next grade sevens… so like they are all learning from 

each other. 

It was encouraging to see these students eager to take on their new role with confidence and 

enthusiasm. These students adapted well to the shift in control and were keen to take the 

experience even further.  

In contrast, not all aspects of the shift in control were comfortable for leaders. As noted 

earlier, many mentioned being frustrated by kindergarten students not listening to instructions or 

having difficulty staying on task. Some learned to become flexible and adapted while others 

remained frustrated. DeShawn recalled: 

Sometimes for me it [the hardest part] was adapting to my buddy. He'd want to run 

around and just do the same thing everyday, every week, every hour. Trying to pump him 

up wasn't always the easiest thing. Sometimes I got him to do it. Sometimes I didn't. 

Sometimes I gave up on myself. But I tried to, I tried as hard as I could. 

Vijay said: 

It’s hard, since they're just little kids they don't like know how to keep on talking turn by 

turn, they just keep on talking and I have to tell them one person to go first and the other 

to go second but that just takes some practice and then they can get used to it. 

I was able to interview Aiden who seemed fairly disengaged in the program and 

frustrated at times. He shared, “They don't listen that much. So that was the worst part.” He 

seemed withdrawn from the leadership lessons, wrote very little in his reflection journal and did 

not appear to talk much with his buddy. This is not unusual behavior for him, as he rarely seems 

engaged at school in general. Aiden is quiet, struggles academically and thus required a lot of 

prompting. In this interview he acknowledged that some more strategies for engaging younger 
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students would have been helpful. My field notes also revealed that Aiden was not the only 

student who appeared to lack engagement. It read:  

There were days when I thought that nothing significant was accomplished or …that I 

was disappointed with the engagement level of students. Sometimes students did not 

want to stay on topic…effectively responding to an emerging curriculum was challenging.  

This disengagement may have been a result of a lack of confidence in their own leadership 

capabilities, a lack of skills to effectively carry out the lesson, or a feeling of being overwhelmed 

by the responsibility. These leaders may have benefitted from increased support in terms of pre-

determined objectives, suggested lessons and their developing leadership skills.  

Kindergarten buddies. 

The shift in control was not clearly outlined for kindergarten students but rather emerged 

as the program unfolded. While there were no direct comments from kindergarten students 

suggesting a shift in power, there did appear to be a level of comfort and an appreciation for this 

new role. Kindergarten students seemed to recognize the learning experience was more 

personalized and enjoyed the individual attention. As kindergarten student Abigail said, “I like 

Nature Buddies because they [leaders] are so great and I feel like I am almost at home.” Blake 

added, “[I like Nature Buddies] because they tell me what kind of animals they are if we don’t 

know and they help me find stuff and help me dig stuff out of the ground.” As noted above, in 

many cases, kindergarten students were able to share their knowledge of ecological concepts.  

Most notably, the emergent curriculum being built into the design of Nature Buddies empowered 

the kindergarten buddies to influence the learning activities, whether that was staying focused on 

worms and digging, or in exploring new topics that emerged from the student-directed nature of 

the program.   
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Teachers. 

Overall, teachers appreciated the new perspective, but it was not without some amount of 

discomfort. The structure of the Nature Buddies program put more control in the hands of the 

students, nudging teachers to give up some control. Parts of this shift in dynamic were easier 

than others. On the one hand, it helped teachers better understand and appreciate student 

perspectives and assisted with assessment and evaluation across the curriculum – especially the 

new kindergarten curriculum. My field notes read, “This experience is helping me see my 

students as real people. They are real heroes. They are motivated and I am motivated as a result. 

I’m trying harder…I’m becoming a better observer and listener.” Kathryn shared: 

And the new kindergarten curriculum has more of a focus on exploration and play and 

being an environmental citizen is right in there…I got to the point [in Nature Buddies] 

where I was able to move from group to group and just sit, listen, record and take pictures.  

On the other hand, the shift in control was sometimes challenging for educators. As a 

teacher in this process, my field notes reveal some of my own discomfort in adapting, especially 

with regard to the tension between planned curriculum and allowing students to be free to 

explore. I found myself wanting to redirect buddy groups out of certain parts of the yard such as 

the sand pits and basketball courts. I had a desire to make sure that certain topics were covered 

for the grade sevens and felt less than prepared with regard to the kindergarten expectations.   

My field notes read:  

Responding to an emerging curriculum effectively was challenging. There was a real 

tension between emerging and planned curriculum. Really important to know your 

curriculum and [as a grade seven teacher] I don’t know the kindergarten curriculum as 

well as I’d like. I find I have a real desire to know that kids will come out at the other side 
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with some kind of knowledge about something. It is just so hard to know what learning is 

taking place. Sometimes this [planned objectives] feels like squeezing the joy out of the 

students and I want to be part of the joy…Difficult to get kids out of sand box or 

basketball court but I’m often asking myself, why do I not want them there? If it is 

supposed to be driven by the kids themselves, let them inquire themselves. Tension 

between curriculum and authentic inquiry ever present. 

Although Nature Buddies shifted the control more in the hands of students, empowering 

participants, it was not without its challenges. This carved out opportunities for creative 

problem-solving and meaningful student-directed learning. However, it was not without risk and 

certain recommendations are made in following chapter in terms of capacity building and a 

scaffolding approach to develop increased responsibility. The shift in control also relied heavily 

on the element of trust – trust within buddy groups as well as trust between teachers and students 

and teachers themselves.  

b) Trust.  

Trust emerged as an essential component of the program yet also part of the risks of the 

program. As authors such as Stevenson (2007) suggest, environmental education requires a 

“holistic and cooperative approach” to learning, which goes against the conventional structure of 

our current education system.  If a genuine shift in control and thus a cooperative approach is to 

take place, a heightened degree of trust between all participants is necessary.   

First, leaders quickly realized that establishing trust with their buddy was necessary and 

that it takes work to earn that trust. With the shift in control, teachers also needed to trust one 

another in new ways. The third key relationship discussed is that between the teachers and the 
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student leaders. However, even with the inherent risks in shifting control, opportunities for 

genuine experiential learning were realized.  

Leaders and kindergarten buddies. 

Most grade seven leaders seemed to understand that they needed to earn the trust of their 

little buddy in order for conversations to develop, instructions to be followed, questions to be 

asked, and genuine learning to take place. Leaders indicate this meant taking time to become 

comfortable, asking questions, and adjusting vocabulary to effectively communicate. Kanishka 

said, “[The hardest part] would have to be getting used to Nature Buddies and getting [your little 

buddy] to trust you. This is because at the first week it was hard just to meet someone completely 

different.” Kiera, in grade seven stated: 

Leadership is all about that trust factor and like you can really get the kids engaged and 

you can really get them to do things and be open and get them to talk to you and get them 

to ask questions and say things and sometimes the things they say are really funny and 

that's what I feel leadership really is about - getting them to trust you, and getting them to 

open up to you about questions, what they're learning and everything. 

In several discussions with leaders, comments were made about the importance of 

adjusting their vocabulary for the purposes of not only effective communication but also in order 

to establish a trusting relationship. Kiera even described how the experience made her change 

her everyday vocabulary as she became more aware of how her words can impact people and 

relationships. She said: 

I really have to bring it [vocabulary] down and its kind of like a reflection too because 

when I go back and I look at my vocabulary now and I look at some of the other people's 

vocabulary in grade seven - I'm like some of those words in there are not good and some 
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of those words in there could really affect kids in a negative way and so I, that's why I 

kind of changed my vocabulary now… I'm very careful about what I say…when I'm with 

kids my age then I control my vocabulary more and I'm very careful about what I'm 

saying to people.  

Student leaders recognized the need to build trust with their buddies in order to effectively entice 

them to engage and drive the learning. Nature Buddies allowed for a space to be created for 

buddies to trust one another in a way that allowed content to emerge organically and genuine 

learning to take place. 

Trust between teachers. 

The Nature Buddies experience also forced teachers to trust one another in new ways. At 

times this was exciting and at other times it felt unnerving and chaotic. It was exciting to be able 

to collaborate and learn from one another and experience another age group suggested 

kindergarten teacher, Kathryn: 

This is a totally different thing, I really enjoyed working with another age group and 

seeing what they are capable of and seeing how much more they understand. I enjoyed 

you and I talking and learning a lot about the different age groups. We both learned a lot. 

I feel like more people should spend time in kindergarten…The kids were able to 

collaborate more and you and I were the same. We were able to collaborate. 

However, shifting control to the students also created some discomfort between teachers 

themselves at the start. There were some obvious tensions from the outset about how to manage 

the group - even in the pairing of buddies and when and how to let them out of the fenced-in 

kindergarten yard.  Because the grade seven teacher and the kindergarten teacher and early 

childhood educator had not worked together previously, there were some initial tensions in when, 
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how, and how much control to pass on to our students. My field notes explained that it was 

almost humorous to watch:  

At the gate I would call the name, then two other teachers would call the names in echo. 

Do we let the kids out of the gate or bring the kids in? Control over who was in fact 

leading this was in question. All teachers feel the need to give directions. It was difficult 

to let go for us [teachers]. 

Becoming comfortable in the new dynamic became easier with time and as trust was developed 

with one another and with the student participants. In the end, giving up control was seen as not 

only necessary but also quite liberating and reflective experience for teachers, myself included, 

despite the risks attached.  

Kindergarten teachers recognized how crucial it is for students to get their hands dirty, 

but the traditional classroom design was not conducive to that. Kathryn described, “We were 

trying to get them outside but the kindergarten space is brutal for getting them outside - it is a 

cage. But we can’t go outside of the cage because we are afraid we might lose one [student].” 

With such high teacher to student ratios in the regular classroom, teachers were uncomfortable 

taking kids into wilder and more open spaces. Nature Buddies was a great way to help mitigate 

those fears but required a significant degree of trust with leaders. 

Teachers and grade seven leaders.  

Experiential learning. 

For authentic shift in control to take place, trust was required between teachers and 

student leaders. This trusting relationship between teachers and leaders opened up opportunities 

to learn from experience. As a result, they recognized that the experiential aspect of this learning 

process was key to their own learning success. Seventh grade leader, Alex said, “I think the 
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experience is better than somebody telling you that “oh this is how you do it” but if you don't 

actually do it you don't learn from those experiences; it will not pay off.” Ushama added, “Yah, 

you learn from your mistakes so you know not to do it next time. But if you get told then you 

don't know what to look for.” Grade seven leader, Melissa also suggested, “I think learning 

leadership by experience is better because if someone were to tell me I won't really have the 

experience to know.” Students needed to work out strategies and solutions for themselves 

without a prescription from a teacher, which requires a trusting relationship. Nature Buddies 

provided an opportunity for experiential learning that was generally met with a positive response 

from students.  

Risk. 

This opportunity to learn through experience however, required trust and thus was not 

without risk. The reality of this new dynamic was that when poor choices were made, there were 

very real consequences. It meant allowing student leaders to make choices that had a direct 

impact on the kindergarten children. Of course, leaders were not intentionally put in a position 

that was out of their realm of capability nor did they have to make any significant decisions with 

regard to the safety of others. They were, however, role models for kindergarten students and 

entrusted with making responsible and appropriate choices during Nature Buddies. This 

expectation was made abundantly clear from the outset and the vast majority of leaders took this 

responsibility seriously.  

Although most grade seven students recognized their influence as leaders, in one case 

that trust was broken and unable to be repaired resulting in deep reflection for educators as to the 

risks of the program. One grade seven leader chose to use the magnifying glass to start fires on 

twigs while in the company of his little buddy after students were specifically warned against 
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this potential hazard. This was one of many poor choices (outside of Nature Buddies) made by 

this particular student and due to the safety risk presented, the principal decided it would be 

better if he worked on writing about safety and role modeling as opposed to participating in the 

program. It was felt that this incident, along with a host of other incidents not related to Nature 

Buddies but related to the safety of himself and others, revealed that this was not an appropriate 

situation to put him in. Admittedly, this was a tough moment for me as I spent quite a bit of time 

with this student prior to the incident preparing him for the experience and in debriefing 

afterwards. He very much wanted to return to the program, but it was felt that the risk was too 

high. He had not yet developed enough self-regulation skills to be able to respond to the needs of 

others. My field notes read: 

At that moment I believe it became very clear to him (and others) the amount of 

responsibility that was entrusted to him. He didn’t show an interest at first but later 

seemed to really care. I’m still not sure if that caring was about wanting to please me or 

caring about the task or caring about the student, or about being in trouble or something 

else entirely.  

When the Nature Buddies program ran again the following year, he was invited to participate 

again and did so successfully with increased coaching and support. Student preparedness, 

scaffolding to the leadership stage of grade seven students became recommendations for future 

programming.  

Two other separate incidents involving poor role modeling choices also occurred. Both of 

these incidents involved poor choice in words and a desire to impress their peers as opposed to 

keeping the needs of their kindergarten buddies the priority. Both of these incidents required 
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leaders to make in depth reflections, a plan going forward and meeting with all people impacted 

to acknowledge mistakes made and lessons learned. My field notes described one incident: 

One student reportedly asked their little buddy if they were a “selfish jerk” and it took 

quite some time to debrief and work it out. I was fortunately able to get the child, the 

grade seven and the other teacher all in the hall to talk it through. I felt the weight of this 

as it was becoming clear that the relationships between buddies are what is making this 

thing work. 

While trust had been broken in these conflicts, it is possible that these events were authentic 

learning experiences for the leaders. However, all three incidents made it abundantly clear to 

teachers of the potential risks involved in this new power dynamic. 

In general, the Nature Buddies program allowed leaders to grow with confidence in a 

way that was different from the typical classroom experience. My field notes revealed:  

Grade sevens are beginning to see one another as leaders – not just the usual kids. I see 

them all walking a little taller and speaking with more confidence. They feel important 

and I don’t know if they would get this from a regular geography lesson. 

 The structure of Nature Buddies shifted the power structure of the classroom so students 

were positioned to become the drivers of their own learning. While there was some discomfort in 

the process of this shift, exposing some of the risks and challenges, the overwhelming response 

was positive. Leaders were developing confidence in their own leadership skills and appreciated 

the chance to learn through experience. Teachers enjoyed learning from the students and one 

another in new ways. The shift in the control structure presented by Nature Buddies allowed 

most participants to see the potential for learning to take place in new and profound ways.  
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Theme 4: Time 

All participant groups felt the lack of sufficient time for planning and exploring. It was 

difficult to coordinate rigid class schedules and to find time to meet or plan effectively for 

teachers. Grade seven leaders felt the strain of insufficient time both planning and 

implementation. Kindergarten students often felt like they were just getting started and then it 

was time to go.  

a) Planning – teachers. 

One of the intentions of Nature Buddies was to make curriculum delivery more authentic 

as well as work within the constraints of the everyday obligations of teachers and students. 

Nevertheless, there were times when it certainly felt like it required more time than was available.  

Firstly, just figuring out curricular time to work in Nature Buddies was a challenge. The 

intermediate curriculum, especially, is very rigid and is still taught in subject silos, often by 

different teachers. In order to gain more time in the schedule, it was necessary to coordinate 

multiple subject teachers in addition to making it work for the kindergarten teachers.  When 

asked about any limitations, all teachers mentioned that sufficient time was a major barrier. 

Kindergarten teacher Kathryn described her frustration: 

Time! Time for planning. Time together. The rotary schedule made it so there is a 

definite start and stop time frame that was difficult to work within. We are much more 

flexible. We are own little world. Our flow doesn’t work easily with the intermediate 

schedule often. We just wanted more time. It would have been great if the educators 

could have had more time together.  

Kindergarten teacher, Sarah also suggested, “Time was definitely a challenge however, and I 

know that there would have been greater opportunities for discussions and learning if we had 
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more time with our buddies each week.” Finding time in the schedules to fit in Nature Buddies 

was difficult to coordinate. 

Secondly, teachers had very little time for planning. As with any new change to a 

program a certain amount of planning needs to take place. Although the time necessary for 

planning would likely decrease with experience, there is still the need for a basic amount of 

coordination with colleagues around logistics, content, debriefing and specifics that pertain to 

each group of students (students with special learning needs, best fit for partnerships, behavior 

concerns, safety concerns, etc.). This is in addition to the planning time required for teaching and 

ongoing assessments of all other subject areas, which is already stretched to the maximum. In 

this way there were moments when Nature Buddies felt like another add-on to an already full 

schedule.  

b) Planning – grade seven leaders. 

There was also insufficient time for grade seven leaders to reflect on their experiences, 

research, and plan activities. Grade seven leaders mentioned this and my own observations 

reveal a consistent feeling of insufficient time provided to leaders to adequately reflect and 

prepare.  

Students followed a basic lesson planning cycle of – plan, act, observe, and reflect.  45 

minutes per five-day cycle was allocated to leadership development and lesson planning (30 

minutes in geography and 15 minutes in language). The first half of the class was a full class 

lesson on a topic of leadership including some time for reflection on what went well and what 

didn’t during the last Nature Buddies class. The second half of the class was meant for lesson 

planning for students based on the questions or interests raised by their kindergarten buddy. For 

most students, this meant researching topics and working out ways to effectively share what they 
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found. An hour was never enough time to effectively accomplish all of this, so students were left 

to finish their lessons on their own time. Despite several classes of modeling, many students 

were still not in a position to do this independently, which made this scenario problematic. In 

discussion with the kindergarten teachers, the idea of co-researching with buddies came up but 

no time could be made available for this process.  

c) Exploration – leaders and kindergarten students. 

Many student leaders commented on the need for more time with their buddies. It was 

clear that one thirty-minute period was not enough time to gather materials, connect with one 

another, and carry out an activity, all the while documenting the questions they come up with to 

carry them to the next class. Kiera in grade seven said: 

Time is kind of cut short because some people in grade seven take a little longer than 

others to get their things and go down and some people in kindergarten take a little longer 

than others and so that's why the time is kind of used up and then by the time we're 

actually there we maybe have 15 minutes to do what we are supposed to do.  

Kanishka suggested, “I think you should increase the time duration. It was just…it didn't seem 

exactly organized because… you are just wondering does the time pass that quickly?” 

While not mentioned by the kindergarten focus groups specifically, grade seven leaders 

noted that the kindergarten students seemed to be just getting started with their exploration when 

it was time to wrap up which left a feeling of disappointment. Samantha shared:  

A lot of the time I feel bad because they are trying to tell me things and then…everyone 

is calling and we have the next class and I'm like guys we need to go and they're like wait 

wait, I want to show you this, I want to do this.  
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All participants, both from a planning and implementation perspective, felt the lack of 

time. The fact that participants desired more time to make Nature Buddies work more effectively 

shows support for the program but underlines this as an important element to be addressed.  

In summary, the four overarching themes emergent from the findings and discussed in 

this chapter – motivation, relationships, shift in control, and time - revealed the significant 

benefits of Nature Buddies as a largely effective and innovative program in developing 

leadership skills, providing experiences in nature, and opportunities for emergent student-

directed learning. However, the findings also indicate there are challenges that need to be 

addressed in moving forward. These identified challenges will be discussed further in the 

following section with a focus on conclusions and recommendations. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 

Nature Buddies was successful in getting students outside weekly rain or shine; building 

relationships and community; developing leadership skills; strengthening self-direction in 

student learning; and providing new perspectives for teachers. Despite these successes, there is 

room for improvement.  

In theory, Nature Buddies seemed simple enough to implement. Simply follow the 

research – give students a voice, remain open and value the process. However, in practical terms 

there were key aspects identified in the Findings above that contributed to implementation 

efficacy.  It was much more challenging to let go of the pre-planned, product-based model that 

I’m comfortable with. It seemed that many of the grade seven leaders might echo these same 

tensions with regard to facilitating inquiry with the kindergarten students. It requires a great deal 

of trust in the process. Likely, as I continue to find ways to shift my teaching practice toward 

more transformative learning practices and away from traditional learning (Kozak & Elliott, 

2014), implementation will improve and trust in the process will strengthen. The Nature Buddies 

case study findings have led to the following seven recommendations to improve implementation 

efficacy and overcome barriers. These include: using a blended approach between student-

directed and teacher-directed learning; making time to plan, implement, and reflect; increasing 

collaboration; involving families; being mindful of program timing; enabling innovative 

curriculum approaches; and, identifying the need for further research.  

1) Blended Approach 

Given the successes and challenges of the Nature Buddies program, there were 

advantages and disadvantages associated with trying to incorporate an emergent student-directed 

program in a traditional curriculum based on centralized control and separate disciplinary content. 
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There were two main challenges when implementing Nature Buddies within the context of the 

traditional school design. Emergent learning based on the inquiries of students required more 

flexibility with curriculum content, greater adaptability with the needs of each child and an 

ability to adapt and flow between subject areas as learning unfolded. Secondly, the Nature 

Buddies program was inherently interdisciplinary leaving the content open to all subject areas in 

contrast to the traditional, silo nature of the current school design. This interdisciplinary set up is 

reflective of the new curriculum for kindergarten in Ontario, The Kindergarten Program 2016, 

as well as the main idea of the Ontario policy framework (2009) for environmental education, 

Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow.  However, as a teacher, it was challenging to navigate the 

tension between the benefits of interdisciplinary, student-directed, emergent, inquiry-based 

learning and the prescribed objectives and subject area design of the traditional school system for 

seventh grade. Yet, emergent learning inherent in the Nature Buddies program supported, for the 

most part, the cultivation of motivated, curious, and confident learners who were willing to 

persevere when up against challenges.  

Nevertheless, having prescribed outcomes as they relate to various subject areas is not 

without benefits. It can create a structure to work from when students find it difficult to engage 

in/with the inquiry process. It can provide the teacher with a degree of comfort that curriculum 

expectations will be met and a manageable way to organize large numbers of students and vast 

amounts of information that is the reality of the current classroom teaching experience.  

In order to make the most of the benefits from both models, a blended approach is 

recommended. The greatest gains seemed to be made when some degree of prescribed lesson 

objectives were planned ahead by teachers and taught in the classroom and were complimented 

by the freedom of student inquiry during the Nature Buddy sessions. When kindergarten teachers 
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were addressing topics about ecological concepts students would likely come in contact with 

outdoors, the questions and conversations between buddies were that much richer and more 

complex. Students had the vocabulary and confidence to communicate their thoughts and 

questions as a result, giving the leaders more content to work with for richer conversations and 

lessons. Further, when student leaders who were not yet ready for the freedom inherent in the 

student-directed inquiry process and leadership experience, they were able to choose to co-create 

lessons with the guidance of the teacher to be more capable of providing a meaningful 

experience for their buddy. It is important that this extra support remain the choice of the student 

and co-created, as it was found that top-down, teacher-prescribed lessons had very little impact. 

This scaffold approach allowed student leaders to select their own comfort level with developing 

curriculum content and leadership ability. 

A blended approach to learning ecological concepts may alleviate the tensions held by 

teachers and students about knowledge development. It became clear through this study that 

students exploring ecological concepts in the classroom benefitted more from the Nature Buddies 

experience. It is recommended that both grade levels explore ecological concepts in the 

classroom in order to complement the outdoor experience. In addition, leaders and teachers 

might co-create a “spark box” with a few items (such as a cicada shell and a feather) intended to 

ignite questioning from kindergarten students for those students finding the open exploration 

challenging. Leaders might prepare some background knowledge and questions ahead of time in 

order to increase their confidence (such as ‘how might these things be connected?’ or ‘how 

might this shell have got this way?’) This blended approach would strengthen curricular 

outcomes and potentially motivate those students who did not necessarily see value in the 

outdoor experience.   In order to maintain the benefits of emergent learning while navigating the 



NATURE BUDDIES 87 

reality of the traditional school system most educators work within, a blended approach of well-

timed lessons with prescribed objectives, co-created with the student leaders, and opportunities 

for engagement in emergent student-directed inquiry had the most beneficial outcomes.  

2) Make Time 

The most common barrier mentioned by participants was the lack of time for planning, 

implementing lessons, and reflection. The typical elementary school design, especially in the 

intermediate grades, is time divided up by subject disciplines. This is further complicated when 

several different teachers cover the various subject areas. In an attempt to generate more time for 

instruction with student leaders during this study, time was carved out in language class for 

journal reflection, science class for time with buddies and geography class for leadership 

development and lesson planning. In total, this was 75 minutes within a five-day cycle devoted 

to Nature Buddies. A lot was expected during such a short time frame and it was often cut short, 

leaving students to complete tasks on their own time. Nature Buddies required the collaboration 

of seven different teachers for three classes of participants. While potentially challenging, this 

was essential to the success of the program. Not only did collaboration provide the necessary 

time, the perceived importance of the program was visible to the students. When several teachers 

are involved, student leaders are more willing to commit themselves to the process.   

Despite the fact that it took a significant degree of timetable coordination and flexibility 

on the part of teachers’ and students’ schedules, there still did not seem to be enough time to 

make the most of the Nature Buddy potential. In addition, in order to make a blended approach 

possible, as recommended above, time is essential for co-planning among teachers as well as co-

planning with students. Ideally, time for planning initiatives such as this would be supported by 

and incorporated into the school and school board improvement plans.  This would allow for 
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capacity building, key planning and reflection time for teachers to be carved out at professional 

development opportunities and staff meetings. However, it is important that this initiative come 

from the teachers as opposed to the administration. Just as the most meaningful learning came 

from the students themselves in Nature Buddies, a top-down directive approach will not likely 

generate the motivation and enthusiasm required to make a program like Nature Buddies work.   

3) Collaborate  

The Nature Buddies experience allowed for unique relationships to develop between 

kindergarten and grade seven students. It is an opportunity for students to share their talents 

beyond the curriculum. A strong example that came out of this study was pairing students who 

share the same first language. This mentorship fostered the confidence in both students and had a 

lasting impact on the self-esteem of both individuals. Taking the time to plan the buddy pairs is 

recommended. Attributes educators may wish to consider for buddy pairings include by ability, 

language, culture, gender, or personality.  This is not to imply that these attributes need 

necessarily to correspond; it may indeed be that opposing attributes that work best. Some strong 

relationships will happen by accident and others will not work out as intended, but it is worth the 

time and effort for classroom teachers to use their professional judgment to pair Nature Buddy 

participants. 

A few students mentioned not learning much about nature from the process. In order to 

address this, finding time for buddy groups to co-research with one another about questions or 

interests they have stemming from the outdoor experience would be an avenue for improvement. 

Not only would this improve the knowledge and understanding regarding concepts, it may also 

open doors for supporting learners with the use of technology and research skills. It may also 
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open up new opportunities for sharing their learning such as a class blog or website that parents 

can also access. Co-researching may be time intensive, but the benefits may prove be worthwhile.   

When challenging relationships occur, it is recommended that student leaders first take 

the time to reflect and brainstorm with peers for potential solutions to difficulties. This strategy 

allows a student to reflect on his or her own leadership style and potentially learn to adjust and 

be flexible to the needs of others. Additionally, the focus groups were particularly helpful for 

students grappling with diverse issues. It is strongly recommended that small group discussion 

and reflection be incorporated into the process. Ideally, this would be in the presence of the 

teacher as a listener – another important element to shifting the control. Teachers will likely gain 

important information by observing these conversations that will help to inform upcoming 

lessons in leadership. At that point, teachers can then help to intervene and provide suggestions. 

Leaders who found the buddy relationship challenging reported having learned a lot through the 

experience despite wanting to switch buddies midway through the program. Allowing students to 

experience discomfort can provide a rich learning experience.  Through extended support with 

peers and teachers, it can often be worth the challenge.  

4) Involve Families 

All students involved in the study were required to have parental permission. As such, 

parents were provided with a letter informing them of the nature of the study. Upon reflection, it 

would be beneficial to incorporate parents more intentionally into the Nature Buddies program. 

Several parents noted to teachers how excited their child was to participate in Nature Buddies 

and often interactions would take place in the school community after school hours. There was a 

real potential for community building that could be realized through greater parent involvement. 

This could take the form of an online interactive forum where buddies post photos and questions 



NATURE BUDDIES 90 

online for parents to access and respond. It could also be part of an evening school community 

event where buddies could share their experiences. Parents might also be invited to share their 

favourite things about nature with the class, potentially becoming nature buddies with their 

children. In a large school, Nature Buddies became an avenue for relationships to develop 

between grades that typically would not otherwise have formed. The next step in fostering this 

community building effect would be to involve parents at a deeper, more meaningful level, with 

parents of grade seven students meeting the parents of kindergarten buddies.  

5) Program Timing  

To make the most of Nature Buddies, it is helpful to time the experience keeping in mind 

the season as well as the nature of the traditional school calendar. First, implementing the 

program for a third of the school year, over the course of a seasonal change such as fall to winter 

or winter to spring may indeed be the most rewarding. This allows students to observe and 

experience changes in the environment such as temperature, light, precipitation, flora and fauna, 

among others. A blended approach, as recommended would enable program timing as the Nature 

Buddies program would become a central method of teaching the core curriculum. Secondly, it is 

important to keep in mind dates that make life more challenging to collaborate with colleagues 

such as report card writing or interruptions to schedules. Missing weeks makes it challenging to 

continue the momentum and flow of the program. In this study, teachers made it a priority to 

reschedule when unforeseen interruptions occurred which allowed students to not only maintain 

the flow but it also validated the importance of the program.  

6) Enable Innovative Curriculum Approaches 

A great deal of effort was necessary to implement Nature Buddies, a seemingly simple 

program, as it went against the typical school structure. Coordinating seven different educators 
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with varying degrees of comfort and enthusiasm with the topics; synchronizing a multitude of 

schedules; sharing space which is often otherwise used for physical education classes; and 

finding time to fit it in amongst an already bursting curriculum, it often felt like swimming 

upstream despite having the general support of colleagues, parents, and administration. Authors 

such as Stevenson (1987) and Ireland (2007), suggest the root cause of the challenges associated 

with integrating environmental education of this sort is that it goes against the education system 

itself, which rests on an understanding of education as linear, passive and mechanistic. Stevenson 

(1987) states: 

In environmental education rhetoric students are active thinkers and generators of 

knowledge, but in schools students are usually in the passive position of spectators and 

recipients of other people’s knowledge and thinking. (p.75/76) 

Ireland (2007) goes on to suggest that, “The whole structure of education and ‘schools’ needs to 

reinforce ecological metaphors rather than the dominant mechanistic system we inherited from 

the industrial revolution” (p. 46). Nature Buddies, as a student-directed, emergent learning, 

environmental education initiative, challenged the discipline-siloed, teacher-centred approach of 

our present school system. Innovations certainly exist but they tend to be reliant on individual 

enthusiastic teachers and are generally unsupported by the current system (Ireland, 2007). It 

became apparent that changes are needed in the system that allow for greater pedagogical 

innovation to flourish. We need to begin to think more systemically about ways in which the 

current hierarchical, centralized system we are in can make way for more student-directed, 

emergent learning opportunities to take place. Ireland (2007) suggests, “Schools would need to 

be free to adopt their own vision of education, ethos and particular organizational structures” (p. 

429). Ireland’s (2007) research showed that the mechanistic root metaphors that are imbedded in 
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the philosophy, management/organization, buildings and grounds, curriculum, teaching and 

learning in the dominant educational system can undermine innovation; but they need to be 

challenged and transformed to enable transformative sustainability education. Although it is 

constrained, to some degree, by the dominant mechanistic system, Nature Buddies provides an 

avenue to overcoming many of these traditional obstacles. 

Teachers need to be supported in building capacity to teach using a more experiential, 

emergent, inquiry-based approach and more needs to be done to prepare children to learn in this 

way. Russell, Bell & Fawcett (2000) state: 

Not surprisingly, then, teacher training is essential for furthering the growth of school-

based environmental education. Environmental education remains on the margins of most 

teacher training, whether pre-service, in-service or graduate. (p.201) 

For Nature Buddies to be picked up and successfully implemented, teachers would benefit from 

the support of a professional community of practice, much as the student leaders benefitted from 

the additional support of focus discussion groups. It may begin with collaboration of teachers 

keen to begin the process of implementing more student-centred environmental inquiry in their 

classrooms. Through Nature Buddies, teachers could be encouraged to share their successes and 

collaborate to work through challenges. A professional learning community of educators wishing 

to further their knowledge and expertise in this area needs to be supported by school boards in 

order to enable teachers to implement innovative curriculum approaches such as Nature Buddies.  

7) Further Research  

To support some of the recommendations to overcome challenges faced with the Nature 

Buddies program, further research would be beneficial. One such area for improvement is the 

time spent outdoors. Thirty minutes each week for exploration is a very short time. More 
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research might be conducted to discover just how much time spent outdoors exploring is required 

to maximize the perceived benefits. 

In addition, a major challenge that seemed to underpin the entire project was the overall 

devaluing of student-directed learning enabling an emergent curriculum. In essence, students felt 

that it was a good experience but were not sure how it was going to prepare them for high school. 

Traditional, teacher-directed learning seemed to be higher up in terms of perceived importance. 

It may be that the education system itself is behind some of this devaluing of student-directed 

learning. Gruenewald (2003) states,  

With standards and testing dominating today's educational discourse, the suggestion that 

educators should create curricula designed to foster empathy and allow for the 

exploration of local places challenges current policy and practice—especially when the 

suggestion is for regular, coordinated K–12 experiences. (p. 317) 

By the time students are in seventh grade there is an understanding that important 

learning is associated with indoor learning that is tested. With Nature Buddies there was no test, 

only self-reflection, observations, and journal entries with regard to engagement of the process. 

There were no parents curious about how their child’s achievement, or academic performance, in 

Nature Buddies in the same way there are steady concerns about student achievement in relation 

to math and language curricula, for example. These cues are key signals for children as to what is 

valued in the world and what is not. In recent years, educators and scholars are calling on the 

education system to include more 21st century learning skills. Authors suggest, “schools must be 

transformed in ways that will enable students to acquire the sophisticated thinking, flexible 

problem solving, and collaboration and communication skills they will need to be successful in 

work and life” (Binkley, et al., 2012, p.17). Several of these skills are related to key outcomes 
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that emerged in the data such as perseverance, communication, and creative problem solving. 

How might we make these skills central to student learning and valued by all stakeholders? 

Further research will need to be conducted to understand just what is behind this seemingly 

common attitude toward student-directed learning in general and how we can transition to giving 

it more prominence and support in how students learn. 

In addition, as noted in the literature review, environmental education has taken a 

backseat to traditional subject areas such as math and language. The framework outlining 

environmental education in Ontario, Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2009) is dated and never took hold widely in practice. By spreading the content 

across the subject areas, not treating it as a subject area of its own to be put into practice and 

assessed, and not making it mandatory, the result is that it gets pushed aside in favour of those 

subjects that appear explicitly on the report card. However, making environmental education a 

subject on its own conveys the idea that nature and the environment is separate from other 

subject areas and reiterates the silo nature of the education system which has proven to be 

problematic (Stevenson, 1987; Ireland, 2007). Many school districts and provinces are 

encouraging project-based, interdisciplinary teaching and inquiry learning to try to break down 

disciplinary silos, but more research is needed to understand how to overcome traditional 

disciplinary silos to best implement environmental education in public education in Ontario.  

Conclusion 

The traditional hierarchical approach to education that continues to persist is no longer 

serving the needs of our students, nor our need for a sustainable future. Students should be at the 

centre of their learning and solutions for a sustainable future require leaders that are able to work 

collaboratively and persevere when up against challenges. Nature Buddies is one example of a 
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way forward as an approach to environmental education in schools. It allows students to learn 

how to lead their own learning and gives them much needed time outside exploring, relating and 

questioning. Through student-directed, inquiry-based learning, students are given the space 

necessary to develop confidence in their own leadership and value is placed on their curiosity. 

Students are motivated to develop the skills to effectively listen, communicate, and take initiative 

to creatively solve problems. Students spend time outdoors being curious and developing a 

connection to nature. In this way, environmental education becomes important and less perceived 

as an extra-curricular, exclusive or irrelevant activity, but central to the needs of 21st Century 

learning.  

Through its successes and challenges, the Nature Buddies case study has reiterated a 

much-needed shift in our education system while highlighting some of the practical challenges in 

doing so. Taking a systemic perspective, it is clear that by recognizing the inherent challenges of 

our present mechanistic system, and providing the necessary support to both teachers and 

students through Nature Buddies, teachers and students have an opportunity to collaborate to 

become leaders in transforming how we learn. As a teacher, I have often felt powerless to the 

system within which I find myself. But, as this case study demonstrates, there are ways we can 

take action to overcome many of these obstacles. We can have improved efficacy if we choose to 

work together to do so. Now is the time to act. May this research offer one small contributive 

step in working towards the systemic redesign of education required to build a sustainable future.  
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Chapter 6: Epilogue 

I have been fortunate enough to be able to implement Nature Buddies again twice since 

data collection for this project. The first was the following fall (2017) and the second was again 

in the spring (2018). I worked to implement some of the aforementioned recommendations to 

improve the program itself. Below are my thoughts.  

The year following the Nature Buddies research study, students and teachers were eager 

to know if it would continue. There was even a little fear that students might be left out due to 

numbers. Grade eight students were eager to continue to participate and grade seven students did 

not want to miss out. After some discussion with teachers and students, it was decided that those 

students who had been involved in the previous year, would continue their involvement by 

pairing up with grade one and two students. Seventh grade students would partner with 

kindergarten students. As per request by the grade eight students who had been involved 

previously, each leader was paired with two or three younger buddies. It was the assertion from 

these students that topics and questions emerged more easily when little buddies were having 

conversations with one another. They also mentioned how it was easier to develop a rapport with 

the children when there was at least one other in the group.  Because there were so many classes 

involved, we spread it over the fall and spring to make sure everyone had a chance to participate. 

The push from students and teachers reiterated the importance of the program. Students and 

teachers have been waiting and wanting such a learning opportunity. 

During 2017/2018, my schedule did not allow for me to be able to be present during the 

outdoor component of Nature Buddies. It meant that classroom teachers would have to facilitate 

this portion. Originally, during the research phase of Nature Buddies, kindergarten teachers and 

myself were constantly wandering, observing and recording the interactions between students. 
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The following year, the teachers new to the project had not been a part of this and when they 

were facilitating Nature Buddies, they tended to observe buddy pairs from a distance, talking to 

one another as opposed to the students. In addition, the language teacher decided that there was 

not enough time in her language class to allow for the reflection process each week, so this was 

cut to two or three times over the ten-week period. Further, there were no longer any focus 

groups facilitating reflection in the form of conversation. These were subtle but important 

changes. They no longer signaled to the students that Nature Buddies was important learning. 

The students recognized this and as a result, engagement and motivation appeared to decline. 

This became apparent in that some students who had been eager before, no longer seemed as 

interested. Leaders new to the program did not seem to generate as many innovative ideas for 

lessons and the general energy seemed lower than before. For students to take learning 

opportunities seriously, teachers need to signal with their actions. Words are not enough. Nature 

Buddies requires teachers to be engaged by observing closely and having conversations with 

students about what they are doing. Teachers are still mentors in student-directed learning and 

need to remain actively involved in the process. It appears that these small but important actions 

can make or break the success of a program like Nature Buddies. If teachers behave as though 

Nature Buddies is important, the students will be more motivated to put forth a strong effort. In 

the future, I plan to ensure that time is made for reflection in the form of writing and 

conversation. I will also make sure that teachers know to circulate and make a point to check in 

with buddies during their exploration. These are small but key actions for the success of the 

program. 

When looking back over the entire Nature Buddies experience, I realize that, while 

Nature Buddies was successful within my own particular school context, it relied heavily on the 
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motivation of myself as the teacher. That is, it is unlikely to be repeated in the future by others 

unless encouraged by the support of a professional learning community. However, I have noticed 

a significant change in the general teaching practice within the school since Nature Buddies took 

place. There were many curious teachers and students during the time of the Nature Buddies 

project. Participating students and teachers were often stopped during Nature Buddies by parents, 

students and staff wondering what we were up to. The number of teachers taking students outside 

has notably increased. On several occasions this past spring, teachers were navigating the sharing 

of the outdoor classroom space and garden boxes. It seems that more and more teachers are 

willing to utilize the outdoors as an active site for learning. In fact, our administration is working 

on installing a greenhouse to encourage more kids to get their hands dirty. If nothing else, Nature 

Buddies has provided teachers with the nudge that seemed to be necessary to take action. Change 

is often messy and uncomfortable but our children deserve opportunities to head outdoors and I 

will continue to pursue such avenues in the future, hoping to inspire more colleagues along the 

way. It is our responsibility as educators today.  
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Appendix A 

Curriculum Expectations Covered During Nature Buddies 

While curriculum expectations were not clearly laid out in the beginning, teachers had an 

idea of what might be covered. Having a strong grasp of the curriculum was key to emergent 

learning as it enabled teachers to follow student interest.  We were able to touch on the following 

expectations during the research phase of Nature Buddies. These were further explored in a 

classroom setting at discretion of the classroom teacher. Nature Buddies was able to give a 

hands-on reference for those more complex expectations. The following expectations are direct 

references to the curriculum guides as noted in each section.  

KINDERGARTEN EXPECTATIONS (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016) 

1. communicate with others in a variety of ways, for a variety of purposes, and in a variety of 

contexts 

1.5 - use language (verbal and non-verbal communication) in various contexts to 

connect new experiences with what they already know (e.g., contribute ideas during 

shared or interactive writing; contribute to conversations in learning areas; respond to 

educator prompts) 

2.  demonstrate independence, self-regulation, and a willingness to take responsibility in learning 

and other endeavours 

2.1 - demonstrate self-reliance and a sense of responsibility (e.g., make choices and 

decisions on their own; take care of personal belongings; know when to seek assistance; 

know how to get materials they need) 
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13.  use the processes and skills of an inquiry stance (i.e., questioning, planning, predicting, 

observing, and communicating) 

13.1 - state problems and pose questions in different contexts and for different reasons 

(e.g., before, during, and after inquiries) 

13.2 - make predictions and observations before and during investigations 

13.3 - select and use materials to carry out their own explorations 

13.4 - communicate results and findings from individual and group investigations  

14.  demonstrate an awareness of the natural and built environment through hands-on 

investigations, observations, questions, and representations of their findings 

14.1 - ask questions about and describe some natural occurrences, using their own 

observations and representations (e.g., drawings, writing) 

14.2 - sort and classify groups of living and non-living things in their own way (e.g., 

using sorting tools such as hula hoops, sorting circles, paper plates, T-charts, Venn 

diagrams) 

14.3 - recognize, explore, describe, and compare patterns in the natural and built 

environment (e.g., patterns in the design of buildings, in flowers, on animals' coats) 

28.  demonstrate an awareness of their surroundings 

29.  demonstrate an understanding of the natural world and the need to care for and respect the 

environment 

29.1 identify similarities and differences between local environments (e.g., between a 

park and a pond, between a schoolyard and a field) 
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29.2 describe what would happen if something in the local environment changed (e.g., if 

trees in the park were cut down, if the pond dried up, if native flowers were planted in the 

school garden) 

29.3 identify ways in which they can care for and show respect for the environment (e.g., 

feeding the birds in winter, reusing and recycling, turning off unnecessary lights at home, 

walking to school instead of getting a ride) 

29.4 participate in environmentally friendly experiences in the classroom and the 

schoolyard (e.g., plant and tend to plants; use local products for snack time; properly sort 

recycling) 

GRADE 7 EXPECTATIONS 

Science and Technology (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2007) 

Understanding Life Systems: Interactions in the Environment 

Overall Expectations 

By the end of Grade 7, students will:  

• investigate interactions within the environment, and identify factors that affect the 

balance between different components of an ecosystem 

• demonstrate an understanding of interactions between and among biotic and abiotic  

elements in the environment 

Specific Expectations 

By the end of Grade 7, students will: 

- follow established safety procedures for investigating ecosystems (e.g., stay with a 

partner, wash hands after investigating an ecosystem) 
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- design and construct a model ecosystem (e.g., a composter, a classroom terrarium, a 

greenhouse), and use it to investigate interactions between the biotic and abiotic 

components in an ecosystem 

- use scientific inquiry/research skills to investigate occurrences that affect the balance 

within a local ecosystem  

- use appropriate science and technology vocabulary, including sustainability, biotic, 

ecosystem, community, population, and, producer, in oral, and written 

communication 

- demonstrate an understanding of an ecosystem (e.g., a log, a pond, a forest) as a 

system of interactions between living organisms and their environment 

- identify biotic and abiotic elements in an ecosystem, and describe the interactions 

between them  

- describe the roles and interactions of producers, consumers, and decomposers within 

an ecosystem  

- describe the transfer of energy in a food chain and explain the effects of the 

elimination of any part of the chain 

- explain why an ecosystem is limited in the number of living things (e.g., plants and 

animals, including humans) that it can support  

Geography (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013) 

Physical Patterns in a Changing World 

Overall Expectations 

Bt the end of Grade 7, students will: 
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• Inquiry: use the geographic inquiry process to investigate the impact of natural 

events and/or human activities that change the physical environment, exploring the 

impact from a geographic perspective  

Specific Expectations 

By the end of Grade 7, students will: 

- formulate questions to guide investigations into the impact of natural events and/or  

human activities that change the physical environment ensuring that their questions 

reflect a geographic perspective 

- gather and organize data and information from a variety of sources, and using various 

technologies, on the impact of natural events and/or human activities that change the 

physical environment, ensuring that their sources reflect more than one perspective  

- analyse and construct maps as part of their investigations into the impact of natural 

events and/or human activities that change the physical environment, with a focus on 

investigating the spatial boundaries of the impact  

- evaluate evidence and draw conclusions about the impact of natural events and/or  

human activities that change the physical environment communicate the results of 

their inquiries, using appropriate vocabulary  

Language (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2006) 

Oral Communication 

Overall Expectations 

By the end of Grade 7, students will: 

• listen in order to understand and respond appropriately in a variety of situations for a 

variety of purposes; 
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• use speaking skills and strategies appropriately to communicate with different 

audiences for a variety of purposes;  

• reflect on and identify their strengths as listeners and speakers, areas for 

improvement, and the strategies they found most helpful in oral communication 

situations. 

Specific Expectations 

- demonstrate an understanding of appropriate listening behaviour by adapting active 

listening strategies to suit a wide variety of situations, including work in groups  

- demonstrate an understanding of appropriate speaking behaviour in most situations, 

adapting contributions and responses to suit the purpose and audience  

- identify a range of purposes for speaking and explain how the purpose and intended 

audience might influence the choice of speaking strategies use appropriate words, 

phrases, and terminology from the full range of their vocabulary, including inclusive 

and non-discriminatory language, and a range of stylistic devices, to communicate 

their meaning accurately and engage the interest of their intended audience 

- identify a variety of non-verbal cues, including facial expression, gestures, and eye 

contact, and use them in oral communications, appropriately and with sensitivity 

towards cultural differences, to help convey their meaning 

- identify what strategies they found most helpful before, during, and after listening 

and speaking and what steps they can take to improve their oral communication skills 
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Appendix B 

Kindergarten Focus Group Discussion Guide 

Before Nature Buddies Program 

Group: __________________________________Date: ___________ Time: ____________ 

The following interview design is adapted from the recommendations of Spratling, Coke, and 

Minick (2012) on interviewing children and follows the hourglass design suggested by Hennick 

(2013). The purpose of the focus group discussion is to see if their perspective changes about the 

schoolyard and about nature in general over the course of the program. 

Hi everyone. My name is Ms. Ellwood. I teach the big kids upstairs in grade 7. I’m 

interested in getting to know more about the kind of learning that happens in kindergarten. I 

thought if I want to more about kindergarten, I had better talk to some kindergarten students! Do 

you think you can help me with that? You can talk as much or as little as you want. You don’t 

have to stay and talk if you don’t want to. Just let me know if you don’t want to play anymore 

and you can go back to the class at any time. I’ve left some paper and crayons in front of you in 

case you would rather draw a picture instead of talk. You can also do both. Does that make 

sense? Do you have any questions before we start? 

Tell me about kindergarten. 

Prompts if necessary: 

What kinds of things do you do here? 

What happens in this place? 

Are there different activities? Can you tell me about them? 

Tell me about the schoolyard. 

Prompts if necessary: 
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What does it look like? 

What do you do there? 

Are there any special places? 

I want to know a little bit about how you feel about being outside. Can you tell me about a time 

when you played outside? 

Prompts if necessary: 

Do you play outside here at school sometimes? What’s that like? 

Do you ever play outside at home? What’s that like? 

Is there any other time when you go outside? 

What is nature?  

Prompts if necessary: 

Do you ever see or hear nature? Can you tell me about it? 

Is there anything else you think I should know? 

I was thinking it might be fun to play outside and check out some nature with the grade sevens. 

Next time we get together, we are going to go outside and play with the big kids. Maybe you 

can show them around a bit. It will be next week. Your teacher will tell you the day before so 

you can remember to dress for it.  

 

During Nature Buddies Program 

Group: __________________________________Date: ___________ Time: ____________ 

Hi everyone. Remember me? I’m Ms. Ellwood. Last time we talked about going outside. 

Yesterday we actually had a chance to go outside together. I want you to tell me a bit about it. 

Remember, you can talk as much or as little as you want. You don’t have to stay and talk if you 
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don’t want to. Just let me know if you don’t want to play anymore and you can go back to the 

class at any time. I’ve left some paper and crayons in front of you in case you would rather draw 

a picture about yesterday’s time outside instead of talk. You can also do both if you want. Does 

that make sense? Do you have any questions before we start? 

What happened at Nature Buddies yesterday? 

Prompts if necessary: 

Remember our buddies came to meet us at the outdoor classroom?  

What happened after that?  

Tell me about a moment that sticks out in your mind.  

Prompts if necessary: 

Was there any moment that was special or different?  

What was the most important part? 

Is there anything else you think I should know? 

 

After Nature Buddies Program 

Group: _________________________________Date: ___________ Time: ____________ 

Hi everyone. For the past thee months we have been going outside with our nature 

buddies each week. I want to know how you felt about it. Just like before, you can talk as much 

or as little as you want. You don’t have to stay and talk if you don’t want to. Just let me know you 

don’t want to play anymore and you can go back to the class at any time. I’ve left some paper 

and crayons in front of you in case you would rather draw a picture instead of talk. You can also 

do both if you want. Does that make sense? Do you have any questions before we start? 

Let’s think about the first time you met your Nature Buddy. What was that like?  
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Prompts if necessary: 

What did they say to you? 

What did you do on that first day? Where did you go? 

Thinking back on all the activities and time we spent together, tell me about a moment that 

sticks out in your mind.  

Prompts if necessary: 

Was there any moment that was special or different?  

What do you remember most? 

What was the most important part? 

Do you think you learned anything? 

Prompts if necessary: 

Do you know something now that you didn’t know before - perhaps about nature or 

yourself or your buddy? 

 

I was thinking I might do this again with some other kids next year. What might you tell 

them? Do you have any advice or things you think they should know? 

Is there anything else you think I should know? 
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Appendix C 

Grade 7 Focus Group Discussion Guide 

Before Nature Buddies Program 

Group: _________________________________Date: ___________ Time: ____________ 

The following interview design is adapted from the recommendations of Spratling, Coke, and 

Minick (2012) on interviewing children and follows the hourglass design suggested by Hennick 

(2013). The purpose of the focus group discussion is to see if their perspective changes about 

leadership and about nature in general over the course of the program. 

Initial focus groups will be conducted with like-grade participants. Focus groups will be 

generated based on social dynamics of which I am aware.  As the classroom teacher, I have a 

well-established rapport.  

Hi everyone. I know you know me as your math and drama teacher but right now I am 

switching my hat. When we talk in this group, I am a researcher. You are not marked on 

anything you say here and your participation is purely voluntary. You are free to go back to 

class at any time. I’m interested getting to know more about what it is like for you to learn about 

nature through being a leader. I’m going to ask you some questions, feel free to stick with the 

question or just tell me what you think is important for me to know. You can talk as much or as 

little as you want. I’ve left some paper and a pencil in front of you in case you would rather write 

me a note or draw a picture instead of talk. You can also do both. Does that make sense? Do you 

have any questions before we start? 

Tell me about leadership. 

Prompts if necessary: 

What makes a good leader? 
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Do we need leaders? 

Are you ever a leader? Tell me about that. Are you ever not a leader? When? 

Prompts if necessary: 

Are you a leader here at school? When exactly? What is that like? 

Are you a leader outside of school? When/where? What is that like? 

Tell me about your schoolyard. 

Prompts if necessary: 

What is your history there? 

What do you do there now? What did you used to do? Where? 

I want to know a little bit about how you feel about being outside. Can you tell me about a time 

when you played outside? 

Prompts if necessary: 

Do you play outside here at school sometimes? What’s that like? 

Do you ever play outside at home? What’s that like? 

Is there any other time when you go outside? 

What is nature? What is not nature? 

Is there anything else you think I should know? 

I was thinking it might be fun to play outside and check out some nature with the kindergarten 

students. I’d like your help with this research. Tomorrow we are going to go outside do some 

activities with the kindies. The kindergarten teachers and I will plan the first ones but we 

would like your input along the way. If you ever have an idea for a lesson, feel free to let me 

know and I will try to incorporate it. I want to know what you think is important for the 

kindergarten students to know about nature or otherwise. Here is a journal so you can record 



NATURE BUDDIES 118 

any thoughts you have along the way. Do you have any ideas right now? Thank you so much 

for your help. I really do appreciate it and I really value what you have to say. I have a lot to 

learn from you.  

During Nature Buddies Program 

Group: _________________________________Date: ___________ Time: ____________ 

Hi everyone. Remember me? Ms. Ellwood the researcher? When we talk in this group, I 

am a researcher as opposed to your teacher. You are not marked on anything you say here and 

your participation is purely voluntary. You are free to go back to class at any time.  

As I mentioned, I’m interested getting to know more about what it is like for you to learn 

about nature through being a leader. I’m going to ask you some questions, feel free to stick with 

the question or just tell me what you think is important for me to know. You can talk as much or 

as little as you want. I’ve left some paper and a pencil in front of you in case you would rather 

write me a note or draw a picture instead of talk. You can also do both. Does that make sense? 

Do you have any questions before we start? 

What happened at Nature Buddies yesterday? 

Prompts if necessary: 

What was it like to meet your buddy?  

What sticks out in your mind? 

What was the lesson like?  

What was the most important part?  

Prompts if necessary: 

What was most valuable for you? 

What do you think was most valuable for your buddy? 
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Do you have any advice for next week? Anything you think we should cover that we didn’t or 

anything you think we should avoid? 

Do you feel like you were a leader? Tell me about that. 

Prompts if necessary: 

What went well or not-so-well? 

Is there anything you plan to do differently next week? 

Is there anything else you think I should know? 

After Nature Buddies Program 

Group: _________________________________Date: ___________ Time: ____________ 

Hi everyone. For the past thee months we have been going outside with our nature 

buddies each week. I want to know how you felt about it. Just like before, you can talk as much 

or as little as you want. You don’t have to stay and talk if you don’t want to. Just let me know you 

don’t want to participate anymore and you can go back to the class at any time. I’ve left some 

paper and a pencil in front of you in case you would rather write a note or draw a picture 

instead of talk. You can also do both if you want. Does that make sense? Do you have any 

questions before we start? 

Let’s think about the first time you met your Nature Buddy. What was that like?  

Prompts if necessary: 

What did they say to you? 

What did you do on that first day? Where did you go? 

Thinking back on all the activities and time we spent together, tell me about a moment that 

sticks out in your mind.  

Prompts if necessary: 
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Was there any moment that was special or different?  

Were there any weird or funny moments? 

Were there any hard moments? 

Were there any fun moments? 

What was the most important part? 

Tell me about leadership. 

Prompts if necessary: 

What makes a good leader? 

Do we need leaders? 

Are you ever a leader? Tell me about that. Are you ever not a leader? When? 

Prompts if necessary: 

Are you a leader here at school? When exactly? What is that like? 

Are you a leader outside of school? When/where? What is that like? 

Do you think you learned anything from this project? 

Prompts if necessary: 

Do you know something now that you didn’t know before - perhaps about nature or 

yourself or your buddy? 

How has your relationship with your buddy changed over time? What about your relationship 

with nature? Yourself? Your sense of leadership? 

I was thinking I might do this again with some other kids next year. What might you tell 

them? Do you have any advice or things you think they should know? 

Is there anything else you think I should know? 
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Appendix D 

TEACHER CONSENT FORM FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPATION 

Study Title:  Nature Buddies – Qualitative Research Project 

Dear Colleague, 
 
As you know, I am a grade seven teacher here at scchool. I am also a graduate student at 

Royal Roads University, working with my faculty advisor, in the Environmental Education and 
Communication Program in the School of Environmental Education and Sustainability. I am 
doing a research study, which I invite you to take part in. This form has important information 
about the reason for doing this study, what I will ask you to do if you decide to participate in this 
study, and the way I would like to use information about you if you choose to take part.   
 
Why are you doing this study? 
I am conducting a research project about environmental education in elementary schools. I want 
to know what the experience of participating in a environmental science nature buddies program 
is like from the perspective of teachers as well as students. The information gathered and the 
subsequent report is part of my Master’s thesis work.  
 
What will I do if I choose to be in this study? 

 
Participating teachers (including myself) will co-create a Nature Buddies environmental 
education program that will meet geography, science and language curriculum expectations as 
well as those environmental education expectations outlined in Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow. 
(This is the Ontario Ministry of Education’s policy outlining environmental education.) I will ask 
you to take part in one interview at the start of the project and one interview near the end of the 
study.  I will record our conversations and transcribe them afterwards and the details will be used 
in my final thesis paper.   

 
Interview time:  Each interview will take approximately one hour at a time most 

convenient for you. 
Interview location: Interview location can be at school or at a location of your choosing.  
 

I would like to audio record this interview to make sure that I remember accurately all the 
information you provide. I will keep these recordings in a password protected location and they 
will only be used by myself for the completion of my thesis paper. For your privacy, all names 
will be changed in my paper, including the name of the school and any subsequent 
documentation or presentation pertaining to the data collected. Every effort will be made to 
protect your confidentiality and anonymity. 

 
What are the possible risks or discomforts? 

 
I am going to ask you about environmental education in kindergarten. It is meant to be general to 
allow you to feel open and have the choice to express whatever insights you are comfortable 
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expressing in your response. Please know that your identity will be protected at all times and no 
mention of the relationship between the interviewer and yourself will be included in my report. If 
you feel you wish to take a break or stop the interview, at any time, you may do so.  
If you are ever uncomfortable, you are free to not answer or to skip to the next question.  

 
What are the possible benefits for me or others? 

 
It is my hope that all students and teachers involved in the study strengthen their understanding 
of concepts related to the environment as well as their own teaching and learning. This study is 
designed to learn more about what it is like for teachers to implement meaningful environmental 
education opportunities in a school setting such as ours. The study results will be used for my 
Master’s thesis.  

 
How will you protect the information you collect about me, and how will that information 
be shared? 

 
Results of this study will be used in my thesis report. Study data pertaining to you will be 
handled as confidentially as possible.  If results of this study are published or presented, 
individual names and other personally identifiable information, including the name of the school, 
will not be used. 

 
To minimize the risks to confidentiality, we will password lock any recorded data and names will 
be changed in the final documentation to be submitted. Any personal information that could 
identify you will be removed or changed before the data I collect are shared in any way, 
including with other researchers, or in publications and presentations. 

 
Financial Information 

 
Participation in this study will involve no cost to you.  You will not be paid for participating in 
this study. 

 
What are my rights as a research participant? 

 
• Participation in this study is voluntary.   
• If, for any reason, you would prefer not to participate in this study, you are free to decline. 
• If at any time you would like to stop our interview, please tell me. We can take a break, 

stop and continue at a later date, or stop altogether.  
• You may withdraw from this study during any of the interviews or program planning, and 

you will not be penalized in any way for deciding to withdraw.   
• If you decide to withdraw from this study, information that has already been collected 

may not be able to be retrieved as the process of analysis may not allow me to identify 
specific participants.  
 

Who can I contact if I have questions or concerns about this research study? 
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If you have questions, you are free to ask them now. If you have questions later, you may contact 
me. 

 
If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this research, you can contact the 
office at Royal Roads University. 
 
Consent  

 
I have read this form and the research study has been explained to me. I have been given the 
opportunity to ask questions and my questions have been answered. If I have additional 
questions, I have been told whom to contact. I agree to participate in the research study described 
above and will receive a copy of this consent form after I sign it. 

 
Check one of the following to indicate your choice: 
! I agree to participate this research 
! I do not agree to participate this research 
 
Consent to Quote from Interview 
I may wish to quote from this interview either in the presentations or articles resulting 

from this work. A pseudonym will be used in order to protect your identity, unless you 
specifically request that you be identified by your true name. 

 
Check one of the following to indicate your choice: 
! I agree that I may be quoted so long as my identity remains anonymous 
! I do not agree that I may be quoted so long as my identity remains anonymous 
 
Consent to Audio-Record Interview 
 
Check one of the following to indicate your choice: 
! I agree that I may have my interview recorded 
! I do not agree that I may have my interview recorded 
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Appendix E 

STUDENT CONSENT FORM FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPATION 
Study Title:  Nature Buddies – Qualitative Research Project 
 
Dear Students, Parents and Guardians, 

 
I am a grade seven teacher here at school. I am also a graduate student at Royal Roads 

University, working with my faculty advisor, in the Environmental Education and 
Communication Program in the School of Environmental Education and Sustainability. I am 
doing a research study, which I invite grade seven and kindergarten students to take part in. This 
form has important information about the reason for doing this study, what I will ask students to 
do if you decide your child may participate in this study, and the way I would like to use 
information about your child if you permit them to take part.  

 
Why are you doing this study? 
I am conducting a research project about environmental education in elementary schools. I want 
to know what the experience of participating in a environmental science nature buddies program 
is like from the perspective of kindergarten and grade seven students. The information gathered 
and the subsequent report is part of my Master’s thesis work.  

 
What will I do if I choose to be in this study? 

This term all grade seven and kindergarten students will be taking part in a Nature 
Buddies project as part of the science curriculum with a journaling component that will be part of 
the language class. If you allow your child to participate in this study, I will host a short 10-20 
minute discussion group (about 5 students) each week so students can tell me about their 
experiences and I will collect their journals and any other photos, documents or videos we create 
from the class. I will record our conversations and transcribe them afterwards and the details will 
be used in my final thesis paper.   

 
Discussion group time:  Approximately 15-20 minutes each week for 6 weeks. 
Discussion group location: We will find a quiet spot in the class or in the hallway to talk.   
 

I would like to audio record this interview to make sure that I remember accurately all the 
information students provide. I will keep these recordings in a password protected location and 
they will only be used by myself for the completion of my thesis paper. For your privacy, all 
names will be changed in my paper and any subsequent documentation or presentation pertaining 
to the data collected. No use of the school name will be used. Every effort will be made to 
protect student confidentiality and anonymity. 

 
What are the possible risks or discomforts? 
The discussion groups will be much like the guided groups we do in other subjects. I will ask 
students about what they have noticed and what they wonder about. I will also ask grade seven 
students about what their experience is like as a leader. It is meant to be open enough so students 
can tell me what they feel is most important. Students can talk as much or as little as they wish. 
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This is not graded. It is purely voluntary and students can leave the discussion and/or the study at 
any time without penalty. I don’t imagine there will be any risks or discomforts for participating.  

 
What are the possible benefits for me or others? 
It is my hope that all students and teachers involved in the study strengthen their understanding 
of the environment as well as learning outdoors. It is possible that other benefits from increased 
time outside may occur such as improved concentration, fitness level, and/or understanding of 
leadership and collaboration.  

 
Is there a conflict of interest because you are my teacher? (Grade 7 Students only) 
Participation in the Nature Buddies program is mandatory for all students in grade seven as it is 
the chosen method of curriculum delivery for students. Participation in the research associated 
with this activity is entirely voluntary and will have no bearing on student grades or standing in 
any subject area.  

 
How will you protect the information you collect about me, and how will that information 
be shared? 
Results of this study will be used in my thesis report. Study data pertaining to students will be 
handled as confidentially as possible. Individual names and other personally identifiable 
information will not be used including the use of the school name.  

 
To minimize the risks to confidentiality and to maintain anonymity, I will password lock any 
recorded data and names will be changed in the final documentation to be submitted. Any 
personal information that could identify students will be removed or changed before the data I 
collect are shared in any way, including with other researchers, or in publications and 
presentations. All raw data will be destroyed within one year of my thesis completion.  

 
Financial Information 
Participation in this study will involve no cost to you.  You will not be paid for participating in 
this study. 

 
What are my rights as a research participant? 

• Participation in this study is voluntary.   
• No grades will be assigned to students for participation in this study. 
• If at any time and for any reason, you or your child would prefer not to participate in this 

study, your child is free not to. 
• If at any time you would like to stop our discussion, please tell me. We can take a break, 

stop and continue at a later date, or stop altogether.  
• Students may choose to stop attending focus groups and they will not be penalized in any 

way for deciding to withdraw.   
• Parents may decide that they no longer wish for their child to participate in the study at 

any time up until the end of June 7, 2017, when I will start analysing the information, as I 
may no longer be able to identify specific participants. If you wish to withdraw you may 
contact me via email or phone to let me know. 
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Consent  
I have read this form and the research study has been explained to me. I have been given 

the opportunity to ask questions and my questions have been answered. If I have additional 
questions, I have been told whom to contact. I agree to participate in the research study described 
above and will receive a copy of this consent form after I sign it. 

 
Check one of the following boxes to indicate your choice: 
 
! (student) I agree to participate in this study    
! (student) I do not agree to participate in this study 
   
! (parent) I agree to participate in this study 
! (parent) I do not agree to participate in this study 

 
Consent to Quote from Interview 

I may wish to quote from this interview either in the presentations or articles resulting 
from this work. A pseudonym will be used in order to protect student identity, unless you 
specifically request that your child be identified by your their name. 

 
Check one of the following to indicate your choice: 
! (student) I agree   ! (parent) I agree  
! (student) I do not agree  ! (parent) I do not agree  
 

Consent to Audio-Record Interview 

Check one of the following to indicate your choice: 
! (student) I agree   ! (parent) I agree  
! (student) I do not agree  ! (parent) I do not agree  
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Appendix F 

KINDERGARTEN STUDENT CONSENT FORM FOR RESEARCH 
PARTICIPATION – To be read aloud to kindergarten students 

 
Dear Students, 

 
I teach grade seven students here at school. I am also a student at Royal Roads University 

and I’m learning more about how to teach kids about nature and our environment. Your teacher 
and I have decided to start a Nature Buddies class with the Grade 7s. To help me learn more 
about learning in nature, I want to ask you about your experiences in the Nature Buddies 
activities and maybe take a look at some of the work you do, take pictures or videos of the 
activities we do together. This letter is to tell you about the study and to invite you to take part.   

 
Why are you doing this project? 
We are all going to get a grade seven nature buddy to explore outside with. When we go outside 
with our buddies, I want to know what you learn and what you think about learning outside 
instead of inside.  This is going to help me let other teachers know what works best if they decide 
to take their students outside to learn as well. 

 
What will I do if I choose to be in this project? 
Everyone will be in our Nature Buddies activities and if you decide to take part in my learning 
project, after we go outside I’m going invite you to tell me what you think about it. I will ask you 
and some of the others who agree to participate to come and sit at the rainbow table or out in the 
hall so as a group you can tell me about what you thought about the Nature Buddies. You will be 
allowed to talk as much or as little as you want. You can even draw a picture if you decide you 
don’t want to talk. This might take about 10 or 15 minutes.  

 
I would like to tape record these interviews so I can remember what you said. I won’t share it 
with anyone else unless you want me to and when I am finished my research I will delete our 
conversations.  

 
What will it be like? 

When we sit and talk it will be a lot like when you sit with your teacher and talk about 
reading or math. I will ask you about what you think about your time at Nature Buddies. It is not 
a test. I just want to learn from you. What you think is really important and sometimes we adults 
don’t ask you enough about that! If you decide you don’t like talking in the group, you are 
allowed to leave at any time. You can just let me know and you can go back to the rest of the 
class.  

 
The whole class will get to take part in Nature Buddies. Only those students who would like to 
help out with my learning project will come to the rainbow table. Does that make sense? 

 
When the study is all done, if you want to know about it, just ask me. Your name won’t appear in 
the report. I will use a code name for you so no one will know it was you in our conversation. 
There will also be no photos of you in it so no one will be able to tell that it was you in the study. 
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• Participation in this study is your choice and if you start, you can always stop 
• You are not marked on what you say and no one outside of the group will know it was 

you who spoke 
• If you want to participate but don’t feel like talking, that’s ok too 

 
What if I have more questions when you leave? 

 
If you have any more questions you can let your teacher know you want to talk to me and she 
will come find me. 

 
Consent  
 
I understand what the study is about and all my questions have been answered.  

 
Write your name below if you want to participate: 
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Appendix G 

Leadership Program Details 

Each	lesson	included	a	leadership	component	and	a	planning	component.	Journal	

reflections	took	place	in	language	class	whenever	possible.	When	additional	journal	

reflection	time	was	required,	this	was	also	included.	The	amount	of	time	allotted	for	each	

component	shifted	depending	on	the	lesson	objective.		One	thirty-minute	period	was	

provided	per	week.	At	times	lessons	were	spread	over	two	sessions	or	extended	depending	

on	timing	and	interruptions.	Lesson	objectives	were	planned	based	on	the	needs	that	arose	

from	the	Nature	Buddies	session	the	week	before.	Sometimes	they	were	from	student	

request	and	other	times	they	were	the	result	of	observations	of	student	need	made	by	

teachers.		

Week 1 – What is Leadership? 

Objective – To have students understand leadership as a set of skills that can be worked on and 

improved and comes in a variety of forms. 

Students were asked to think about a leader in their own lives – someone they choose to 

take guidance from. They were to create a mind-map about the qualities that make that person a 

good leader. Next, students gathered in small groups to share and discuss these qualities and 

create a larger group mind-map that encompassed all of these qualities and do their best to come 

up with a definition of leadership they could get behind. Students then recorded questions they 

had about leadership.  

Students were then informed of who their kindergarten buddies would be and the 

expectations for the next nine weeks. They were now Nature Buddy Leaders who would follow 

the curiosity of kindergarten students and help them to inquire about nature. Leaders worked in 
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groups to come up with some good questions to get to know their buddies on the first day. The 

lesson plan for the first day was provided. 

1. Meet your buddy and learn one another’s names. 

2. Show them what is in the buddy bag.  

3. Take a walk around the schoolyard and get to know one another.  

Week 2 – Am I a Leader? 

Objective – To have students begin to see themselves as leaders in the context of Nature Buddies 

and beyond. 

Students completed a reflection on what they noticed and what they wondered about from 

their first day. Students then worked in groups to generate a list of leaders their own age. This 

could be people they know personally or people they have heard about or seen in the media. This 

led to an unplanned discussion about positive versus negative leadership and the choice we have 

to follow or not.  

Students worked in small groups to make a giant image of a Nature Buddy super leader. 

Images and words were added to visually demonstrate the characteristics of a strong Nature 

Buddy leader. 

The week’s lesson plan was co-constructed by the class and geography teacher (myself). 

The idea of a magic spot (1990, Van Matre) was introduced – a place that you would return to 

each class to see what changed and what stayed the same. Leaders were instructed to ask buddies 

to choose a magic spot based on where in the yard they might find some living things.  

1. Re-introduce yourself. 

2. Select a magic spot. 

3. Record (words or pictures) something you saw at your magic spot.  
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4. Record any questions your buddy has or topics they are curious about. 

Week 3 – Worms! 

Objective – To model researching and planning skills based on kindergarten inquiry 

Students had a chance to share in small groups the questions and ponderings from their 

little buddies. The vast majority of questions from kindergarten students were about worms. 

Students jotted down a few things they thought they knew about worms. The Youtube channel 

SciShow Kids was introduced as a useful resource for researching concepts about nature. The 

episode Worms are Wonderful (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l-zc_1vjLnI) was shown to 

the class. Students discussed in small groups what information was confirmed for them and any 

new insights they learned. These ideas were recorded and a diagram of the parts of a worm was 

added to their journals for reference.  

Strategies for asking good questions instead of giving the answers were discussed and a 

lesson plan was co-created. Sample questions and prompts were provided for students to use if 

they wished. Each leader cut out a cardboard worm for use during the lesson.  

1. Find your magic spot and remind one another your names. 

2. Record what your buddy notices about what changed and what stayed the same. 

3. Try to start a conversation about worms. Example: Last week we noticed a lot of 

things about worms. What do you know about worms? If they are keen to chat about worms, 

continue by sharing ideas and questions from other kindergarten classmates. Example: These 

questions made our class curious too so we did some research. Record one or two things your 

buddy learned about worms on the worm cut outs.  

4. Try to help make a connection between worms and other things in the ecosystem. 

Example: Ms. Ellwood brought in a plant today because we were all curious about worms. She 
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says they are connected somehow but I’m not sure. Do you know what she might be talking 

about? How might plants and worms be connected? Record their responses. 

5. Record any questions, ideas or things your buddy seems interested in today.  

Week 4 – Living vs. Non-living (Biotic vs. Abiotic) 

Objective – For grade seven students to understand how living and non-living components work 

together to form an ecosystem and to make the link between kindergarten and grade seven 

curricula and vocabulary  

Students were shown pictures of a variety of items found in a particular ecosystem (rocks, 

trees, water, soil, insects, and animals) and were asked to place them in two groups. The concept 

of living and non-living components working together to form an ecosystem was discussed. The 

link was then made to the grade 7 curriculum including biotic and abiotic components of an 

ecosystem. Groups then selected a particular ecosystem to discuss (coral reef, arctic tundra, 

wetland, etc). Pictures were provided. Students discussed the living (biotic) and non-living 

(abiotic) parts of that particular ecosystem and how they worked together.  

The week’s lesson plan was co-constructed by the class and geography teacher (myself). 

Ideas for how to make our little buddies feel special were discussed in small groups.  

1. Re-introduce yourself.  
2. Visit your magic spot and notice what has changed and what stayed the same. 
3. Place a hoop somewhere on the ground. Co-create a list of living and non-living 

things you can find. 
4. What does it mean to be living? (Record ideas) 
5. Record any questions your buddy has or topics they are curious about. 

 

Week 5 – Research and Lesson Planning  

Objective – Students independently research specific kindergarten inquiries 

Students created small groups based on topics and questions raised by their buddies. They 

worked together to research and create their own lesson plans for that particular topic. Laptops 
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were provided. An anchor chart depicting useful websites for kid-friendly material was co-

created by the class as their research progressed. This was added to whenever new useful 

resources were found.   

Week 6 – Midpoint Reflection 

Objective – Reflection questions regarding feelings about leadership and the program 

Leaders were asked to provide an extensive mid-point reflection. The following prompts 

were provided to leaders: 

1. Tell me about your buddy. 
2. What are your strengths as a Nature Buddy leader? 
3. What challenges are you facing? 
4. What is leadership? 
5. What questions do you have about leadership or about nature? 
6. Is there anything else you think I should know? 
 

Week 7 - Biodiversity 

Objectives – To reflect on leadership goals and brainstorm solutions to challenges such as trust 

and group management techniques. To inspire curiosity among students about the biodiversity 

that exists on our schoolyard and to plan lessons that might help kindergarten children uncover 

the idea of interdependence and the need for biodiversity in ecosystems. 

Take time in small groups to share some reflections from last class regarding successes 

and challenges and to set a personal leadership goal for the remainder of the program. Students 

break into small groups according to similar challenges faced in order to brainstorm solutions.  

Read aloud – My School is Alive! (Barnes, 2001) 

Students discussed their understanding of biodiversity in small groups and then as a class. 

Spend some time researching individual topics of interest from kindergarten buddies. The 

following lesson plan was co-created by the teacher and students requesting support.   
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1. Visit your magic spot – What do you notice, what do you wonder about? 

2. Take a walk and try to find as many different living things as you can. Record in 

words or pictures. 

3. Conversation ideas: 

� Where did we find the most living things today? Why do you think that is?  

� What might we do to get more plants and animals to come to our schoolyard?  

� What are you curious about? 

Week 8 – Research and Lesson Planning 

Objective – Students independently research specific kindergarten inquiries 

Students created small groups based on topics and questions raised by their buddies. They 

worked together to research and create their own lesson plans for that particular topic. Laptops 

were provided.  

Week 9 – Lessons in Leadership 

Objective – To have students reflect on their own leadership path and to set personal goals with 

regard to leadership for the future. 

Over the course of the week, several videos pertaining to aspects of leadership were 

shown to students. After each video students discussed the main idea and the traits of leadership 

that were demonstrated. 

1.  Leadership is for everyone 

Drew Dudley – Everyday leadership 
https://www.ted.com/talks/drew_dudley_everyday_leadership  
2.  Being young and making a difference 

Mustafa Ahmed  - A Single Rose by Mustafa Ahmed, 12 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rbZksEZjRJg&t=1s  
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3. Grit  

Angela Lee Duckworth – Grit: The Power of passion and perseverance  
https://www.ted.com/talks/angela_lee_duckworth_grit_the_power_of_passion_and_perse
verance#t-215732  

 

4.  Asking for Help  

Spencer West - Spencer West speaks at We Day 2010  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yjy2YNADXR4 

Week 10 – Final Reflection and Celebration 

Objective – To have students reflect on their own successes and challenges in terms of their 

personal leadership journey and to give specific feedback with regard to the Nature Buddies 

program. 

Leaders were asked to provide an extensive reflection of the Nature Buddies program. 

The following prompts were provided to leaders: 

1. Tell me about Nature Buddies 
a) Best part 
b) Hardest part 
c) Anything that surprised you 

2.  Have you learned anything? 
a) About leadership 
b) About yourself 
c) About nature 

3.  What is a memory you have? 
4.  What improvements would you make to the program? 
5.  Is there anything else you think I should know? 

 


