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Agenda

Why What Framework

Who How
10 min break at 10:15

Outdoor Portion

Why mindfulness

Why outdoor learning

Inspiration/motivation

Bringing out pieces of new

science curriculum that lend

themselves well

A template you can use to

design your own outdoor

learning experiences

Who lives in your schoolyard?

Tools and resources for

identification and connection

Practical activities and lesson

plans you can implement

Tuesday morning



New Science Curriculum



What’s
Your
Spark?



BACKGROUND

We live in challenging times - do

young people have a relationship

with the natural world?

For their own benefit

For the benefit of natural world

My research

Mindfulness



WHAT DO I MEAN BY

MINDFULNESS?

Being inside your experience

Attending to what you’re doing

Non-judgemental, present-moment

awareness



SOME BENEFITS OF

MINDFULNESS

Supports all aspects of social-

emotional learning (SEL)

It facil itates feelings of connection

Great for focus and learning



Nature does a lot of the work. It invites us into the present. 
It invites us to be quiet, embodied, in our senses, and it opens the heart.

-Mark Coleman



OUTDOOR LEARNING

Equity

Engagement

Belonging

Resil ience

Not always easy



SCHOOLYARD 
TEACHING TIPS

Not just spring and fall - chinooks, sun!

Always leave them wanting more

Clothing

Get to know the space yourself

Set expectations

Sun to their backs

Sit pads

Use your outdoor voice

Avoid recess time

Be trauma-informed



INDIGENOUS CONNECTIONS

This land is rich in history and
stories
As we bring students out onto the
land, let’s learn from those who
have deep history and
relationship here
Including difficult histories
Incorporate local connections
Do your own learning
I’l l provide some examples but
make it your own



INDIGENOUS CONNECTIONS



5 FINGER BREATHING



Organizing Idea

Earth/Living Systems: Understandings of the living world,
Earth, and space are deepened by investigating

natural systems and their interactions.

NEW SCIENCE CURRICULUM (2024)



Cultivates scientific thinking

Slowing down and paying

attention cultivates well-being

and gratitude



Understanding relationships

Systems thinking

Interconnectedness of l ife

including us!



“Education must play a pivotal role in radically

reconfiguring the ways we think about our place and

agency within this interdependent world, and therefore,

the ways we act... Our future survival depends on our

capacity to make this shift.”

-UNESCO Futures Education Report



KINDERGARTEN

General explorations using
the senses

Asking questions about
surrounding environments

Personal feelings of
connection



Present-Moment Attention

KINDERGARTEN

Environments can be

explored using the

senses



Present-Moment Attention

KINDERGARTEN
Connections can be

fostered by physical

locations...and experiences

in nature

Identify experiences in

nature that can lead to

personal feelings of

connection.

First Nations, Métis, and

Inuit ways of l iving connect

to nature and the land.



Present-Moment Attention

KINDERGARTEN

Demonstrate respect

while interacting with

environments



GRADE 1

General explorations using
the senses

Seasonal changes

Needs of plants and animals
(including humans)



Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 1

Students analyze environments

and investigate interactions

and changes

Seasons and seasonal changes

Information can be gathered

by using the senses

Share examples of plants and

animals native to Alberta

Diverse plants and animals can

be found in forests, prairies,

lakes, rivers, mountains



Describe various environments by

drawing from information gathered

with the senses

Share personal experiences related to

seasons

Discuss benefits of spending time in

nature

Humans are part of nature and are

classified as animals

Determine how a local environment

meets basic needs of plants and

animals

Humans, other animals, and plants

depend on each other to meet their

needs
Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 1



Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 1
The responsibil ity to care for

environments is shared by all people

and is fulfi l led by showing respect for

and protecting all aspects of nature

For First Nations, Métis, and Inuit, a

sense of responsibil ity toward nature

can be connected to place and

traditional teachings for future

generations, such as taking only what

is needed.

Reflect on teachings that

demonstrate a sense of

responsibil ity to care for nature.

Ways humans can help meet the

needs of plants or animals include...

Respecting environments



GRADE 2

Earth supports l ife

Landforms and Bodies
of Water

Lifecycles



Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 2

Identify landforms that are

found locally or in Alberta

Bodies of water include lakes,

wetlands, rivers

Identify similarities between

offspring and their parents

Life cycles: discuss and

compare life cycles of various

plants and animals



Discuss how the various

components of Earth interact

to support l ife

At this time, Earth is the

only planet known to

support l ife

Earth consists of many

components that support l ife

First Nations, Métis, and Inuit

relate to land, plants, and

animals as equals
Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 2



Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 2
Some human behaviours can positively

affect plants and animals, such as:

Reduce/Reuse/ Recycle/Repurpose,

recovering natural areas, protecting natural

spaces, creating parks

Discuss ways to respect plants and animals

while interacting in various environments

Care and consideration for land, plants, and

animals can be demonstrated through

cultural practices such as: taking only what

is needed, using the whole plant or animal,

protecting water and soil, treating land,

plants, and animals as relatives.

Discuss how humans might interact with

land, plants, and animals if they see them as

equals, Identify ways in which people show

care for land, plants, and animals through

cultural practices.



GRADE 3

Soil

Food chains

Plants and animals
rely on each other for
survival



Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 3

Examine soil and its

components in the local

community

Identify local habitats provided

by soil

Represent various food chains

in local and other Canadian

environments

Investigate and discuss how

plants and animals respond to

stimuli in their environments in

order to survive



Describe how soil is changed by plants

and animals

Plants and animals may depend on

each other and their environments for

survival, such as for food and habitat

First Nations, Métis, and Inuit

knowledge of plants and animals

within environments includes: animal

behaviour, sources of food, migration

patterns, seasonal patterns

Explain interconnections in

environments, including how plants

depend on animals and how animals

depend on plants to survive

Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 3



Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 3
Discuss the interconnectedness

between human activities and

responsibil it ies for maintaining

Earth

Plants and animals in local

environments can be protected by

actions such as: respectfully

interacting with nautre, minimizing

disturbances to plants and

animals, counting and tracking

populations

Awareness and consideration of

the interactions of plants and

animals in local environments

helps humans protect them



GRADE 4

Earth sustains l ife

Biosphere,
atmosphere, etc.

Local plants and
animals



Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 4
The atmosphere contains oxygen,

which is used for breathing

The biosphere includes all l ife on

Earth

Investigate natural resources

found in Alberta and how they

are used to meet human needs

Find and classify examples of

local plants an animals based on

appearance, habitat, and

structures

Discuss how plants respond to

sensory stimuli



First Nations, Métis, and Inuit hold

understandings of Earth systems that sustain

life, including that all things are

interconnected

First Nations, Métis, and Inuit laws of nature 

honour water as being sacred because

water sustains l ife

include how nature provides gifts of l ife

include living in harmony with the land

Earth’s systems interact with one another,

resulting in environments that sustain l ife

Analyze the interconnectedness of Earth’s

systems

Organisms sense and respond to their

environments to support growth and survival

Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 4



Present-Moment Attention

GRADE 4
Make connections between human

activity and Earth’s systems

Caring for water and water sources is a

shared responsibil ity

Many First Nations, Métis, and Inuit

practise traditional methods of

conservation, including taking only

what is needed

Conservation can be practised through

personal actions, including: use of

electricity, water, reducing waste

Conservation can be practised through

community or global actions such as

solar panels, composting, etc.

Conservation of Earth’s systems

involves personal, community, and

global action



Avenues for Exploration

in Every Schoolyard

General Nature



Avenues for Exploration

in Every Schoolyard

Trees

Birds Pollinators

Wildflowers

Lichen



Nature Journaling

Repeatable Routines

Talking CirclesSit Spots



Schoolyard Nature
Trees
Birds
Lichen
Pollinators
Wildflowers
General Nature

Wonder in the Schoolyard: A Flexible Framework

Seasons

Fall 
Winter
Spring
Summer

K 1 2 3 4

Curriculum

Nature
Journal

Sit
Spots Talking

Circles

Routines



Nature
Journal

Sit
Spots Talking

Circles

Seasons

Example 1: Colours at Sit Spots for K-2

Fall 
Winter
Spring
Summer

Schoolyard Nature
Trees
Birds
Lichen
Pollinators
Wildflowers
General Nature

Routines

K 1 2 3 4

Curriculum



Nature
Journal

Sit
Spots Talking

 Circles

Seasons

Fall 
Winter
Spring
Summer

Schoolyard Nature
Trees
Birds
Lichen
Pollinators
Wildflowers
General Nature

Routines

K 1 2 3 4

Curriculum

Example 1: Colours at Sit Spots for K-2



Nature
Journal

Sit
Spots Talking

Circles

Seasons

Fall 
Winter
Spring
Summer

Schoolyard Nature
Trees
Birds
Lichen
Pollinators
Wildflowers
General Nature

Routines

K 1 2 3 4

Curriculum

Example 1: Colours at Sit Spots for K-2



K 1 2 3 4

Seasons

Fall 
Winter
Spring
Summer

Curriculum

Schoolyard Nature
Trees
Birds
Lichen
Pollinators
Wildflowers
General Nature

Routines

Nature
Journal

Sit
Spots Talking

Circles

Example 1: Colours at Sit Spots for K-2



Colours at Sit Spots



K 1 2 3 4

Fall 
Winter
Spring
Summer

Curriculum

Trees
Birds
Lichen
Pollinators
Wildflowers
General Nature

Routines

Nature
Journal

Sit
Spots Talking

Circles

Seasons Schoolyard Nature

Example 1: Colours at Sit Spots for K-2

Explore environments using senses (K/1)

Observe seasonal changes over time (1)

Discuss benefits of time in nature  (K/1)

Discuss how various components of Earth
interact to support life (2)



Sit Spots

“Cultivating a generation who intimately understand,
appreciate, and feel connected to the natural world.” 

- Lauren MacLean



Sit Spots

www.thimbleberrylearning.org



Nature
Journal

Sit
Spots Talking

Circles

Seasons

Example 2: Trees in Winter with Nature Journals

Fall 
Winter
Spring
Summer

Schoolyard Nature
Trees
Birds
Lichen
Pollinators
Wildflowers
General Nature

Routines

K 1 2 3 4

Curriculum



Nature
Journal

Sit
Spots Talking

Circles

Seasons

Fall 
Winter
Spring
Summer

Schoolyard Nature
Trees
Birds
Lichen
Pollinators
Wildflowers
General Nature

Routines

K 1 2 3 4

Curriculum

Example 2: Trees in Winter with Nature Journals



Nature
Journal

Sit
Spots Talking

Circles

Seasons

Fall 
Winter
Spring
Summer

Schoolyard Nature
Trees
Birds
Lichen
Pollinators
Wildflowers
General Nature

Routines

K 1 2 3 4

Curriculum

Example 2: Trees in Winter with Nature Journals



K 1 2 3 4
Nature
Journal

Sit
Spots Talking

Circles

Seasons

Example 2: Trees in Winter with Nature Journals

Fall 
Winter
Spring
Summer

Curriculum

Schoolyard Nature
Trees
Birds
Lichen
Pollinators
Wildflowers
General Nature

Routines



NATURE JOURNAL: 

QUESTIONING QUESTIONS

How to Teach Nature Journaling by John Muir Laws
p. 103 “Questioning Questions”



Nature Journaling - Questioning Questions

Lesson Plan, p. 103

1. Focus group on chosen tree - discuss

2. Record observations - words, pix, #s - 7

minutes

3. Generate questions. Write 5 Ws an H on

page. Brainstorm with partner first.

4. Come up with as many questions as possible

using your observations.

a. you can shift focus

b. If you get stuck say “I Wonder”

5. Don’t worry about doing it right

6. Don’t worry about answers - focus on the

curiosity.
How to Teach Nature Journaling by John Muir Laws
p. 103 “Questioning Questions”

NATURE JOURNAL: 

QUESTIONING QUESTIONS



NATURE JOURNAL: 

QUESTIONING QUESTIONS



K 1 2 3 4
Nature
Journal

Sit
Spots Talking

Circles

Seasons

Example 2: Trees in Winter with Nature Journals

Fall 
Winter
Spring
Summer

Curriculum

Schoolyard Nature
Trees
Birds
Lichen
Pollinators
Wildflowers
General Nature

Routines

Plants/animals depend on each other (3)

Organisms respond to environment (4)

Analyze interconnectedness (4)

Plants/animals respond to stimuli (3)



Nature Journaling

Free Download!
https://johnmuirlaws.com/product/how-to-teach-nature-journaling/



Nature Journaling

“Keeping a nature journal is a way to
rediscover the thrill of science...At the
core of all science are insatiable curiosity
and deep observation, qualities that lead
you to the best kind of learning: learning
motivated by your intrinsic wonder,
hunger to understand, and ability to
observe.”
-The Laws Guide to Nature Journaling, p.3



Nature Journaling



Nature Journaling

“Many mindfulness practices centre on the act of noticing, separating the
observations from interpretations of them. This use of the routine can become
part of students’ social emotional learning, helping them slow down and
develop self-regulation.” – How to Teach Nature Journaling, p. 38



TREES

One of the easiest ways in:

They stand sti l l!

Great for all seasons

Schoolyard and environs will

contain both native and cultivated

species of trees and shrubs

The trees act not as individuals, but somehow as a collective. Exactly how they do this, we
don’t yet know. But what we see is the power of unity. What happens to one happens to us

all. We can starve together or feast together.
-Robin Wall Kimmerer

What if I don’t know a larch from

an aspen?



TREES

City of Calgary Tree Map

https://maps.calgary.ca/TreeSchedule/


TREES

There’s an app for that!



SCHOOLYARD TREES

AspenSpruce Green Ash



SCHOOLYARD TREES

Larch Lodgepole Pine



TREES - SIT SPOT PROMPTS

5 Days of Sit Spot Prompts:

What do you notice about the shape of

trees?

What do you notice about the bark?

Habitat: who might l ive on or near this

tree?

What do you notice and wonder about

the fruit and seeds on this tree?

How do the branches contribute to the

overall shape of the tree?

Credit: Sitting with Nature: An Educator’s Guide to Sit Spots, Lauren MacLean



TREES - HABITAT LESSON

Habitat Lesson Plan:

Read a Tree-themed Picture Book

Nature walk and sketch trees - pay

special attention to leaf shapes, bark

textures, signs of wildlife

Create a tree ID guide together for your

school grounds

Circle discussion: How do trees help

support other plants and animals?

Sit Spot: Who might l ive in or near this

tree?

Credit: Sitting with Nature: An Educator’s Guide to Sit Spots, Lauren MacLean



TREES - HABITAT LESSON

Habitat Lesson Plan, cont’d:

Formative Assessment: Are the learners

able to demonstrate the importance of

trees in our ecosystem?

Teacher reflection: What were the

learners passionate about this week?

How can we carry the

excitement/momentum forward?

Credit: Sitting with Nature: An Educator’s Guide to Sit Spots, Lauren MacLean



TREES - NATURE JOURNALING



T R E E
F R I E N D S

Meet your school's tree friends! In this sensory activity,
partners take turns exploring a tree with eyes closed,
using touch, smell, and hearing to create a memory map.
Then comes the challenge—can you find your tree friend
once your eyes are opened? 

This is  a great activi ty to do on a windy day near a mature tree
in the schoolyard. Even on the windiest of  days, when the

tree’s branches are f lai l ing wi ldly,  i ts  t runk stays rooted, calm,
and grounded. We, too, can access our own inner “trunk”,

f inding a sense of calm.

Activi ty credit :  Kaira Jewel L ingo

L I K E  A  T R E E  I N
T H E  W I N D

MORE TREE ACTIVITIES

Take your students outside into the schoolyard to get to
know a tree. How are we l ike trees? How are we dif ferent?
Use this as a launchpad for a deepening relat ionship with

and appreciat ion of one of the trees at your school.

H O W  I S  A  T R E E
L I K E  M E ?



GENERAL NATURE IN THE SCHOOLYARD



GENERAL NATURE IN THE SCHOOLYARD

Tuning into our sense of hearing brings us into the present

moment.  I t  also sharpens our observation ski l ls .  As an added

bonus - i t  helps us feel more connected to the natural world! 
S O U N D  M A P

Take students outside into the schoolyard for this s imple and

fun activi ty.  I t  wi l l  support them to notice some of the natural

beauty vis ible f rom the schoolyard. I t  wi l l  also help them to

develop grat i tude. I t  feels good to be thankful !

Activi ty credit :  Thich Nhat Hanh, Joanna Macy

H U M A N  C A M E R A



GENERAL NATURE IN THE SCHOOLYARD

G R A T I T U D E  A R T E M O T I O N S  L I K E
C L O U D S



GENERAL NATURE IN THE SCHOOLYARD

How does looking closely help me
investigate the world around me?
Sit Spot Prompts:
Zoom in and observe as much as
possible in one small square
Shapes and Lines - what shapes
and lines do you see near your
feet? 
Textures - how does nature feel?
Colours - identify the most
common colour around sit spot.

Credit: Sitting with Nature: An Educator’s Guide to Sit
Spots, Lauren MacLean



GENERAL NATURE - NATURE JOURNALLING



Present-Moment Attention

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION

What is working well as you

implement this curriculum?

What is a challenge for you in

implementing this new

curriculum?



VOLCANO BREATHING



Îethka or Stoney Nakoda
Chiniki, Good Stoney, & Bearspaw

Tsuut'ina
Niitsitapi or Blackfoot Confederacy

Siksika, Piikani, & Kainai

Métis People of Alberta
Districts 5 & 6 



Îethka or Stoney Nakoda
Chiniki, Good Stoney, & Bearspaw



Îethka or Stoney Nakoda
Chiniki, Good Stoney, & Bearspaw



BIRDS

The more time you spend outside,

the more you’ll see and notice

birds

Winter can be a great time to get

to know the birds

In order to see birds, it is necessary to become part of the silence.
-Robert Lynd

They can fly - wow! A great avenue

for wonder and curiosity.



BIRDS
Black-capped Chickadee

House Sparrow (M) (F)

Black-billed Magpie



BIRDS
Gull Canada Goose

Raven



BIRDS

There’s an app for that!



BIRDS - PROJECT FEEDERWATCH



BIRDS

Cedar Waxwing Ruby-crowned Kinglet



BIRDS



BIRDS

d e s i g n  y o u r  o w n

Sneakers
&

Birds

 Copyright Thimbleberry Learning 2023

Evening Grosbeak



WILDFLOWERS

Fascinating, colourful, present in

your schoolyard.

A delightful sign of spring

If dandelions were hard to grow, they would be most welcome on any lawn.
attributed to Andrew Mason

Look for them along the edges,

nearby back alleys



SCHOOLYARD WILDFLOWERS

Dandelion
Wild Rose

Shrubby Cinquefoil



SCHOOLYARD WILDFLOWERS

Buffalo Bean Yarrow
Wolf Willow/

Silverberry



WILDFLOWERS

www.galileo.org/kainai

http://www.galileo.org/kainai




WILDFLOWERS

Sticky Geranium

Îethka (Stoney Nakoda) Connections

For the Îethka, the land is more than just a place

to play and learn, it is alive and takes care of us

just l ike our big brothers and sisters or mothers and

fathers do.

Mâkoche - Îethka work for Earth means “older

brother land”

The land takes care of us by providing food and

medicine.

After a long winter, the Îethka welcome back the

plants and flowers.

To thank the plants, the Îethka people offer

tobacco.

This shows respect for the earth - to always give

an offering before taking something from the land.



WILDFLOWERS AND 

NATURE JOURNALLING



SCHOOL GARDENS

www.meganzeni.com



POLLINATORS

Great for connections and

relationships - plants need

pollinators

Bumblebees, Solitary bees,

butterfl ies

We delight in the beauty of the butterfly, but rarely admit the
changes it has gone through to achieve that beauty.

-Maya Angelou

Spring, Summer, and Fall



SCHOOLYARD POLLINATORS

Bumblebees
Solitary Bees

Butterflies
(Mourning Cloak)



BUMBLEBEES



BUMBLEBEES

Activity courtesty of Green Calgary



BUMBLEBEE WATCH



LICHEN

Fascinating, colourful, present in

your schoolyard.

They occupy places we might not

always see as inviting

The beauty of lichens with their scalloped leaves, the small attractive fields, the
crinkled edge! I could study a single piece of bark for hours.

Henry David Thoreau

They emobody connection and

relationship. Lichen = Fungi + Algae

They play an important role in the

ecosystem: nitrogen, soil moisture,

habitat, food



LICHEN



LICHEN - NATURE JOURNALLING



LICHEN

Prompts and Activities:

Lichen Scavenger Hunt

Magnifying glasses

Colour Palettes

Where do they thrive? Where

do they not?

Similarities and differences:

how do different l ichens differ,

how are they the same?



RAINBOW BREATHING



Talking Circles



Talking Circles

Kindergarten
Discuss connections First Nations, Métis,
and Inuit have with nature.
Environments can be respected in many
ways, such as: Not littering, Caring for
nature.

Grade 1
Discuss and reflect on First Nations, Métis,
and Inuit teachings that demonstrate a
sense of responsibility to care for nature.



Talking Circles

Grade 2
Discuss how the various components of
Earth interact to support life.
Discuss ways to respect plants and
animals while interacting in various
environments

Grade 3
Discuss the interconnectedness between
human activities and responsibilites for
maintaining Earth.



Talking Circles

Grade 4
First Nations, Métis, and Inuit practise
tradtional methods of conservation,
including taking only what is needed.
Conservation of Earth’s systems involves
personal, community, and global action.



LET’S PLAY
OUTSIDE!



CROSS-CURRICULAR
APPLICATIONS

Language arts
Poetry of Place

Physical Education
and Wellness

SEL
Art
Math
Social Studies



BUILDING EMOTIONAL
RESILIENCE IN THE FACE OF

CLIMATE CHANGE

Offering alternatives to
screen time
Power of deep
connection and
belonging
Learning from nature
how to be with difficulty

What's important is that children have an opportunity to bond with the natural world,
to learn to love it and feel comfortable in it, before being asked to heal its wounds.

David Sobel



TEACHER
SUSTAINABILITY



MOVING TOWARD JOY

Can these teaching practices help us to

rediscover our joy through teaching and

learning in nature?

With mindfulness we can acknowledge

and care for the worry, overwhelm, and

see that behind it is the capacity for joy.

It’s so easy to get locked into feeling

grim, overwhelmed, resentful.



“...you could just relax and realize that, behind all the
worry, complaint, and disapproval that goes on in your
mind, the sun is always coming up in the morning,
moving across the sky, and going down in the evening.
The birds are always out there collecting their food and
making their nests and flying across the sky. The grass is
always being blown by the wind or standing still. Food
and flowers and trees are growing out of the earth.
There’s enormous richness. You could develop your
passion for life and your curiosity and your interest. You
could connect with your joyfulness. You could start right
now.” - Pema Chödrön


