


Who are you and where are you?



What's in your community?

•Walking through a Toronto community:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZGnlpZ1wlKY



Community 
mapping

- visualization
exercise

• Consider your neighbourhood

• Take a slow walk down the street, observing.

• What do you see? What do you hear? What do you feel?

Identify

• Community assets – places that add value to the 
community

• Individual assets – evidence of skills and talents of 
community members

• Issue points – evidence of challenges, issues or problems

Create a quick sketch or make notes of what you noticed.
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Looking at your sketch or list:

• Are there places that fit more than one category?

• What strikes you as needing action?

• Is your community meeting the basic needs of 
people? animals?

• What improvements could you make?

• Do you feel your community is sustainable? 

Adapted from: https://www.rootsandshoots.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/07/Community-Mapping-101-Activity.pdf 
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• Science-Engineering and Education -> 
Outdoor and Land-based Learning

• Exploring how knowledge is centered in 
pedagogical experiences and the 
diversification of participation 
in STEM/higher ed 



Rationale
• Existing research corpus focused on, nature of STEM, goals, pedagogies:

• STEM in formal settings (K-12, post-secondary, skills training)
• STEM pipeline/pathway models, neoliberal and economic imperative
• STEM in informal-OST programs; interests, careers, knowledge spans/gaps
• STEM-STEAM etc comparisons

• Characterizations are divergent, variable, consequently problematic

• Few studies have sought to deeply understand the unique setting of university-based STEM 
outreach programs: programs that negotiate the border of informal and formal learning

• Need to more deeply understand this setting in context, why and how participants engage 
with the program, how these programs serve participants

• How can the outreach program be understood as part of the broader landscape in STEM 
education?



Activity Details
• Program activities represent a range of topics in science and engineering and 

different kinds of learning activities.

• The majority of these activities present three significant characteristics: 
1. They are hands-on. Campers are the ones ‘doing’ the science and engineering 

work. They take an active role in the learning, ascribing their own meanings 
and interpretations to the activities they participate in, and make a series of 
decisions along the way. 

2. Campers consistently engage in a design process or cycle in the activities of 
the program. Campers refine the challenges presented to them by Instructors, 
collaborate on plans and designs for possible solutions, work together to 
prototype and build their designs, and test these creations together. 

3. Campers use predominantly everyday materials to engage with the content. 



Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
Hands-on, building, 
testing, sharing, 
physical 
expressions of 
problem solving and 
conceptual change.

The hybrid nature of this 
setting; leveraging funds 
of knowledge; the 
creation of a third space.

Centrality of 
design; 
engineering as 
content, context, 
and pedagogy.

Gerrard, 2022



What kind of third space?
Moje et al (2004) situate three different conceptions of a third space:

• a bridge between “knowledges and Discourses often marginalized in school settings 
to the learning of conventional academic knowledges and Discourses” (p.44), 

• “as a navigational space, a way of crossing and succeeding in different discourse 
communities” which includes the act of crossing the boundaries that separate 
these communities (p. 44). 

• “as a space of cultural, social, and epistemological change in which the competing 
knowledges and Discourses of different spaces are brought into “conversation” to 
challenge and reshape both academic content literacy practices and the 
knowledges and Discourses of youths’ everyday lives” (p. 44). 



Context



“When children spend time 
outdoors, they are more likely to 
develop an environmental ethic or 
a sense of stewardship for the 
earth… which contributes to 
ecoliteracy” (Munroe & 
MacLellan-Mansell, 2013, p. 26).



Place-based 
education

Forest-Nature 
schools

Outdoor 
education

Eco-Tourism
Environmental 

education

Indigenous 
Land-based 
education



https://www.child-
encyclopedia.com/outdoor-play/according-
experts/building-capacity-support-outdoor-
play-early-childhood-education



Land as first 
teacher

4 reasons for 
children to 
go outside:

1. Promoting their physical and mental 
wellbeing,
2. Learning to respect the outdoors
3. Engage with their broader community
4. Learning about the curriculum

To lift, integrate, and learn Indigenous 
knowledge of the Land and ways of 
knowing.



Land 
as first 

teacher

“The land is the real 
teacher.

All we need as students is 
mindfulness.”

Robin Wall Kimmerer



Activity: Empathy Map

How do you think educators connect with Land-
based learning?



Activity 2

Educator Testimonies + Empathy Mapping

Goal: Understand emotional and professional shifts in educators 
engaged in Land-based learning.

Instructions:
• Participants use an Empathy Map to capture:

• What educators feel, think, say, and do as a result of this practice.
• Discuss in small groups: What challenges and transformations are 

present?
• Why it works as a tool: It cultivates empathy and insight into how 

practice shapes educator identity, well-being, and values.



A work in progress

• 4 seasons of Indigenous learning
• Speakers have included Richard VanCamp, Robin Wall 

Kimmerer, Christi Belcourt
• Debrief sessions for discussion, reflection, unpacking practice
• Sharing resources, readings, ideas
• Circulated newsletter as a part of a broader researcher-led effort 

(McGlynn-Stewart) to share practice over the years; exploring 
seasonal pedagogy

• In conjunction with creation of sustainability-minded centre at 
Mary's Place

https://outdoorlearning.com/event/season-2-2025-2026/
https://outdoorlearning.com/event/season-2-2025-2026/
https://edgeofthebush.ca/mother-earth-guiding-a-seasonal-pedagogy/


What we've learned

• Considered language; words for life around us
• Where I am from; developing personal connections/relationships
• Community mapping



What we've learned

Reported:

• "Appreciation of the land and environment we are living on"

• "Respect for all living creatures"

• "An understanding of our Canadian history"

• "Indigenous perspectives"

• "What Land-based can look like; what it can include"

• "A little Anishnaabemowin"

• "Respect for our better than human relatives"

• "Ideas for the classroom"

Ongoing – more to come...



How does engaging in Land-based learning 
impact our teams, our colleagues, our sector?



1. Enhanced Learning & Engagement
• Real-world connections
Outdoor learning provides opportunities to connect classroom subjects 
to the natural world, making learning more relevant and meaningful.
• Active learning
Experiential learning outdoors fosters active participation and 
engagement, leading to deeper understanding and retention.
• Increased focus and attention
Studies show that students are often more focused and engaged when 
learning outdoors, leading to better academic outcomes down the line.



2. Fostering Personal and Social Growth
• Development of social skills
Outdoor activities encourage teamwork, communication, and 
cooperation, fostering essential social skills.
• Increased confidence and self-esteem
Experiential learning can build confidence and self-esteem as students 
explore their abilities and overcome challenges.
• Enhanced well-being
Exposure to nature and physical activity reduces stress, improves mood, 
and promotes overall well-being for both children and educators.



3. Enriched Teaching Practices
• Diverse learning environments
Outdoor learning offers a change of pace and a different learning 
environment, catering to diverse interests, backgrounds, preferences.
• Increased creativity and innovation
Outdoor spaces can inspire creative teaching methods and provide rich 
learning opportunities.
• Improved student-teacher relationships
Outdoor experiences can strengthen relationships between children and 
educators, fostering a more positive and supportive learning 
environment.



4. Benefits for the Workforce
• Reduced burnout

Outdoor learning can be a refreshing alternative to traditional classroom 
settings, helping teachers combat burnout and improve job satisfaction.

• Professional development

Outdoor education can offer valuable professional development opportunities 
for teachers, enhancing their skills and knowledge in areas like environmental 
education and experiential learning.

• Community engagement

Outdoor learning initiatives can connect schools with local communities, 
fostering collaboration and promoting environmental stewardship.

...More?
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