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Abstract  

This research explored how walking with grade four students in natural spaces within 

their community on a weekly basis influenced their well-being. Qualitative data was collected 

through the use of focus groups and observations. Student participants shared stories, thoughts 

and feelings on their walking experiences. Data was analysed through thematic coding and 

findings were then compared to a framework of indicators for child well-being. Well-being is a 

balanced state of the emotional, intellectual, physical, social and spiritual domains that enables 

students to reach their full potential in the school community. Findings indicated walks that 

included time for free exploration in a natural setting positively influenced students’ well-

being. By studying the development of well-being over time through the students’ 

perspectives, this work contributes to the growing interest in place-based learning and 

childhood well-being. Insights from the fields of health promotion and environmental 

communication were employed to ensure research findings were communicated in ways other 

educators may use in their own school contexts including an adapted framework of indicators 

specifically addressing weekly walks.  

Keywords: Children, walking, well-being, nature, local 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Background 

Children’s interactions with nature are restricted for a variety of reasons including 

competition with technology and the culture of fear that drives heightened concerns for safety. 

Richard Louv calls this the “de-naturing of childhood” (Louv, 2008, p. 31), and he notes that 

children’s lives are also highly structured, with levels of depression and anxiety for young 

people at an all time high (Kelsey, 2016; Louv, 2008; White, 2004).  

Unstructured time spent in natural spaces can contribute to well-being in children 

(Chawla, 2015; Schutte, Torquati, & Beattie, 2015; Wells & Evans, 2003). According to 

Taylor and Kuo (2006) more time spent in nature can be an antidote for many behavioural and 

cognitive issues arising in schools and can encourage healthy psychological development.  

Much of the research on nature-based experiences is derived from children’s 

experiences in nature clubs, summer camps, family vacations, and extended field trips. While 

my research builds upon that work, I provide a unique exploration of the value of engaging 

students in natural spaces as a part of their weekly schooling experiences. I recognize that 

schools have a long history of and responsibility for engaging students with their local 

communities and my research expands on that understanding to include natural areas in the 

local community. This focus on every day experiences is in keeping with Sobel’s interest in 

“using the local community and environment as a starting point…” for place-based education 

(Sobel, 2004, p. 6). Sobel argues that students connect deeply to their community through 

authentic experiences in places they can return to again and again. As a result, care for these 

natural places may be developed and students connect their learning to their experiences.  
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My research also challenges the assumption that all children want to spend time 

outside. In my experience this is sometimes the case, however, developing an interest in being 

outside and unstructured exploration and play can take practice.   

The research question guiding this thesis specifically asks: How do weekly walks in 

natural settings contribute to the well-being of the whole child? 

Study Delimitations and Limitations  

It was important for me to learn about the walking experience from the students 

themselves so I chose to focus on one class’s experience on weekly walks. This allowed my 

study to be focused and manageable. I also decided to work with a class at a school that I was 

currently on leave from, in a grade that I had previously taught. This allowed me to be familiar 

with the culture of the school, the surrounding areas where the students would walk, and the 

general expectations of the teachers and parents in the school community. Familiarity with the 

age group ensured I was knowledgeable and prepared to facilitate focus groups with the 

students in a comfortable manner. I hoped that they would respond to questions with honesty if 

they were in a relaxed setting. I also felt that grade four students were of an appropriate age to 

be able to reflect upon their experiences. 

A limitation I faced was the amount of time I was able to work with the students. It 

would have been preferable to begin my study as the students began their weekly walks in 

September and to continue observations and conversations through to the end of June. 

However, it took several weeks to obtain permission from the school board to work with 

students. After this was complete it was important to take the time to introduce myself and my 

proposed research to the students, and have them and their parents/guardians sign permission 

forms. Therefore, it was not until mid October that I began research with the students. I then 
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proceeded to work with the class for five months (one half of a school year) before concluding 

the data collection process and proceeding with analysing data. My own timeline constraints 

associated with thesis deadlines determined the end date of data collection. 

The study sample could also be considered a limitation in this work, as I only have 

results from one group of students in one location. As well, the students in this study have 

relatively easy access to diverse natural spaces and attend a school that is supportive of 

environmental education and ecological pursuits. Findings may look quite different at a school 

in a different geographic location with different kinds of access to nature and environmental 

learning. 

Significance  

As described in the background section and further explored in the literature review, 

children today have few opportunities for prolonged periods of unstructured time in nature 

(Dyment, 2005; Orr, 1994; White, 2004; Wilson, 1996). However, research has shown that this 

seemingly simple affordance could be an antidote for widely spread concerns around childhood 

well-being (Bell & Dyment, 2008; Chawla, 2015; Wells & Evans, 2003). As simple as it 

sounds, having teachers provide outdoor and environmental education opportunities for their 

students can often be a challenge. Much is already required of teachers and to add 

‘maintenance of well-being’ and ‘nurturing a love for the environment’ to the list when those 

things are not a part of the mandated curriculum, is a lot to ask. The apparently simple act of 

taking students off school grounds can in reality require a whole other set of skills to navigate 

bureaucratic regulations (Blanchet-Cohen & Elliot, 2011; Dyment, 2005).  

It is my hope this study will provide a framework for teachers who are interested in 

incorporating time outside for their students and influencing well-being, without compromising 
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time needed to meet other required learning outcomes. Weekly walks are attainable for 

teachers without experience or confidence in the area of environmental education and do not 

require additional funding, which is also often an obstacle for getting students outside.   

Within the field of environmental education (as with other fields with studies involving 

children), research often overlooks the participants’ opinions and perspectives and is more 

concerned with external means of measuring effectiveness (Beattie, 2015). Fargas-Malet, 

McSherry, Larkin, & Robinson (2010) write “historically, children were seen as objects to be 

studied, being regarded as incompetent, unreliable and incomplete” (p. 175). Irwin & Johnson 

(2005) note that until recently in the healthcare field, parents and paediatricians have been the 

prominent providers of information around the needs and experiences of young children. 

However, they identify that “in recent years, a growing number of researchers… have begun to 

capture the perspectives of children through qualitative interviews… studies have 

demonstrated that children as young as 4 years can provide important insight into their daily 

lives and health experiences” (Irwin & Johnson, 2005, p. 822). From my own experience as a 

teacher I recognize it can be difficult to take the time to make sure each student is heard and 

understood. For this reason I feel it is important my research assumes a “child-centered” 

approach (Mauthner, 1997, p. 17). I wanted to hear directly from the students about how their 

weekly walks impacted them.  

Researchers Perspective  

I am well-suited to conduct this research. As a teacher in Cochrane, Alberta, I began a 

habit of walking with my students for a full afternoon, once a week, in a natural area in our 

urban community in 2011. Our walks were mostly unstructured though they occasionally 

incorporated themes or topics related to other areas the children were studying in school such 
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as water quality testing, plant growth and changes, and animal habitat investigations. The focus 

of these walks has been to have students take time to notice, explore, and be curious in nature. 

Although in the beginning not all students looked forward to walking, with many expressing 

fatigue or discomfort, walking eventually became a part of our class culture as we engaged in 

the journey throughout the year.  

As an environmentalist and a teacher I believe schools have a significant opportunity 

and responsibility to provide young people with the chance to connect to the natural world. I 

believe all education can be environmental education. Elementary-aged students and teachers 

have an immense workload each school year and there are a number of ways that the natural 

environment can provide relief.  

Initially it was my intention to look primarily at the psychological and social/emotional 

impact weekly walks have on students. After reflecting further and consulting the relevant 

literature, I decided to focus my research on the broader context of well-being. This decision 

was in keeping with the priority afforded wellness in recent Alberta educational policy arenas. 

Between 2007 and 2009 a variety of international, national, and provincial stakeholders 

provided input on a definition of wellness for Alberta Education (Alberta Education, 2009). I 

initially decided to use the definition outlined in this government framework for my research. 

“Wellness is a balanced state of emotional, intellectual, physical, social and spiritual well-

being that enables students to reach their full potential in the school community. Personal 

wellness occurs with commitment to lifestyle choices based on healthy attitudes and actions” 

(Alberta Education, 2009, p. 3).  

As I immersed myself further into the wellness and well-being literature I became less 

confident in the language I was using. In many cases wellness and well-being were being used 
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interchangeably, and neither was being clearly defined. I worked my way through many reports 

and indexes including the Wellbeing of Canada’s Young Children Report by the Government 

of Canada (Government of Canada, 2011), The World Happiness Report by The Earth Institute 

at Columbia University (Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs, 2015), The Canadian Index of Well-

Being (University of Waterloo, n.d.), The Happy Planet Index (Abdallah, Michaelson, Shah, 

Stoll, & Marks, 2012) and Improving Health and Wellness through Access to Nature by the 

American Public Health Association (American Public Health Association, n.d.). There was 

significant overlap in the domains of wellness and well-being, but no definition was agreed 

upon. I found a subtle tendency for well-being to be tied more closely to holism and 

relationships beyond self, though still focusing on some consistent individual domains (Hall, 

2010; Lippman, Anderson Moore, & McIntosh, 2011; C O’Brien & Tranter, 2006), while 

wellness was more often tied to the ‘healthy’ lifestyles and behaviour literature (Government 

of Canada, 2011; Kent & Thompson, 2014).  

This led me to conclude that the term ‘well-being’ was the best fit for this study. This 

was confirmed when I spoke to Dr. Catherine O’Brien. Catherine coined the term “Sustainable 

Happiness” and is a well-respected leader in the vast field of happiness studies (C. O’Brien, 

personal communication, June 16, 2016). In her experience, although both terms communicate 

a similar message, wellness is tied more closely to a health related field and perhaps a “more 

static” state. Well-being in her opinion, is more of a “dynamic” way of being, which 

encompasses many domains including physical, cognitive, emotional, social and spiritual. This 

was the term I was looking for. With this in mind, the focus of my research became clearly 

delineated as childhood well-being. Therefore, I have slightly modified the earlier outlined 

definition for wellness education by Alberta Education to better fit the language I will be using. 
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When evaluating how weekly walks contribute to the well-being of the whole child, I will be 

assuming the following understanding: Well-being is a balanced state of the emotional, 

intellectual, physical, social and spiritual domains that enables students to reach their full 

potential in the school community.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

Barriers to Children in Nature 

Assessing why children appear to be increasingly removed from the natural world is an 

important topic for environmental education research (Andrejewski, 2011; Blanchet-Cohen & 

Elliot 2011; Dyment, 2005; Orr, 1994; White, 2004; Wilson, 1996; Zhang, Goodale, & Chen, 

2014). In the past few decades children’s free time outside has dramatically decreased, being 

replaced by an increase of hours in school, in the home, and engaging in other scheduled 

activities (Carr & Luken, 2014; Charles & Wheeler, 2012; Cleland et al., 2010). A number of 

barriers have been identified both generally in society and specifically in schools that prevent 

children from connecting to nature.  

In a school setting, many boundaries are bureaucratic. Extensive mandated curriculums, 

lack of time and support, and large class sizes compete with teachers’ attempts to incorporate 

time in nature for their students (Dyment, 2005). Lack of teacher training or of confidence 

amongst teachers has been identified both in early childhood education and public educational 

settings (Blanchet-Cohen & Elliot, 2011; Dyment, 2005). 

On a societal level there are additional reasons identified for keeping children out of 

natural environments. The general safety of children in natural areas is a concern for many 

families resulting in what Malone (2007) refers to as “bubble-wrapping” children (p. 513). She, 

like many others, fears children will miss out on important learning because of the cautions put 

into place in the name of safety. Vehicle transportation is another reason children lack 

exposure to nature on a daily basis, as parents drive their children from place to place rather 

than having them walk or cycle (Tranter & Pawson, 2001). Tranter and Pawsen (2001) note 



WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE WALK  18

“Parents may feel that they are ‘expected’ to drive their children because that is what all the 

other parents are doing” (p. 37).  

Connection to Place and Attachment  

On the weekly walks in the past I often noticed children developing a connection to 

specific natural places in the community. Research supports this notion, as well as the 

likelihood for a person to develop a concern for nature once this connection has been made 

(Mayer & Frantz, 2004). Mayer and Frantz (2004) describe this connection to nature as “the 

extent to which an individual includes nature within his/her cognitive representation of self” (p. 

504). Similarly, Raymond, Brown and Webber (2010) write about nature bonding: “Nature 

bonding has been operationalized in a variety of ways, including environmental identity, 

emotional affinity towards nature, and connectedness to nature… people’s experiences with 

nature [are] integral to one’s sense of self” (p. 424). They go on to discuss how this connection 

to nature can predict how people will act in defense of the environment.  

Connection to place can also be considered in contexts other than the natural world. 

David Sobel has done extensive work in this area with children in education systems. He 

describes “place-based education” as a connection to both the natural surroundings and the 

dynamic community: 

Place-based education is the process of using the local community and environment as 

a starting point to teach concepts in language arts, mathematics, social studies, science 

and other subjects across the curriculum. Emphasizing hands-on, real-world learning 

experiences, this approach to education increases academic achievement, helps students 

develop stronger ties to their community, enhances students’ appreciation for the 

natural world, and creates a heightened commitment to serving as active, contributing 
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citizens. Community vitality and environmental quality are improved through the active 

engagement of local citizens, community organizations, and environmental resources in 

the life of the school. (Sobel, 2004, p. 6) 

Nicole Ardoin (2006) explains that a sense of place is quite personal. The relationship 

to place can be with one’s cognitive, emotional, and social being. She urges programs to 

“strive to reach a range of community members through building on individual, unique 

perspectives…celebrating different types of senses of place” (p. 120). Ardoin, suggests it is the 

connection made between caring for a place and protecting a place that has renewed the 

interest in place-based research (2006).   

Benefits of Walking  

Research has shown that walking can have mental, physical and social health benefits 

in adults (Lee & Buchner, 2008). Walking in nature has been shown to reduce anger, anxiety, 

depression and time pressure, as well as increase a person’s positive engagement, fitness and 

feelings of tranquility (Johansson, Hartig, & Staats, 2011). “Exposure to restorative 

environments that provide satisfying experiences may encourage greater use and help maintain 

regular walking behaviour” (Giles-Corti et al., 2005, p. 173). A variety of studies of adult 

populations also describe the socialization benefits that are achieved through walking (Barton 

& Pretty, 2010; Johansson et al., 2011).  

While there is an abundance of research on the benefits of walking for adult 

populations, there is little research looking specifically at the benefits of walking in children. 

Tudor-Locke, Ainsworth, & Popkin (2001) assume the well known benefits for adults would 

also benefit kids. In their research on walk-able cities and walking to school, O’Brien and 
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Tranter (2006) found that children experienced a number of the positive outcomes that were 

found in the studies on adults.   

Children are expressing feelings of happiness and connection with others and their 

environment during their trip to school. There is also evidence that the very activity of 

walking can elevate one’s mood and contribute to both emotional and physical well-

being. (C O’Brien & Tranter, 2006, p. 7) 

There is further evidence of the sociability that manifests when children walk in 

community with their teacher and peers (C O’Brien & Tranter, 2006). The quality and quantity 

of social relations are connected to happiness, which emerges from walking to school.   

It is possible to find small portions of literature about children and walking in other 

closely related disciplines. In his work on mindfulness, Kabat-Zinn writes:  

It’s easy to imagine the playful sense of adventure that children bring to walking trips. 

They are very much engaged in the journey. They are living in the moment, the very 

thing that we aim to achieve through the practice of mindfulness. (Kabat-Zinn, 2004 as 

cited in O'Brien & Tranter, 2006, p. 6) 

Holism and Well-Being 

In decades past, health was viewed as the absence of illness, with “attention being 

given to sickness and dysfunction” (Witmer & Sweeney, 1992, p. 140). In recent years there 

has been increased attention to the idea of wellness or well-being, a proactive approach to 

looking at the whole person (J. E. Myers & Sweeney, 2008; Sandifer, Sutton-grier, & Ward, 

2015). 

Brown, Applegate and Yildiz (2015) write, “the developmental understanding of the 

components of wellness have been influenced by medicine, education, sociology, ecology, 
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biology, economics, counselling/psychology and spirituality” (p. 483). There is an ongoing 

demand for an accurate way to measure wellness and many attempts at this have emerged from 

a variety of fields (Hattie, Myers, & Sweeney, 2004).  

Cowen (1991), a leading theorist in wellness, discusses the challenges of defining and 

classifying wellness, but outlines “competence, resilience, system change, and empowerment” 

as concepts one might pursue in this effort (p.406). Other elements or components of well-

being or wellness that are prevalent in literature include, but are not limited to: spirituality, self 

direction, self regard (Brown et al., 2015), cultural identity, gender identity, stress 

management, self care, physical well-being, creativity, sense of humour, emotional awareness, 

social well-being, mental health, family supports (Hattie et al., 2004; J. Myers & Sweeney, 

2004), the ability to cope, self regard, power and control (Prilleltensky, Nelson, & Peirson, 

2001).  

There are a number of studies looking at the influence schools have on the health 

promotion of students, many finding that well-being programs can be very effective (Bernard 

& Walton, 2011; Speller et al., 2010; St. Leger, 2004). In recognition, in 2009 Alberta 

Learning facilitated discussions around wellness education in Alberta schools in preparation of 

developing new curriculum (Alberta Education, 2009). In this wellness framework, Alberta 

Education acknowledges “acquiring the knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary to develop 

healthy habits for life is a critical component of student wellness” (p. 1).  

Environmental Education in an Urban Setting 

Due to escalating urban development and concerns around safety, young people are 

increasingly restricted in their access to natural areas in their local environments (Tranter & 

Pawson, 2001; Wells & Evans, 2003). At a time when half of the world’s population is living 



WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE WALK  22

in an urban setting, it is not surprising that there is an interest in developing environmental 

education within city contexts (Krasny, Kudryavtsev, & Stedman, 2012).  

Tidball and Krasny (2010) look at activities in an urban setting which “may have a 

positive outcome for the environment and community” (p. 3), rather than focusing on how 

humans are a detriment to the natural world. They suggest that it is important to consider 

natural environments in urban setting as socio-ecological systems, and to note complexities of 

the relationships between human activities and natural spaces.  

Tidball and Krasney (2010) believe urban environmental education should involve 

engagement of community members in projects or activities. They identify participation, social 

connectivity and positive impact as some of the outcomes that become part of a system through 

engaging urban populations in their local natural spaces. Additional research suggests short but 

intensive periods of participation may be all that is needed to make important connections to 

nature in local urban settings (Krasny et al., 2012). 

Children, Health and Wellness in Nature  

There is a significant amount of research around the health and wellness benefits 

children gain from time spent in nature. Much of this research is situated in green school 

grounds and naturalized outdoor classrooms (Bell & Dyment, 2008; Chawla, Keena, Pevec, & 

Stanley, 2014; Chawla, 2015; Dyment, 2005; Malone & Tranter, 2003; Mirrahimi, Tawil, 

Abdullah, Surat, & Usman, 2011). Bell and Dyment (2008) highlight the intersection of green 

school grounds and the ways in which health is promoted with students and found “when 

thoughtfully designed, [school grounds] can become an integral component of holistic 

approaches to promoting health in schools” (p.79). They discuss ways that physical, social, 
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mental, and spiritual health is developed through the opportunities students have to interact 

with natural spaces.   

Contact with nature can positively impact schoolwork including higher test scores 

(Taylor, Kuo, & Sullivan, 2002; Wells, 2000). Wells and Evans’ (2003) work investigates the 

“buffering effect” nature can have on children’s ability to function during stressful events. In 

their findings they note “children with a high degree of exposure to nature seem to be protected 

from the impact of life stress” (p. 322). Time spent in nature also has positive benefits for 

children with attention difficulties. Taylor and Kuo have done several notable studies on 

children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). They write, “There is 

compelling evidence for a link between green space and enhanced capacity to pay attention in 

children. This link appears to hold when comparing different children’s attention functioning 

in, or after being in, different settings” (Taylor & Kuo, 2006, p. 129). Louv (2008) conjectures 

that the increasing diagnoses of ADHD and other attention disorders in North America, and the 

subsequent prescription to treat these conditions with medications, may be a result of western 

societies’ tendencies to spend more inactive time inside. 

There is a notable body of research around natural play and how it stimulates children’s 

curiosity. Robin Moore (1997), a pioneer in advocating for green play spaces writes “Natural 

spaces and materials stimulate children’s limitless imaginations and serve as the medium of 

inventiveness and creativity observable in almost any group of children playing in a natural 

setting” (p. 208). Other studies describe children developing their sense of play, and how that 

playfulness enhances their leadership abilities, not in a sense of physical skills but instead as a 

result of their creative capacities (Chawla, 2015; Sobel, 2004; White, 2004). 
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Health Communication and Promotion  

The relationship between this final category of my literature search and research may 

be less obvious so I felt it deserved a little explanation. Part of my motivation in this study is to 

document the journey of a class, as a collection of individual children, through their weekly 

walks in natural areas near their school.  I wish to communicate to teachers an honest and 

relatable account of this experience with the hope that others will benefit from my research 

findings and choose to engage children in the recommendations about weekly walks that flow 

from it. In part, therefore, the proposed research has a health communication and promotion 

agenda. There are a variety of frameworks and theories for health promotion that share the goal 

of creating messages that are “innovative, relatable and motivating for audiences” (Edgar & 

Volkman, 2012, p. 587). Stellefson, Hanik, Chaney and Chaney (2008) note the challenge of 

deciding whether to tailor messages- creating the message for individuals, or target messages- 

developing an approach for a general population.    

An effective tool for communicating information around health that has been used for 

many generations is narratives or story structures (S. T. Murphy, Frank, Chatterjee, & 

Baezconde-Garbanati, 2013). In one study it was shown that,  

…compared to women who received cancer-related information in a traditional non-

narrative format, women who received the information in a narrative format showed a 

significantly greater increase in knowledge…[and] reported significantly more positive 

attitudes toward cervical cancer screening (S. T. Murphy et al., 2013, p. 10). 

Further, because stories relate to emotions, culture and history, they help us understand 

the world and add “credibility and authenticity” to health messages (Edgar & Volkman, 2012, 

p. 589; S. T. Murphy et al., 2013). 
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Bandura (2004) looks at health promotion by means of social cognitive theory. He 

notes that knowledge is most necessary for people to adopt healthy lifestyle habits. However, it 

is a person’s belief as well as their sense of self-efficacy that contributes to personal change. 

Bandura describes the influence that modeling can have and explains that people are more 

likely to adopt behaviours they have seen modeled than those that are simply recommended to 

them.    
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Chapter 3: Methodology  

Design and Rationale  

To explore the ways in which weekly walks contribute to children’s well-being, a 

qualitative methodology approach was used, combining the use of observations and focus 

groups. Using ethnography, my aim was to describe and interpret the process and experiences 

of the student participants on walks (Creswell, 2007). Ethnographic research is described by 

Willis and Trondman (2000) as making sense of cultures and lived experiences. They define it 

as “a rich family of methods involving direct and sustained social contact with agents, and of 

richly writing up the encounter, respecting, recording, representing at least partly in its own 

terms, the irreducibility of human experience” (p. 5).  My intention was to uncover and 

understand the process the students were going through, with the purpose of interpreting the 

journey in a way that may be relatable and approachable for other teachers (Robson, 2011). I 

took a constructivist epistemological approach, understanding that knowledge is constructed 

through real-world experiences (E. Murphy, 1997; Staver, 1998). As a teacher I believe 

children have the ability to relate their experiences; this is a notion not necessarily shared by all 

researchers (Spratling, Coke, & Minick, 2012). I considered and incorporated techniques that 

have been effective when doing qualitative research with children in order to maintain integrity 

and to be mindful of attempting to achieve an appropriate balance of power between myself 

and participants (Mauthner, 1997; Morgan, Gibbs, Maxwell, & Britten, 2002; Spratling et al., 

2012).       

Participants and Site  

My research took place in the town of Cochrane, Alberta, a town of 17 500 people 

located 18 km west of the city limits of Calgary. Cochrane is one of Alberta’s fastest growing 
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towns, largely comprised of families whose parents are employed in local industry or who 

commute to Calgary for work. The school where I conducted my research encompasses 

kindergarten through grade five, and is an English speaking, public school. Approximately 

90% of the students live in the town of Cochrane. About 10% of the students are First Nations 

and live on the Stoney Indian reserve west of Cochrane. 

 The participants in my study were a grade four homeroom class of 27 students between 

the ages of eight and ten years old. The class was comprised of students with varying abilities 

including students with autism and anxiety disorders. Students also came from a variety of 

backgrounds.  

Table 1 

Participant Pseudonym and Gender 

Pseudonym Gender  
Mr. West Male (Classroom Teacher) 
Kyle Male 
Natalie Female 
Samson Male 
Ian Male 
Lexi Female 
Kate Female 
Andrew Male 
Harrison  Male 
Heidi Female 
James Male 
Gabe Male 
Peter Male 
Petra Female 
Jolene Female 
Jeremiah Male 
Jayden Male 
Holly  Female 
Rachael Female 
Allison Female 
Gwynn Female 
Sadie Female 
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Robin Female 
 

I visited the class in mid-September to introduce myself and explain my research in 

child-friendly language. All students in the homeroom were invited to participate in the study, 

however it was made clear that if a family should choose not to have their child participate, this 

would in no way impact the child’s participation in the class’s weekly walks. At that time I 

also sent home a letter of explanation, along with both student and parent consent forms 

(Appendix A). In total, 24 students participated in this research study.  

The class walked for a two-hour period, most often on Wednesday afternoon, but 

occasionally on Wednesday morning or another time during the week. The majority of the 

walks were through Cochrane Ranch and surrounding areas, all within walking distance of the 

school. For a map of the area, drawn by the classroom teacher, see Appendix B. It is important 

to note that the emphasis of walks was not necessarily to cover distance. Instead, the value was 

placed more on the spirit of what happened during the walks; being outside, moving away from 

the school building, playing, exploring, and discovering. During each walk students were given 

free exploration time in different natural spaces and occasionally engaged in other activities 

that related to their studies. The class walked every week and I joined their walks to conduct 

my research one time per month. I followed the progress of the walks over a five-month period 

(five visits in total); half of a school year. From my experience as a teacher this was long 

enough to create routine and see growth and change in students. As well, a time span from 

October through February covered a variety of seasonal weather conditions that had some 

impact on the students’ walking experiences.  
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Data Collection 

Data for this study was collected through observations and focus groups. It was also my 

intention for students to complete journal entries after their walks in order to serve as prompts 

during focus group conversations. Research using student-created journals has been shown to 

be helpful in stimulating conversations (Spratling et al., 2012). However, due to the demands 

of the classroom and because weekly walks were often scheduled to happen at the end of the 

school day, the classroom teacher found there was not always an appropriate time to journal. 

As a result, reflective journaling did not become a regular practice. Although I did look 

through occasional journal entries written by students about their walks, they did not provide a 

regular and reliable source of data for my research. When relevant I included notable journal 

entries in my observation notes and used topics as prompts for discussions during focus group 

conversations.  

Observation notes. 

Participant observation, rooted in ethnography as an effective means for describing a 

particular culture (Mathers, Fox, & Hunn, 1998), is also a recommended method for collecting 

data with children (Mauthner, 1997). Mathers, Fox and Hunn (1998) suggest that researchers 

can be very effective when trying to understand the culture of a community or situation by 

“becom[ing] completely part of the field” that they are studying (p. 6). They further emphasize 

that observation involves not only seeing a situation unfold, but observing with all senses. This 

is an active process. I was interested in observing how the children engage on walks and found 

the notes I took as a participant observer to be a key part of my data collection. Observations 

were recorded on my iPhone in the form of photos, video clips, and field notes. 
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 Weekly walks were observed on a monthly basis with the intention of experiencing 

first-hand what the students did, and to listen to what they said (Robson, 2011). I observed the 

students’ attitudes, moods, interactions and behaviours, and later interpreted how these 

changed over time. Although I thought it might be a challenge to subtly join their regular 

walking routine, this did not prove to be the case. The students quickly accepted me as an 

active participant and I was able to fully take part in the walks and maintain my role as an 

observer (Mathers et al., 1998).  

Focus groups. 

In order to gather ideas, thoughts and stories from students, their conversations were 

facilitated in the form of focus groups. From my experience with children of this age I 

anticipated they would likely be uncomfortable with a one-on-one interview format. McClaren 

and Morton (2003) describe focus groups as a good way to “freely explore ideas and build on 

each other’s comments” (p. 3), which I thought to be more appropriate than individual 

interviews for my research. Conducting focus groups with elementary aged students is 

effective because the small group setting is similar to the kind of conversations that they would 

have in the classroom, which the students liken to a safe setting (Mauthner, 1997).  

Typically, a group size of 6-10 participants is recommended for focus groups; however, 

Morgan, Gibbs, Maxwell and Britten (2002) found that with children aged 7 and 8, 4-5 

students is an ideal size. Group sizes ended up being 4-6 students, depending on attendance. 

The length of conversations ranged from 15-25 minutes per group per session.  

Location is an important consideration when engaging children in research (Mauthner, 

1997; Spratling et al., 2012). I had hoped to conduct some focus group conversations outside, 

somewhere along the walking route. However, due to timing, weather and other class 
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commitments it worked best to meet in the school building. Focus groups were held in spaces 

that were comfortable and familiar for students, either in the school’s learning commons or an 

unoccupied classroom down the hall from the student’s homeroom.   

As the facilitator, I conducted funnel-based interviews “begin[ning] with a less 

structured approach that emphasizes free discussion and then move[ing] towards a more 

structured discussion of specific questions” (Morgan, 1997, p. 41). This format ensured that 

students would first have the opportunity to tell me their stories and what they thought was 

important for me to know, after which I guided their conversation towards what I thought was 

important to ask.  

Focus group questions. 

During each focus group I began with the same seven questions. Occasionally I would 

ask for elaboration if I felt that a student had more of a story to tell. After a couple months of 

recognizing emerging themes, I sometimes revisited topics of conversation with particular 

focus groups. For example, in November one group mentioned that they were noticing their 

teacher trusted them more, and as a result their walks were more fun. I was intrigued by this 

idea and anticipated that it might become relevant when exploring well-being. Over the next 

few months I asked this particular group if there was anything else they had noticed on the 

topic of trust. It was not my intention to impose topics of discussion on the different groups, so 

I did not ask this same question to the other groups. Focus group conversations were recorded 

with my iPhone and conversations were followed up with journal notes, which allowed me to 

add any additional thoughts or reflections I had. For a list of the questions see Appendix C.  
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Data Analysis 

All data from observations and focus groups was transcribed by hand. I decided against 

using transcribing software because I thought it would be a good opportunity to familiarize 

myself with my data as I listened to it for a second time and typed up the conversations. I was 

able to add notes to myself about expression and subtleties that occurred throughout 

conversations, which would likely be missed if using a software program.  

While it was my intention to use some kind of pre-determined framework to analyze 

my data, I was not able to find a set of indicators appropriate for my work so decided to 

complete a thematic coding analysis. Robson (2011) notes a number of advantages to this type 

of analysis that resonated for me, including its flexibility with a variety of data sets, its 

accessibility for new researchers and the fact that it is often easy to communicate results to a 

variety of audiences.   

Initial coding was completed primarily through an inductive process of reading 

transcripts, creating wordlists of key words and noting the number of times they occurred 

(Ryan & Bernard, 2003). Next, I assessed wordlists for potential emerging themes while 

considering definitions, children’s language, and the context of words and phrases (Baptiste, 

2001; M. Morgan et al., 2002; Robson, 2011). Transcripts were then re-read with these 

emerging themes in mind, and quotes and phrases were highlighted accordingly. Through this 

process of reading and rereading, I continuously considered the idea of “what goes with what” 

(Robson, 2011, p. 475). Next, transcripts were reviewed to ensure all relevant content was 

categorized into themes and finally themes were explored to determine thematic networks 

including the mapping of superordinate and subordinate themes (Robson, 2011). Although I 

found clear themes emerged through my analysis process, it was often the case that student’s 
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comments or my observation notes fell into two or more themes. In order to ponder these 

pieces of data, as a final phase I made posters for each theme and used sticky notes to move 

data back and forth until I was comfortable with where each piece fit. Additionally, I noted 

relationships between themes and in some cases allowed one piece of data to be included in 

several different themes (Robson, 2011).  

As previously mentioned, to insure credibility within my work it was important to 

compare my data to other published research findings. I wanted to make the importance and 

validity of this area of research easily accessible and recognizable to other teachers. A 

significant amount of my time was spent with the literature related to well-being in schools, 

walking in nature, and the impact of nature connection. 

Although I found the thematic data analysis was effective and resulted in a meaningful 

set of themes to make sense of my data, I was still interested in finding a framework that 

related these themes to the broader field. I decided to interview three experts whose 

contribution to this body of work had been foundational to my thinking as I conducted my 

research. Dr. Catherine O’Brien is an Associate Professor of Education at Cape Breton 

University in Sydney, Nova Scotia. Dr. O’Brien developed the concept of sustainable 

happiness and has contributed significant work focused around child well-being and active 

transportation. Dr. Enid Elliot is an adjunct professor at the University of Victoria, in Victoria, 

British Columbia. Dr. Elliot is an expert in early childhood development and is instrumental in 

the Forest School movement in Canada. Dr. Louise Chawla is a Professor Emerita at the 

University of Colorado in Boulder, Colorado. Dr. Chawla is an environmental psychologist 

whose work emphasizes the importance of children’s access to nature and the impact of 

significant life experiences in the natural world from a young age.  
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I contacted each of the experts by e-mail, providing some background of my project 

and context for the information I was seeking. I interviewed both Dr. O’Brien and Dr. Elliot 

via Skype, discussions lasted approximately 35 minutes and 25 minutes respectively. I 

interviewed Dr. Chawla over the phone and our discussion lasted approximately 30 minutes.  

After describing the focus of my research I asked each of these experts “what well-

being indicators do you feel are most relevant to this children and nature context?” The 

answers they provided then allowed me to better connect my emergent qualitative findings to 

the broader context of well-respected researchers working in this field. These conversations led 

to me finding a pre-existing framework of indicators for child well-being. As I was not aware 

of the framework until after my analysis phase, I do not consider it a part of my original 

methods. Instead, I used it as a tool to further analyse and connect the themes that emerged 

from my thematic analysis to the established field of child well-being. This will be further 

explored in the discussion section in Chapter 5.  

Ethical Considerations and Trustworthiness  

In general, “researching children’s lives raises a number of methodological issues to do 

with consent, access, privacy and confidentiality” (Mauthner, 1997, p. 17). I made sure to be 

sensitive to these issues in a number of ways. First, I gained ethics clearance through the ethics 

review process at Royal Roads University, as well as consent from the Rocky View School’s 

Research Review committee to conduct research with students in this jurisdiction. Next, I 

clearly communicated my intentions and research design with students, parents, the classroom 

teacher and school administration. Both students and their parents were required to sign a 

participation waiver and it was made clear that participation or data withdrawal could happen 

at any time. I chose to report my findings using pseudonyms to protect students’ privacy. It 
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was important the students understood the purpose of the research, and I did my best to 

communicate this with clarity. 

Trustworthiness and integrity of this study was enhanced through my careful adherence 

to the provisions suggested by Shenton (2004), based on Guba’s four Aspects of 

Trustworthiness (1981). Credibility was ensured as the methods I used are well-established 

both in the area of ethnography and in working with children. I had experience running a 

similar weekly walking program in previous years and was confident the study would test what 

was intended in the design of this project. I was familiar with the culture of the study and had 

extensive background experience with the work. Although Guba describes member checking 

as an important provision for credibility, in this study member checking was not completed due 

to the difficulty of accessing the students in the short time frames available. I considered 

transferability in my efforts to communicate the story in a way that is relatable and 

approachable for other teachers. My clear design and timeline allowed dependability so the 

research can be replicated with ease in another setting. As I did not conduct research with 

students I was currently teaching, confirmability was easy to attain. I did not know the 

individual students before conducting research and I have nothing to gain or to lose from the 

study results.     
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Chapter 4: Results and Findings  

The data collected through walks and focus groups over a five-month period uncovered 

a rich array of student’s feelings, experiences, and learning. I found both themes that were 

expected from my own experiences of weekly walks in past years, as well as some exciting 

new discoveries that I had not anticipated.  

I discovered the value of unstructured time outside to be an overarching theme that 

emerged from my research findings.  I also identified five basic themes that fit within that 

overarching theme: (1) connection to learning, (2) connection to others, (3) connection to 

place, (4) a “hard to describe” feeling, and (5) changes over time. Some of these basic themes 

will be described further through sub-themes. I will rely heavily on quotes from students, as 

well as my observation notes to better explain these themes with the intention of providing a 

clear picture of the detailed and relevant responses students shared to describe their 

experiences.  I created a visual representation of the thematic network between these themes in 

Figure 1.  

 

Overarching Theme: The Value of Unstructured Time Outside  

Although all observations and focus group questions revolved around the whole weekly 

walking experience, the theme that emerged throughout the pages of data was the value of 

unstructured time outside in the minds of the students. Over and over again students 

commented that they wish they had more time on walks; more time to chat, to play, to explore. 

There are many examples of this. Kyle said, “I really wanted to go see it, to get closer and 

explore, but we were out of time.” Natalie complained, “…there is never enough time to check 

everything out, I wish we could have had a lot more time outside.” Samson tried to convince 
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me we should complete our focus group outside, despite the fact it was -28o C. and snowing. 

There was also a lot of talk about choice and freedom. Ian shared, “I like how you get to 

explore and no one is right there watching over your shoulder.”  

Weekly walks were a combination of structured and unstructured time. During the more 

structured time, the teacher led students to a place, walking or covering distance. As well, the 

class had regular discussions in the outdoor spaces that they had walked to, exploring topics 

related to what they were covered in the classroom, or a learning opportunity they had 

happened upon during their outing. Unstructured time consisted of students having the 

opportunity to explore natural spaces, including but not limited to building or playing with 

natural objects or engaging in self-organized games. Although the teacher took was not 

directing activities, he continued to monitor unstructured time for safety, and students were 

expected to follow previously outlined rules and protocol that ensured they treated natural 

spaces with care and behaved appropriately in the public spaces. The teacher’s role and 

presence during the unstructured time did change overtime, as students assumed more 

responsibility for rules and protocol. These themes will be presented in more detail later in the 

chapter, but I wanted to set the stage by introducing the resounding importance of unstructured 

time outside in the eyes of the students, and briefly outline what is meant by ‘unstructured’ in 

the context of this study.  
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Figure 1 

Thematic Network of Overarching and Basic Themes 
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Theme 1: Connection to Learning  

Although the intention of weekly walks was not directly rooted in a specific area of the 

Alberta Program of Study, the potential connections to both specific curricular outcomes and 

more broad skill development are extensive. Through my observations and conversations with 

students, there were many examples of how their walks authentically connected to learning 

objectives, as well as positively impacted their time as learners in a classroom setting.  

Authentic learning experiences. 

Despite weekly walks being relatively unstructured and lead by student’ explorations 

and curiosities, there was no shortage of learning opportunities on the walks I observed and in 

the stories that the students shared. There were many examples where students were able to 

make connections to content they had been learning about in the classroom, as well as other 

topics they were interested in. The walks and changing of seasons also provided opportunity 

for kids to reflect upon and discuss outdoor safety in a variety of different weather systems and 

engage in purposeful conversations. 

Students were engaged when making connections between in-class learning and 

discoveries on weekly walks. Lexi explained “outside is just another classroom for us, but you 

see real life.” Jolene said “It helps me when I can actually see what we are learning about”. 

When describing some of the highlights of his walks, Gabe said, “…one of the best parts is that 

we get to see new plant species and learn about whatever we come across. Things you didn’t 

notice before, but when you learn about them you start noticing them everywhere.”  

On the December walk I was a part of, the class was discussing the natural geographic 

regions of Alberta, which is a part of the social studies curriculum. Their community of 
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Cochrane is technically in the Parkland Region, but nears the border of the Grassland Region. 

In reference to this conversation during the walk, Jolene continued,  

…outside you get to see what you are actually learning about, rather than just looking 

at it in a book or on a computer. The map in the book makes it look like an area will be 

just one [region] or the other, but Cochrane is near the line so it is kinda a bit of both 

natural regions.  

On another walk the students had had a guest speaker presenting on species at risk 

earlier in the day. The teacher decided to have a de-brief conversation in an outdoor space 

during the walk and the students found this to be a positive way to discuss the presentation. 

Andrew shared, “I liked that we talked about the [guest speaker’s] presentation outside today. 

It felt good doing it outside cause you could hear the birds and some of those birds were the 

ones he talked about being at risk.” Harrison agreed,  

It was really interesting to talk about the presentation outside cause the guy protects 

wildlife and he told us that polluting can hurt the animal habitats. You can look around 

and see birds and stuff all right there. It makes sense and it makes you think.   

There were also plenty of examples of learning taking place that was not necessarily 

curricular based but valuable to the students, and on some occasions lead to further 

investigation in the classroom. Samson described the work he and some friends were doing, 

trying to build a bridge over a small creek;  

We thought we found some good sticks, that they were strong enough, but when we 

tried it they kept snapping. On the walk home we thought about it more and I think we 

need to pile stronger ones on the bottom next time. I have a picture of it in my head 

right now. 
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Kyle applied his former learning to a discovery on a walk in October:  

The creek was way different. There was a lot of water on one side, one side was higher 

and one side was lower. The beavers can really change the creek, a few years ago it 

even started a flood. You can see that start to happen again, maybe. 

Mr. West also took advantage of learning opportunities as they arose. Robin explains:  

Today we learned about creek safety in winter. It can be hard to know what is frozen 

solid and it is best to be very careful. Now I know what to do if I ever get wet in the 

winter and I can tell other people too so they can be safe. 

The wonder and curiosity that emerged from weekly walks was obvious throughout my 

observation notes and during conversations with students. Holly shared,  

I love how we have time to look closely at things. I found this cool seed and it had 

green inside, once I opened it a little bit, and it had this orange thing that looked like a 

bug. It startled me and it rolled off my hand.  

Harrison described a discovery he had with some friends,  

So me, Samson and Jeremiah were like going around, we ended up back where the 

steam was and we found a bunch of this bacteria stuff on the logs. We wondered how it 

formed and where it came from, it was fun just poking it with sticks. 

Kyle excitedly told us about his discovery. “I found a worm on a piece of bark. It was crawling 

in and out and I think it was curious about me too!” 

The opportunity for students to discuss and debate in an unstructured format was 

another way authentic learning experiences emerged. This conversation between Gwynn and 

Rachael demonstrates an opportunity to make predictions about the environments they are 

experiencing. Gwynn began “Look! I found a hole for animals. I don’t know what kind of 
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animals, but probably a home for them to hibernate in the winter, probably like a deer or 

racoon.” Rachael who was listening near by replied, “Deers don’t hibernate in winter.” Grace 

thought for a moment before suggesting, “well they would still need a cosy place to sleep in 

winter, it looks like it would be warm, and a good hiding place to stay safe.” 

Positive impact on classroom learning. 

Along with the ways curricular and extra-curricular learning opportunities arose 

through weekly walking experiences, the students also shared a number of other ways their 

walks supported their time spent in the classroom. Several students noticed that the chance to 

be active allowed them to be more effective when they returned to the classroom. Ian explained 

“…the exercise makes me feel good and that helps me focus for other parts of my school 

week.” Harrison shared “I have lots of energy heading out and I feel refreshed and settled when 

we get back [to the class].” Similarly James described “walks or recess and the cool air can 

clear your mind. It wakes you up a bit, or else I feel sleepy in the afternoon.”  

Throughout our discussions around how it feels to be outside, several students 

repeatedly expressed how challenging they found full days inside the classroom. The variety in 

places to explore and the changes in the natural environment were a much-needed change from 

the indoor classroom. Gabe was able to articulate how the combination of both environments 

works for him;  

It would be hard to do everything outside, but I do like outside learning more than 

inside learning. Sometimes though, being outside gives you creativity and then you can 

use that when you are back at your desk working in the class. 

During a walk, I had a conversation with Mr. West, the classroom teacher. He shared that:  
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Usually we walk in the afternoon because it fits better into our schedule with 

everything else going on. It is a challenge to schedule an uninterrupted period leaving 

the school ground because with learning support and other in-school commitments we 

are pretty tied up. When we can walk in the morning though, it is always great to see 

what the kids accomplish in the afternoon. Being outside really sparks something in 

them.   

In February when I asked the students about why they think weekly walks are 

important, Lexi explained,   

[Learning outdoors] teaches you to think about things differently. When you are 

exploring outside there isn’t too much worry about, like what the right answer is, or 

something being done perfectly, like I worry about that in my classroom work. Outside 

it is more about asking questions and looking and wondering and touching and 

thinking. It isn’t so much about knowing the answer.   

Theme 2: Connection to Others 

When I questioned students about highlights of a walk and whom they were walking or 

playing with, I began to notice they were not necessarily socializing with the same friends from 

month to month. Time with others or time spent alone was a significant topic in focus group 

conversation and something that seemed important and relevant to students in relation to their 

walks. The way the student’s relationships changed with their teacher was also notable, 

particularly how trust developed over time.  

Broadening relationships.  

Weekly walks were structured so that students could walk in small clusters while on 

route. In my observation notes I wrote about the way students walked, visiting with their peers, 
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teacher or educational assistant along the way. Conversations included anything from chatting 

about their lives, discussing their surroundings or playing imaginary games. After a couple of 

months walking with the class, I noticed that although some students seemed to stick pretty 

closely to a particular group of friends, many walked with different people throughout the 

duration. During free exploration I also noticed this, and in January I noted, “It is really 

interesting to see different combinations of kids spending time together. Compared to 

unstructured time at school, in the classroom or at recess, I am noticing a lot more interchange 

between who spends time with who.”  

During each focus group I asked the students whom they spent most of their time with 

during the walk and if these were students that they typically spent their time with. When 

looking back through the conversations I started to notice that the students seemed to be 

socializing with a wider variety of others, I asked them about it during focus group 

conversations.  Lexi explained after a particularly snowy walk in December “…today I played 

with different kids. They aren’t my closest friends that I usually hang out with, but we all had 

snow pants on, so we were sliding down the hill and the kids without snow pants weren’t 

allowed.” Robin shared an opportunity that led to her spending time with different kids than 

usual.  

I was with my normal friends Holly and Jolene, we were building our little raft, but 

then Natalie found this cool slime on the creek and we spent a bunch of time with her, 

poking it and playing with it with sticks and some other kids came over too cause we 

were all excited.  

Peter, who did not often show a lot of social confidence shared that “on walks I am always 

making new buddies that want to play”. After explaining a complex game that he and some 
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other students had invented that day, he said “those buddies tried to catch me but they couldn’t, 

I was too fast and I didn’t ever play with those guys before, I don’t even know their name, but 

it was so fun.”   

There were also a couple of occasions in which the whole class was involved in an 

activity together during unstructured time. Petra describes a highlight saying,  

We were all excited cause it was the first snow, so before we left the field we were all 

rolling big snowballs. The whole entire class was building a snowman together and 

then it collapsed and fell and everyone jumped on it (other kids join in with laughs, 

adding details to the story with excitement).  

Several students explained that weekly walks provided an opportunity for them to 

spend some time on their own. Natalie, when asked who she spent time with that day 

explained, “I just interacted with nature, and explored on my own.” For the next few months 

Natalie had stories about friends and the activities they engaged in, and then again in January 

she said “I just love being out in nature, rolling around in the snow. Sometimes I just want to 

do that on my own, the classroom is so full of other people and I need the space.” In February 

when I asked the students to reflect back on the previous months of weekly walks, Kate 

described her appreciation for different socialization opportunities that the walks offer.  

Sometimes I walk with my usual friends, sometimes I like the time to myself and 

sometimes I walk or play with kids that I don’t really play with at different times. You 

just get to choose what you feel like and it depends on the day and what everyone else 

is doing and stuff. It’s nice.  
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Working Together  

During the unstructured time on walks many students engaged in fort building, 

experiments, and other tasks that took informal organization of small or large groups, including 

the class wide snowman building from the previous example. Samson described the teamwork 

happening between him and some others,  

So Jeremiah found a really good log for our fort, but it took three people to carry it. 

There was Jeremiah, Harrison and me, the other guys are shorter so it was easier for 

them to carry, so they had to slow down and I had to duck down below the bushes. It 

worked really well.  

Another group of students all talked excitedly over one another about trying to build a little raft 

to float on the creek. Jolene said, “It took lots of different people holding lots of different parts. 

It didn’t work, but we are still thinking about how we can fix it.”  

 Rachael described an imagination game that included a number of her classmates 

during some free exploration time,  

After learning about animals in their habitat we were all pretending to be bunnies, but 

we lost our mom and we were lost in the woods. We were actually thinking if it was 

one or two whole days and what we would have to do to survive and everyone had 

good ideas from what we know about animal adaptations. It was just imagination but it 

was better with lots of people.  

Building trust. 

Building connections among students was a theme that was clear both through the 

focus groups and observations. However, a relationship that I hadn’t noticed until some of the 

students brought it to my attention was the connections being made between the teacher and his 
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students. Mr. West regularly interacted with the students during walks and was engaged both in 

leading tasks and participating in impromptu activities, conversations, and games as they 

emerged. It was not until it came up in a focus group conversation that I began to notice the 

trust that was being formed over time for the students by the teacher.  

In November when I asked a group if there was anything notable they wanted to add to 

our discussion, Robin shared,  

I just really like the chance to explore, like how Mr. West trusts us. He checks on us 

and makes sure everyone is good, but we can kinda do what we want as long as we are 

safe and careful.  

Gabe added,  

Like we want to be good cause then he gives us more time and more space and he 

knows we will be okay. He will probably have more fun too, cause he won’t have to 

just follow around one bad kid, he can explore and see the other kids and what we are 

all doing.  

In January I asked this same group of students if they had continued to notice this 

building of trust, or if anything has changed. Jeremiah explained,  

Today was the best walk yet. We got to explore the frozen creek, which could be totally 

dangerous. We talked about safety on the ice and everyone totally followed the rules 

cause it was so cool and no one wanted to ruin. I think we are keeping building Mr. 

West’s trust. Also when we all follow the rules I think we are building trust for each 

other too. 
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Theme 3: Connection to Place 

Just as connections had been made to classroom work and between students, 

connections to the natural spaces that the students visited also emerged during weekly walks. 

Conversations and observations indicated both a connection to the local places, as well as to 

the environmental elements present there.  

Caring for local spaces. 

When I first joined the students at the end of October, they had been walking for about 

six weeks. Already at this point they seemed very familiar with the space that they spent their 

free exploration time. I wrote: 

When Mr. West sent the students out for their exploration time the majority of students 

took off immediately into the bush. The area seemed pretty well explored, and many of 

them went to check on forts that they had been working on or a discovery from a 

previous visit.  

James told me that he had been away for a couple of weeks and was not as familiar with the 

area as his friends were. 

It’s harder because I don’t know the paths as well, so I am trying to remember what the 

paths look like. It is kind of a struggle for me and I have to remember it’s because I 

haven’t been there as much.  

During the November walk that I attended the students decided that someone else had 

noticeably been spending time in this special area. Gabe explained, “Our fort was destroyed, so 

that kind of made me upset, but its not like we owned the sticks or something.” Jeremiah added 

“yeah it wouldn’t be a problem if other people are there, we just don’t want people to wreck it 

because it is like our special spot, you know?”  
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Also in November several students were starting to reference vising these special places 

with their families. Not all students live in the same community as the school, however Ian 

mentioned, “I live near by, so my dad lets me come here when I am upset or need some time 

alone”. Lexi shared, “I brought my family here on a bike ride over the weekend to check out 

the beaver dam.” The students seemed to value having this space near the school. After an 

animated conversation about the excitement of a walk one day in February, Robin finished our 

conversation with “we are really lucky to go to school this close to cool places to walk.” 

Building a nature connection.  

From the very first time I joined the students, there was discussion around acting 

responsibly in the natural environment. During the October focus group conversations, 

Harrison was describing the rules he and his friends came up with for their fort building. 

You get to build what you want with everything that’s there, but one of the main rules 

is that you can’t actually break the alive plants, you can only break and build with the 

dead parts because the plant is done with them.  

Jayden added, “I wish there was more dead sticks on the ground to build with, but it isn’t worth 

hurting living plants for.”  

The students seem to enjoy learning about the species in the area. Holly said, “Mr. 

West brings a book along so we can look up plants and animals. It is cool to know what things 

are and to find them in other places.” When discussing a November walk, Natalie shared how 

this familiarity has allowed her to become more connected to the natural space. “I feel really 

connected to nature on our walks. When you recognize the area and the plants and animals it is 

like getting to know a person or a friend, but it is a place,” she said.  
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Due to their familiarity with the area, students noticed the seasonal changes in the 

environment. In October many of the students were interested in the change in water level 

because of the beaver dam. Gabe described it in detail. 

There was sort of a drop off when the water finally made it over the dam. It dropped off 

about a foot and then there was a tiny stream of water coming down. The whole path of 

the stream was changed.  

In November I recorded “many students took a close look at the frost covering the long 

grass and branches.” In January, Andrew reflected back on the changes he had seen throughout 

the past few months. 

Going back to the same place over and over makes you see things that you might not 

normally think about. Like berries on a bush, you might not notice that they change 

colours after they freeze or you didn’t look closely before and after. Seeing the same 

place at different times of the year you see it, it’s cool! I can’t wait till spring and 

seeing the birds and stuff come back. 

In February I noted, “The students pay great attention to detail in the outdoor spaces they visit. 

It is amazing actually, what they notice.”  

Theme 4: A ‘Hard to Describe’ Feeling 

In general, the group of students were relatively quick to answer questions and 

excitedly took turns telling stories, sharing highlights and complaints, and contributed to each 

other’s comments along the way. However, when I would ask about how walks made them 

feel, the students were often at a loss for words. Although this theme could arguably fit with 

other themes, it stands on its own because it stood out to me as significant. 
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Aware that I am at risk of sounding whimsical, I described it in my notes the same way 

over and over again. In October, after my first time interviewing the students I wrote this about 

their responses to the question- How did you feel on todays walk? “ …it seemed tricky for 

them to put their finger on it, they get almost dreamy eyed like they are going back to the place 

they are describing.” After our second meeting in November I noted, “[the student’s] responses 

are almost primitive, or spiritual when they describe how they feel out on a walk. They usually 

describe it with one word at a time, calm, free, happy, relaxed, carefree.” Rachael explained 

that she feet “wild, like a part of nature, like when an animal is let outside they feel wild and 

free.” Samson who describes himself as “a pretty busy guy” shared that on walks “we can 

explore. We’re not trapped, there is fresh air and we’re not just sitting down the whole time. It 

feels so good, like we are supposed to feel.” James said,  

Usually on walks my body feels open. It is hard to describe. My body is getting fresh 

air, so I feel like, almost careless. It feels like I can do anything. When I am inside, um, 

like, you can hear all the noises from the heating and stuff…[I feel] all crammed up.  

When asked how walking influences the rest of their day, again James responded, 

“whenever I go on walks I feel like it has changed my day. It makes me feel like I am more 

relaxed and I am happy.” Kate described her state as, “the good kind of exhausted, the kind 

you get from playing hard and walking hard and running hard.” 

Although students had their low moments from time to time, I found it profoundly 

interesting that month after month they seemed to be at a loss for words to describe how it felt 

to take a walk. After several months of being asked the same question Natalie said, “I have 

been thinking about this one. I think I just feel free, just like I was born to explore and born to 

be an adventurer. Sometimes I forget that when I’m not outside.” 
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Theme 5: Changes Over Time  

My intention to meet with the students over a five-month period was to get a thorough 

understanding of their experiences through different seasons, as well as to observe change over 

time. Beginning with conversations and observations in October and wrapping up in February I 

saw changes in resiliency, responsibility and stamina.  

Resilience  

During the first couple of walks I participated in, the students were happy to be outside 

but some had discomforts. In October it was a typical fall day with a temperature of 15o C. and 

I wrote in my observation notes “By the end of the walk I was hearing a fair number of 

complaints, and a real combination. Some students were too hot, one was too cold and a few 

desperately needed a drink.” During focus group discussions, Jayden was discouraged by the 

area that he was exploring, saying, “there were too many thistles and stuff in there” and Kate 

shared that she “wasn’t comfortable and couldn’t really find anywhere good to sit while Mr. 

West was talking.” Additionally there were a number of stories about scratches, bumps and 

other minor injuries.  

Over time these complaints and frustrations began to turn into more thoughtful and 

reflective comments. By November, Kyle explained that he realized “being tired from a walk 

actually feels kind of good, like I have had a lot of good exercise and fresh air.” By January, 

Ian, who previously had shared his frustrations with the discomforts of playing in the shrubs 

and tall grass, said “You sometimes get prickled by plants or you fall down, but then you get 

used to it and you don’t get that hurt.” When telling a story about free exploration time in 

February, Harrison shared with a great big smile on his face “I was cold and tired by the end, 
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but I was still really excited about what we were building” and Andrew added “yeah it was 

hard work, but fun work.”  

Responsibility and ability to read nature  

It was interesting to me how the theme of responsibility emerged over the five months 

that I spent walking and talking with the grade four students. It was represented both by the 

way that students behaved on walks and how prepared they were for the weather. During the 

first walk I joined, it was clear that Mr. West kept the students pretty close and they didn’t 

have too much room to go astray. In my observation notes, I wrote “The kids had some 

freedom within some fairly tight parameters. Instructions were clear about where they were 

allowed to explore and they were called back periodically to check in.” Five months later I 

wrote,  

There seems to be a real difference in the students’ freedom in the last couple of 

months. They have large amounts of time that is relatively unsupervised. They treat the 

creek and forest areas with great care and are very aware of their surroundings.   

Students shared examples of how they developed safe and responsible behaviour over 

time in the natural spaces. Kyle explained his curiosity about a beaver dam in the area, saying 

“I really wanted to go across it, it was pretty cool, but from what I learned about beavers I 

don’t think it would be good for it if I tried.” Samson described his excitement on a walk in 

January, 

When I saw the ice I was pretty tempted to go on it to test if it was weak or strong, it 

looked like it might be weak because I could kind of see though it, but I knew it 

wouldn’t be safe to test without an adult.    
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I also noticed an increase in responsibility in how the students prepared themselves for 

walks over the five-month period. In October Holly mentioned that she “felt a bit tired going 

home, and thirsty because my mom didn’t pack me a water bottle.” In November James 

described his discomfort: “I was freezing. I was just wearing a really light sweater.” In 

December, the walk that I joined was the first real snow of the year. Many students were 

“wishing for snow pants” and Ali was frustrated with her “soaking shoes in all the snow.”  

By January these complaints had subsided. In my observation notes in February I 

wrote, “All the kids seem well dressed for the weather, this has seemed to gradually improve 

over time.” Ali, the same student who had soaking shoes in December, shared in February, 

“Now I know I need the right gear. I have gotten better at being prepared for the walks.” When 

reflecting back on how student’s felt their own weekly walking habits had changed, Petra said 

“I have learned about bringing the right clothes. I always remember on Wednesdays now, and 

walks are funner when you have the right stuff.”  

Stamina  

A third change I observed over the course of five months of weekly walking was an 

increase in physical stamina. My observation notes from October described “Some students 

were pretty tired and worn out from the activity, and hurrying back to make it in time to catch 

buses was a challenge.” Over the next few months an increase in stamina was clear. In January, 

Robin explained “Today we had to run back early for a lunchroom job; it was hard but I think 

better than earlier in the year when we first stared walking.” The students walked longer 

distances and complaints of fatigue lessened. Several students began to acknowledge a “good 

tired” that they experienced after a walk, feeling like they had been physical, but were not 

exhausted. Some students identified the physical benefits they gained on walks. Sadie shared 
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the following in a focus group conversation, “we always get exercise on our walks, but I was 

playing chasing games with Peter today and I got extra exercise.” In February I told the kids 

that I had noticed less complaints about distance and wondered if they had also noticed this in 

themselves. Rachael shared, “I can walk farther and it is easier to go a long ways.” Gwynn 

added “and now that’s with snow pants and boots that are harder to walk in than runners!”  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion  

I will begin this chapter by describing the adaptation of an original framework of 

indicators for child well-being to a new framework I developed to specifically address child 

well-being in reference to weekly walks. I will then use the newly developed framework to 

describe the relevance of the themes introduced in the last section, describing the implications 

of these findings for weekly walks in a school setting and making suggestions for future 

research in this field. Finally, I will conclude with my reflections about how I plan to consider 

this work moving forward in my role as a classroom teacher and environmental educator.  

Framework for Child Well-Being  

The previous section explored the overarching theme and the five basic themes that 

emerged from closely examining weekly walks. As stated in my methods section, I thought it 

was important to link these findings to existing research literature in order to add credibility to 

my work and to build upon existing knowledge in this field. My hope was to find a framework 

specifically addressing the question “How do weekly walks contribute to the well-being of the 

whole child?” which other educators might also adopt with ease.  

The conversations I had with experts in this field proved to be extremely helpful. Dr. 

Catherine O’Brien suggested several frameworks one of which was particularly useful, a 

publication focused around positive indicators of child well-being (Lippman et al., 2011). This 

framework (Appendix D) encompassed a synthesis of a large body of theoretical and empirical 

work. In Table 2, I adapted this positive indicator framework to create a simplified framework 

for well-being through weekly walks.  
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Table 2   

Positive Indicator Framework for Well-Being through Weekly Walks based on Lippman et al 

(2011) 

Domain Indicators 

INDIVIDUAL  

Physical Health and Safety  

     Healthy Habits Healthy eating, exercise and healthy sleep 
habits  

Safe from accidents, injury Being aware of traffic and other potential 
dangers  

Risk Management Skills and knowledge to take safe risks in 
outdoor environments 

Cognitive Development and Education  
Educational Achievement Curricular based achievement and literacy 
Critical Thinking Evaluation/Analytical/Problem 

Solving/Creativity 
Positive Attitude towards Learning Positive Attitude towards Learning 

Psychological/Emotional Development  
Overall Well-Being Happiness, flourishing, life satisfaction, 

confidence 
Agency Resourcefulness, positive risk-taking, 

motivation, responsibility 
Optimism and Resilience Positive outlook and constructive adaptation 

to adverse events 
Social Development and Behaviour  

Moral Character Ethical Behaviour, Integrity 
Social Intelligence Communication, cooperation, conflict 

resolution, trust, empathy 
Spirituality  

Deep Concentration Prolonged concentration, meaning making 
Connection to Self Connection with self and with nature 

RELATIONSHIPS  
Peers  

Positive Friendships Supportive friendships, quality relationships 
with peers, opportunity to meet friends 

School  
Positive Relationships with Teachers Student report of teacher support 
Positive engagement and connection Participation in clubs, extracurricular, sense 

of belonging and acceptance 
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Community  
Sense of Belonging in Community 

 
Participates in activities at community 
organizations 

Natural Environment  

Positive Experiences  Has safe accessibility to nature/opportunity 
to connect 

Ecologically Responsible Understands and models environmentally 
responsible behaviour 

 

The original framework looked at child well-being from the perspective of three 

categories: the individual, their relationships, and the different contexts in which they operate. 

In Table 2, I retained the focus on the individual and their relationships. The category focused 

on student well-being as individuals has been the focus of my research from the beginning. My 

decision to retain the relationships category emerged from my conversation with Dr. Enid 

Elliot (personal communication, June 13, 2016). Enid explained to me the importance of the 

relationships she sees emerging while working with young people in natural environments, and 

emphasized the value of looking at well-being through a relationship lens. I omitted the 

original framework’s third category, different contexts, in my framework (Table 2) as my 

research is focused solely on a single context, the children in their local neighbourhood with 

their school class.  

Within the individual and relationship categories, I also chose to adjust some domains 

to more specifically reflect measures of well-being in relation to the weekly walking 

experience. Within the individual category, for example, I included the spirituality domain. In 

the original framework spirituality is included as a sub-domain of psychological/emotional 

development. I chose to represent spirituality as its own domain of individual well-being as I 

found it to be a prominent component of the well-being and wellness literature (Hattie et al., 

2004; Maller, 2009; J. Myers & Sweeney, 2004; C O’Brien & Tranter, 2006; Treganza, 2008; 
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Witmer & Sweeney, 1992). Specifically, Treganza (2008) emphasizes spirituality is at the core 

of children’s well-being and argues it is “becoming integrated into the debate about children’s 

experiences and their impact on learning” (p.3).   

In reference to the relationships category I added the domain of natural environment. 

When I compared the themes that emerged from my data analysis to the original framework, I 

found there to be a number of examples connecting students to the natural world. These 

examples did not seem to fit comfortably in any of the other relationship domains found in the 

original framework. I did not want these findings to go overlooked as the body of literature 

around nature’s influence on the well being of children makes it clear that relationships with 

the natural environment are instrumental in child development and an important domain to 

consider (Chawla, 2015; Maller, 2009; Moore, 1997; Nisbet, 2014; Zelenski & Nisbet, 2014).   

My attempts to integrate my findings with the original framework raised an important 

issue of language. As I completed a thematic analysis first, allowing themes to emerge from 

transcripts, the themes that are presented in Chapter 4 do not necessarily reflect the same 

language one would closely associate with the well-being literature. However, the themes and 

the specific examples from the data which support those themes reveals that regardless of the 

differences in the language of how they are expressed, weekly walks did positively influence 

student well-being. This positive influence was expressed in a number of important domains. 

In the following section I describe the domains that make up the adapted positive indicator 

framework and how the themes and findings from chapter 4 align with the well-being 

indicators.  

Individual  

Domain Indicators 
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INDIVIDUAL  

Physical Health and Safety  

     Healthy Habits Healthy eating, exercise and healthy sleep 
habits  

Safe from accidents, injury Being aware of traffic and other potential 
dangers  

Risk Management Skills and knowledge to take safe risks in 
outdoor environments 

Cognitive Development and Education  
Educational Achievement Curricular based achievement and literacy 
Critical Thinking Evaluation/Analytical/Problem 

Solving/Creativity 
Positive Attitude towards Learning Positive Attitude towards Learning 

Psychological/Emotional Development  
Overall Well-Being Happiness, flourishing, life satisfaction, 

confidence 
Agency Resourcefulness, positive risk-taking, 

motivation, responsibility 
Optimism and Resilience Positive outlook and constructive adaptation 

to adverse events 
Social Development and Behaviour  

Moral Character Ethical Behaviour, Integrity 
Social Intelligence Communication, cooperation, conflict 

resolution, trust, empathy 
Spirituality  

Deep Concentration Prolonged concentration, meaning making 
Connection to Self Connection with self and with nature 

 
Physical safety and health.  

Weekly walks positively contribute to student physical fitness and help students to gain 

stamina. In the Stamina sub-theme in Chapter 4, students notice they are getting exercise and 

experience the long distances become easier over time. Lee and Buchner (2008) emphasize the 

positive impact exercise through walking has on public health and how it can provide 

substantial benefits to physical well-being.  

Weekly walks also contributed to children’s capabilities with respect to physical safety. 

Learning about seasonal safety along the river and dressing appropriately for cold or warm 
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weather are ways physical safety and health are demonstrated. I have reflected on the physical 

safety and risk management skills and behaviours they developed on these walks in the sub-

theme describing students’ increased responsibilities.  

Cognitive development and education.  

The theme Connection to Learning closely relates to the domain of cognitive 

development and education. Although my research did not show direct evidence of how 

weekly walks impact academic achievement, there were examples of how learning on walks 

supported curricular-based learning. Students shared how being outside and experiencing first 

hand learning helped them to make sense of things they were learning in school. Dyment 

(2005) describes this notion in reference to green school grounds.  

Researchers who have investigated the potential of green school grounds as outdoor 

classrooms generally agree that when the context for learning changes from an indoor, 

book-centered environment to an outdoor, nature-centered environment, students find it 

to be a more meaningful context for education. Learning easily comes alive, as students 

are able to handle, touch, smell and even taste the materials they are learning with and 

from. (p. 30) 

The opportunities for critical thinking and problem solving on weekly walks were 

plentiful and were demonstrated through examples in the previous section. Often, students used 

words such as “creative”, “challenging”, “experimenting” and “discovering” which accurately 

demonstrates the indicators in this domain. Moore (1997) argued unstructured time in nature 

“helps build the cognitive constructs necessary for sustained intellectual development” (p. 

208).  
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 Students certainly had positive attitudes about the learning they were doing outside 

during walks. They enjoyed making direct connections to what they were learning about and as 

Heidi described, many students appreciated using “the outdoors as the classroom.” Dyment 

(2005) found the motivational aspects of learning outside “can help to motivate and inspire 

students who do not learn best in classrooms” (p. 30). 

Psychological/emotional development.  

Psychological and emotional development is represented in the theme A “Hard to 

Describe” Feeling. An emotional state can be a difficult thing to describe. Students used words 

such as calm, wild, free, happy, relaxed and carefree to express their emotional well-being. 

O’Brien and Tranter (2006) suggest, “there is evidence that the very activity of walking can 

elevate one’s mood” (p. 7) and Moore (1997) states the benefits of nature “enhance self esteem 

and offer children a peaceful feeling” (p. 208).  

Agency is a component outlined in the psychological and emotional development 

domain taken from Lippman’s framwork and it includes the indicators: resourcefulness, 

positive risk taking and responsibility. Bandura (2006) explains “to be an agent is to influence 

intentionally one’s functioning and life circumstance…not [to] simply [be] onlookers of their 

behaviour” (p. 164). This domain is well represented in my findings as well. Students 

demonstrated their resourcefulness through exploring authentic learning opportunities. They 

reported on their experiences with trial and error, constructing and experimenting. Positive risk 

taking and responsibility emerged over time as students became familiar with their 

surroundings and prepared for their walks.  

Although many students expressed their preference for learning outside, they also 

recognized how weekly walks positively influenced rigorous time in the classroom, 
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demonstrating their optimism and resiliency as learners. Several students noted that time spent 

outside can “clear [their] mind” for inside work. Wells and Evans (2003) supports this notion, 

suggesting time spent in nature can “buffer the impact of life’s stress on children” (p. 321).  

Social development and behaviour.  

Moral character building occurred both in relation to the natural environment, and in 

relation to others. On walks, students had the opportunity to interact with each other, the 

teacher and with nature. All types of interaction occurred in a relatively unsupervised fashion. 

Students seemed to develop high expectations to behave responsibly and with integrity for 

themselves and for one another, and they were in turn rewarded with fewer limitations. Jayden 

shared, “Walks keep getting more fun. We get more freedom as we earn more trust.” 

 Social intelligence was illustrated through the sub-theme of Working Together. Social 

intelligence has been described in a variety of ways throughout literature. One of the first to 

describe the term was Gardner in his theory of multiple intelligences in which he explained it 

to be “individuals capacities to discern and respond appropriately to the moods, temperaments, 

motivations, and desires of other people” (Kaukiainen et al., 1999, p. 82). Students 

demonstrated communication, cooperation and conflict resolution through the examples of 

building, creating and discovering. In my December observation, I described an example of 

social intelligence I was seeing develop during free exploration time:  

The kids have opportunities to just figure things out with one another without being 

micromanaged or facilitated by a teacher or another adult. There aren’t many chances 

to do this in the classroom. There have been a few disputes over how something should 

be built or who should play what role, but given the time and space; they seem to work 

it out.  
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Dyment (2005) supports this opportunity for open-ended outdoor learning and how it can 

contribute to the development of social skills in reference to green school grounds.  

Outdoor learning on green school grounds can help to motivate and inspire students 

who do not learn best in the classroom… informal learning is intrinsically motivated 

learning that happens without teacher intervention. It occurs when students have 

unstructured time on the green school ground and they learn social and behavioural 

skills. (p. 30)    

Spirituality.   

Although it can be a difficult domain to define and identify, opportunities to develop 

spirituality seem to be evident in a number of themes developed from the data analysis process. 

The indicator looking at prolonged concentration and meaning making is evident in the 

students’ learning experiences. Spirituality can be described as “the getting of wisdom” 

(Treganza, 2008, p. 4). As well, a public health advisory committee in New Zealand defined 

spiritual well-being as “the experience of mutually regarding encounters between people, a 

sense of communion with the environment, access to heritage and cultural integrity” (O’Brien, 

2005, p. 7). I frequently observed as students watched, questioned and debated what was 

happening in the environment around them. These times of concentration were particularly 

evident when students were given five minutes of silence, an activity with the intention of 

observing one’s environment in solitude. Kate’s description of this time of silence in January 

demonstrates evidence of this level of concentration.  

A highlight for me today was our five minutes of silence. I sat by the creek and 

watched the creek touch the edge of the snowy bank. It made me think about when the 
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water will melt the snow, or if the snow will turn the water into ice. It was nice to just 

have the down time to watch it and think about it. 

According to the framework, connecting self and the natural world is another indicator 

of spiritual well-being. During focus group conversations several students identified their 

appreciation for the opportunity to spend time on their own, which was highlighted in the 

theme Connecting to Others. Even students who enjoy interacting with other people explained 

they do not always have ample time to spend with themselves. The structure of walks including 

free exploration time allowed for students to reflect in solitude. Raymond, Brown and 

Webber’s (2010) work looks specifically at the personal environmental connection and 

explains “people’s experiences with nature are integral to one’s sense of self” (p. 424).   

Relationships 

Domain Indicators 
RELATIONSHIPS  

Peers  
Positive Friendships Supportive friendships, quality relationships 

with peers, opportunity to meet friends 
School  

Positive Relationships with Teachers Student report of teacher support 
Positive engagement and connection Participation in clubs, extracurricular, sense 

of belonging and acceptance 
Community  

Sense of Belonging in Community 
 

Participates in activities at community 
organizations 

Natural Environment  

Positive Experiences  Has safe accessibility to nature/opportunity 
to connect 

Ecologically Responsible Understands and models environmentally 
responsible behaviour 
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Peers.  

The domain focusing on well-being as influenced by one’s relationships with peers has 

a clear relation to the emergent theme Connection to Others, specifically the sub-theme 

Expanding Relationships. There were a number of examples in the data that align with the 

indicators outlined in the framework including supportive friendships, quality relationships and 

the opportunity to meet friends. A number of students reported enjoying time “walking and 

playing with my friends” as well as “hanging out with different kids than usual.” My 

observation notes describe a variety of situations where a relationship with others was notable, 

and socializing seemed to be a very important part of weekly walks. Students treated each 

other with kindness and were inclusive to those beyond their closest to their friendship circle. 

White (2004), for example, describes a natural environment as one that “stimulates social 

interaction between children”(p. 7) and also explains “children who play in nature have more 

positive feelings about each other” (p. 6).   

School.  

Another domain with a set of indicators for well-being is the student’s relationship with 

their school. The students’ rapport with their teacher was revealed through focus group 

conversations and observation notes. Building trust was discussed as a sub-theme of 

Connection to Others and illustrated the student’s appreciation for the role their teacher plays 

on their weekly walks. The students articulated as they built Mr. West’s trust, they had more 

authority to make decisions about where to go and who to work with. Jeremiah recognized Mr. 

West as an active participant on walks, explaining that, “he can explore and see the other kids 

and what we are all doing.” In my February observation notes I noticed, “Mr. West really 

models curiosity and shows a genuine interest in what the students are excited about.” This role 
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of a supportive teacher is notable, as is his active participation and modelling while on walks. 

When looking at health promotion, Bandura (2004) suggests modeling can have significant 

influence on others adopting desired behaviour.  

The data did not specifically illustrate the students’ positive connection to their school 

community beyond the relationship with their teacher. However, during one focus group 

conversation, a student did share that she was excited about an upcoming opportunity for her 

class to lead her sister’s class on a walk in a nearby natural area. Such opportunities for sharing 

weekly walks with the larger school community may indicate how walks could influence 

students’ relationships with their school.  

Community. 

The community relationship domain did not resound significantly through the focus 

group conversations, but several notable connections can be made. It was clear to me as an 

observer that the students were quite familiar with the natural spaces they visited in the 

community. They knew the pathways and the shortcuts and were aware of other community 

members, human and non-human, using the area. As highlighted in the last chapter, students 

developed a sense of caring for the areas they walked. When Gabe’s fort had been tampered 

with, he shared, “it wasn’t like we owned the sticks,” but he was clearly perturbed by the 

disruption. Students also showed connections to the spaces in their community by re-visiting 

them with their families during out of school hours. The relationship built with one’s local 

community happens through what Sobel (2004) refers to as place-based education. It 

emphasizes education happens beyond the school walls, but very much within the heart of the 

local community.  
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Natural environment.  

The relationships formed between the students and the natural environment were 

evident in nearly all of the themes emerging from the original data analysis. The students were 

appreciative of the “nearby nature” and their connection grew over the five months of my 

observations. Students used words including “connected” to describe how they felt spending 

time in the areas where they walked. The opportunities to visit the same area over and over 

again allowed them to observe changes and develop relationships. The relationships one forms 

with nature are well documented (Ardoin, 2006; Chawla, 2007; Cheng & Monroe, 2012). For 

example, White (2004) describes the need for children to develop their ecopsychological self 

as, “the child’s natural sense of self in relation to the natural world… the extent to which an 

individual believes s/he is a part of nature” (p.4).   

A second indicator demonstrating a person’s relationship with the natural environment 

is environmentally responsible behaviour (ERB).  Howell (2013) refers to ERB as “behaviour 

that seeks to reduce the negative impact of one’s actions on the natural or built environment” 

(p. 281). ERB was illustrated in the findings theme Connection to Place in which students 

shared their concern for the natural environment, their understandings around human impact on 

natural spaces and their interest in taking action. Andrew expressed as early as October his 

concern,  

The class is forming even more pathways through the nature area…that can’t be very 

good for the animals and the bugs and the plants. We should be following along the 

same paths that are already made, as much as we can.  

Research shows a high connection between a place-based connection and environmentally 

responsible behaviour (Ardoin, 2006; Chawla, 2007; Krasny et al., 2012; Mayer & Frantz, 
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2004). Additionally, Chawla (2007) gives credit to active play for developing this 

environmentally responsible behaviour stating, “active play in the natural world in childhood 

leaves such deep impressions. When children enjoy freedom to explore in nature, they are 

likely to encounter the best kind of environmental conditions for developing knowledge and 

competence” (p. 153).  

Implications  

This research explored how walking with students in natural spaces within their 

community on a weekly basis influenced their well-being. The study drew upon previous 

research in the areas of the benefits of walking, childhood well-being and the influence of 

nature and connection to place. It was a purposeful decision to conduct research with the 

students as active participants rather than solely on my own observations. My findings were 

closely aligned with those in the body of primary literature.  

My thesis contributes to the above fields and to the broader discipline of environmental 

education through providing a greater understanding of what emerges and develops from 

weekly walks throughout the school year from the perspectives of the students themselves. I 

feel I have made a compelling case for encouraging walking habits as a part of the elementary 

school routine. Teachers wanting to adopt this habit will likely be required to communicate its 

purpose and potential impact to their administration, parent body, and students. Evidence that 

walking in the school community can support physical, cognitive, physiological, social, and 

spiritual well-being and a framework of indicators that allows teachers to clearly recognize the 

evidence of well-being in their students, will make this communication more likely to succeed.  
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Suggestions for Future Research  

Urban versus rural issues. 

Based on my findings there are several recommendations I would make for future 

research. My place of employment is in the town of Cochrane, Alberta. I wanted to provide a 

framework for teachers in the area and so I chose to do my research in this community. 

Cochrane is an ideal community to take students on weekly walks because it is has accessible 

walking paths, a variety of natural areas to explore, and is a safe place for teachers to take 

students off school property. Throughout this process I have wondered how successful weekly 

walks would be in Cochrane’s neighbouring city of Calgary, where some schools have much 

less access to natural areas. The body of research focusing on environmental education in 

urban settings would be relevant to consider if weekly walks were to happen in areas with 

more concentrated development or a potential concern for safety.  

Curricular impacts. 

This study included indicators for cognitive development and examples were provided 

as evidence for well-being. However, the most clearly identified indicators were related to 

critical thinking, problem solving and analytical skills. It would be fruitful to further 

investigate how curriculuar based achievment is impacted by weekly walks. Although I am not 

personally an advocate for standardized assessment, some literature suggests a positive 

corollation between outdoor learning and increased cognitive development, including test 

scores (Malone & Tranter 2003). Quantitative evidence of this sort may prove to be useful in 

terms of influencing system change around implementing time outside for students.   
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Long-term impacts. 

This study demonstrated evidence that over a five-month period, weekly walks 

positively influenced well-being and a nature connection. It would be interesting to further 

investigate whether the students’ experiences contributed to lifestyle choices and a continued 

or long-term connection to nature. Contact with nature when a child is young can translate into 

environmental sensitivity later in life (Chawla, 1998). In order to learn the long-term impacts 

of weekly walks, one would need to locate the students later in life and determine if these 

walks caused a lasting effect.  

The domain of spirituality. 

As I described in my rationale for developing the adapted framework, it was clear to me 

that the domain of spirituality needed to be represented as it’s own category of individual well-

being. However, I found the realm of spirituality to be particularly difficult to define and 

observe. I did see and hear the students describe what I would consider spirituality throughout 

my data collection, although I am by no means an expert in this area. It would be both 

interesting and an important contribution to this field of study to have a closer look at how 

students are spiritually influenced through walking and free exploration opportunities in natural 

spaces.     

Indicators requiring further exploration. 

I discovered the positive indicator table by Lippman et al. (2011) during the analysis 

phase of my thesis in an effort to connect my findings to the existing literature on child well-

being. The original framework (and therefor my adapted framework) includes terms for 

indicators that are complex and could use further exploration. If the framework were 

discovered earlier in this work, terms such as environmentally responsible behaviour, agency, 
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and social intelligence would have been included in the literature review. It would be beneficial 

to further investigate how these terms relate to children walking in natural spaces and how they 

indicate an overall well-being.   

Conclusion  

From my previous experiences of weekly walks with my own classes, it was clear to 

me that walking influenced the well-being of students in some way. However, when I would 

share with other teachers the idea of walks for environmental education I was often met with 

one of two questions: (1) How can you take the time out of an already full week, with so many 

learning outcomes to get through, to just walk and play? (2) How can weekly walks contribute 

to meaningful environmental education? I knew all along something special was happening 

and I always felt I was able to come up with adequate answers for these questions although I 

often wished for something grounded in more significance to share with other teachers, parents 

and even students when I was faced with these questions. This research has provided me with 

meaningful answers, which also provide an adequate summary for this project. 

How can you take the time out of an already full week, with so many learning outcomes 

to get through, to just walk and play? 

As illustrated throughout this study, weekly walks offer many opportunities to 

incorporate learning outcomes. In some cases learning outcomes are even covered without 

specific intentions, as opportunities emerge authentically in the natural areas. As outlined by 

students in this study, it is the exploring, experimenting, creating, questioning and discovering 

which truly develops the whole learner.  

Furthermore, students expressed a general preference for learning outside. They shared 

they could better retain their indoor-learning when they saw and experienced what they were 
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learning about. As a result, teachers could actually be saving themselves time if students are 

obtaining a better grasp of what they are learning.  

Finally, it is my understanding that teachers and parents agree, students who have a 

sense of well-being are better able to learn. The students themselves stated that they felt more 

effective in the classroom after they had spent time walking, and as this study indicates, weekly 

walks have the capacity to positively influence all domains of well-being. This would imply 

that by including walking as a part of the school routine, students are better able to participate 

in other learning opportunities throughout the remainder of the school week.  

How is walking meaningful environmental education? 

As this research clearly illustrates, unstructured time spent walking and exploring in 

natural areas provides an opportunity to develop a connection to place. Building these 

connections in the students’ own community allows for opportunities to return to the place and 

observe changes over time. By returning to a place over time students can experience natural 

changes as well as human impacts, providing possibilities for community engagement or 

potential action projects. Ardoin (2006) describes this process:  

An educational framework predicated on creating and nurturing a sense of place- 

whether rooted or mobile- can relate these concepts and opportunities to real-world 

issues of environmental learning, involvement, action and community based 

conservation…years of education theory and practice also indicate that involvement in 

one’s community leads to real-life learning, which may translate to real-life action. 

(p.119)   

One final thought. I always tell people when they question the effectiveness of walking, 

the only real way to fully appreciate what happens on weekly walks is to be a part of them. 
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Give yourself the opportunity to walk with the students, explore their special places, drink in 

the fresh air, freeze your toes in the snow and have your cheeks kissed by the sun. I have done 

the best I can do to explain it, but some things you simply need to be a part of to fully 

understand.  
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Appendix A 

***Please Return This Copy to School*** 

 

Letter of Free and Informed Consent  

 

September 30, 2015 

 

Dear 4A Parents and Guardians, 

 

My name is Kara Vincent and I am a teacher at Glenbow School; however, last year I was off on 

sabbatical to begin my graduate studies at Royal Roads University in Environmental Education 

and Communication, and this year I am continuing my studies and away on maternity leave. 

During my last few years of teaching, I incorporated weekly walks into my class program, the way 

that Mr. Adams is doing with your child’s class this year. For my master’s thesis, I am interested in 

taking an in-depth look at weekly walks, and how over time they may influence student wellness. 

My thesis advisor, Dr. Elin Kelsey (***-***-****), will oversee this process, as well as my program 

committee member, Dr. Rick Kool (***-***-****). 

 

I would like to invite your child to take part in my study. I will be gathering data from students 

over a five-month period in three different ways: 

• Focus Groups: small group discussions made up of about 4-5 students following the 

walk, once every month. Students will have the chance to share personal stories and 

experiences from walks, and I will ask questions pertaining to student wellness. 

Questions will be asked to the group as a whole, not aimed at individual students. These 

discussions will be recorded and transcribed.     

• Observation: I will take notes, photographs and video clips during a weekly walk, once 

every month.  

• Student Journals: I will look at journal entries in which students have taken the chance 

to reflect on their weekly walks.  
 

All data and media will be stored on a password protected flash drive, of which only my 

supervisors and myself have access to. To ensure confidentiality, all student contributions will 

remain anonymous, and any specific students referenced in my final document will be identified 

using pseudonyms. At the end of my study, all digital data will be deleted and hard copy data will 

be destroyed. As well, when my final document is completed, I will be happy to provide a copy to 

any participant’s family who may be interested in the research results, or you can access it on the 

Rocky View Schools website where it will be made available.  

 

It is important that you know it is completely your decision whether or not you would like your 

child to take part in this study. Your decision will in no way impact your child’s class 

participation, including weekly walks, I will simply refrain from documenting them while I am 

observing and they will not be involved in focus group conversations. I will do this in a subtle and 

courteous manner. As well, at anytime should you or your child decide they would no longer wish 

to participate, they have the right to withdraw at anytime. If this should occur, you and your child 

will then decide what you would like done with the data they had already contributed (i.e.,- 
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destroy it or allow it to be used in the study). You may request that data be withdrawn from the 

study up until one week after my last classroom visit.     

  

Should you have any questions or like more details about the study, please contact me at ***-***-

****.I would be happy to discuss any questions you might have. If you wish to verify the 

authenticity of this project, please contact Dr. Rick Kool (contact information above). You and 

your child’s signature on this form indicate that you have understood to your satisfaction the 

information presented regarding participation in this research project. Signing this form indicates 

your free and informed consent to have your child participate in this research project. I have 

included a second copy of this form for your own records. Thank you very much for your 

consideration.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Kara Vincent 

Student of Environmental Education and Communication 

Royal Roads University 

 

 

 

__________________________________                         _______________________ 

Parent Signature     Date 

 

 

__________________________________                         _______________________ 

Researcher Signature                                            Date 
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***Please Return This Copy to School*** 

 

 

September 30, 2015 

 

Dear Student, 

 

This letter is to ask if you would like to participate in a project I am working on. I am interested in 

learning more about how kids feel about their weekly walks. I hope to join you on your class 

walks once a month and then have small group discussions with some of you afterwards to hear 

your stories, discoveries and feelings. As well, I would be interested in looking at your reflective 

journal entries about your weekly walks.  

 

I hope you are interested in helping me discover more about your class’s walking journey. 

However, if you are not comfortable being a part of my study, that is absolutely no problem. You 

will still be a part of the weekly walks as usual. Also, if you decide to be a part of my study but 

change your mind part way through, that is okay, you just need to tell me.  

 

Please let me know if you have any questions. Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

Kara Vincent 

Student of Environmental Education and Communication 

Royal Roads University   

 

 

 

 

 

__________________________________                         _______________________ 

Student Signature     Date 

 

 

__________________________________                         _______________________ 

Researcher Signature                                            Date 
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***Please keep this copy for your own records*** 

 

 

Letter of Free and Informed Consent  

 

September 30, 2015 

 

Dear 4A Parents and Guardians, 

 

My name is Kara Vincent and I am a teacher at Glenbow School; however, last year I was off on 

sabbatical to begin my graduate studies at Royal Roads University in Environmental Education 

and Communication, and this year I am continuing my studies and away on maternity leave. 

During my last few years of teaching, I incorporated weekly walks into my class program, the way 

that Mr. Adams is doing with your child’s class this year. For my master’s thesis, I am interested in 

taking an in-depth look at weekly walks, and how over time they may influence student wellness. 

My thesis advisor, Dr. Elin Kelsey (***-***-****), will oversee this process, as well as my program 

committee member, Dr. Rick Kool (***-***-****).    

 

I would like to invite your child to take part in my study. I will be gathering data from students 

over a five-month period in three different ways: 

• Focus Groups: small group discussions made up of about 4-5 students following the 

walk, once every month. Students will have the chance to share personal stories and 

experiences from walks, and I will ask questions pertaining to student wellness. 

Questions will be asked to the group as a whole, not aimed at individual students. These 

discussions will be recorded and transcribed.     

• Observation: I will take notes, photographs and video clips during a weekly walk, once 

every month.  

• Student Journals: I will look at journal entries in which students have taken the chance 

to reflect on their weekly walks.  
 

All data and media will be stored on a password protected flash drive, of which only my 

supervisors and myself have access to. To ensure confidentiality, all student contributions will 

remain anonymous, and any specific students referenced in my final document will be identified 

using pseudonyms. At the end of my study, all digital data will be deleted and hard copy data will 

be destroyed. As well, when my final document is completed, I will be happy to provide a copy to 

any participant’s family who may be interested in the research results, or you can access it on the 

Rocky View Schools website where it will be made available.  

 

It is important that you know it is completely your decision whether or not you would like your 

child to take part in this study. Your decision will in no way impact your child’s class 

participation, including weekly walks, I will simply refrain from documenting them while I am 

observing and they will not be involved in focus group conversations. I will do this in a subtle and 

courteous manner. As well, at anytime should you or your child decide they would no longer wish 

to participate, they have the right to withdraw at anytime. If this should occur, you and your child 

will then decide what you would like done with the data they had already contributed (i.e.,- 

destroy it or allow it to be used in the study). You may request that data be withdrawn from the 

study up until one week after my last classroom visit.     
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Should you have any questions or like more details about the study, please contact me at ***-***-

****) I would be happy to discuss any questions you might have. If you wish to verify the 

authenticity of this project, please contact Dr. Rick Kool (contact information above). You and 

your child’s signature on this form indicate that you have understood to your satisfaction the 

information presented regarding participation in this research project. Signing this form indicates 

your free and informed consent to have your child participate in this research project. I have 

included a second copy of this form for your own records. Thank you very much for your 

consideration.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Kara Vincent 

Student of Environmental Education and Communication 

Royal Roads University 

 

 

 

__________________________________                         _______________________ 

Parent Signature     Date 

 

 

__________________________________                         _______________________ 

Researcher Signature                                            Date 
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***Please keep this copy for your own records*** 

 

 

September 30, 2015 

 

Dear Student, 

 

This letter is to ask if you would like to participate in a project I am working on. I am interested in 

learning more about how kids feel about their weekly walks. I hope to join you on your class 

walks once a month and then have small group discussions with some of you afterwards to hear 

your stories, discoveries and feelings. As well, I would be interested in looking at your reflective 

journal entries about your weekly walks.  

 

I hope you are interested in helping me discover more about your class’s walking journey. 

However, if you are not comfortable being a part of my study, that is absolutely no problem. You 

will still be a part of the weekly walks as usual. Also, if you decide to be a part of my study but 

change your mind part way through, that is okay, you just need to tell me.  

 

Please let me know if you have any questions. Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

Kara Vincent 

Student of Environmental Education and Communication 

Royal Roads University   

 

 

 

 

 

__________________________________                         _______________________ 

Student Signature     Date 

 

 

__________________________________                         _______________________ 

Researcher Signature                                            Date 
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Appendix B 

Waking Site Map  

lkk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map drawn by classroom teacher 
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Appendix C 

Focus Group Guiding Questions 
 
Tell me about the day’s walk? 
 
What did you enjoy? (Highlights) 
 
What did you not enjoy? (Lowlights) 
 
Who did you spend your time with? 
 
How did you feel during/after the walk (mind, body, heart)? 
 
Who did you spend your time with during the walk? 
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Appendix D 

Positive Indicator Framework By Lippman, Anderson Moore and McIntosh (2011)1 
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1 From “Positive Indicators of Child Well-Being: A Conceptual Framework, Measures, and 
Methodological Issues,” by L. Lippman, K. Anderson Moore, and H. McIntosh, 2011, Applied 
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Research in Quality of Life, 6.4, p.425-449. Copyright 2011 by the Springer Science+Business 
Media B.V/. Reprinted with permission. 


