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ABSTRACT

JESSIE HARGRAVE Take it outside: Administratorsgmctives on the role of
nature in outdoor schools.
(Under the direction of Dr. Rune Simeonsson)

The perspectives of 24 Administrators of natibased, early education
settings were examined in the context of dzhit's degree of contact with nature.
Differences in perceived educational experiem@e examined as a function of
whether schools identified as Forest Schoolsha. Administrators reported
children's time and contact with nature weargher than schools that identified as
Forest schools. However, not all schools tlantified as Forest Schools had high
levels of direct contact with nature anddhié. Conversations with Administrators
revealed a split between schools with laageounts of time outdoors focused on
“primal skills” for students and those whiclen® nature-based, with more of an
education focused. These findings suggestniwed for further examination of
outdoor-based early education and more relsemto the difference between

“outdoor education” and “nature-based” educatsaitings.
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Take it outside: Administrator’s perspectives on tle role of nature in outdoor

schools

Come forth into the light of things,
Let Nature be your teacher.

She has a world of ready wealth,

Our minds and hearts to bless--
Spontaneous wisdom breathed by health,
Truth breathed by cheerfulness.

(William Wordsworth, 1888)

Introduction

Over the last decade there has been a growingesiter the United States in
outdoor early childhood educational settings, dmedly nature-based schools. With the
decline in children’s time spent outdoors (Hoffetttfsandberg, 2001; Wen, Kite, Merom
& Rissel, 2009) and a reduction of time allocateddlaying outdoors in early
educational settings (Dale, Corbin & Dale, 2000surgence in the interest of nature’s
role in child development and early education hasuoed. Researchers and educators
are questioning what role, if any, does contachwdture fill in the children’s
development: physically, cognitively and emotiopdKellert, 2002; Nabhan, 1994;
Warden & Buchan, 2007; Wilson, 2008).

Limited research suggests that the amount of cowntigic the natural world,
especially during early childhood years, playsla no a child’s emotional
responsiveness and cognitive receptivity (Derr, 20llert, 1985, 1996, 2002; Pyle,
1993). Research by Rickenson, Dillon, Teamey, Mp€hoi & Sanders (2004) found a

small number of studies that focused on how yoeagiers perceive nature and how



they use their early contact with nature to builélationship with their surrounding
environment. Several studies have highlightedesited perceptions of nature and
environment, as well as the many varied influetheas may shape these perceptions of
the natural world (Bonnett, 1994; Bonnett &Williand998; Kahn, 1999 Payne, 1998;
Wals, 1994). Research suggests that direct cowittthatural surroundings provide
children with opportunities for critical thinkingreativity, problem solving skills, and
cognitive development (Berg & Medich, 1980; HaA7Q®; Kahn, 1999, 1997; Kaplan &
Kaplan, 1989; Kellert, 1997; Moore, 1986; Moore &uhg, 1978; Searles, 1959; Sobel,
1993; Thomashaw, 1995). The challenges foundtureasuch as identifying different
creatures, observing the life cycles of surviveproduction and dying, as well as
identifying flora and fauna, all offer a rich ermiment for the child’s cognitive
development (Chawla, 1988; Nabhan & Trimble, 19e, 1993).

Nature is commonly thought of as a place to comnwitteliving things, to relax,
and be at peace with the world. However, ideasitatature are changing as the planet
changes and the effects of human presence ar&\ielle nature arguably includes
urbanized natural areas and parks, typically timeeptualization of nature is that of a
pristine wilderness, or forest, largely untouchgcaivilization (Wilson, 1996).

However, as the editors of Nature (2008) point dtipature is defined as a landscape
uninfluenced by humankind, then there is no naburéhe planet at all” (p. 263). For the
purposes of this research “nature” will be defiasd landscape or environment
available to children that has been minimally atelcor altered by humankind.

Much of the small body of research has centerechddren’s experiences of play

and regular contact with nature as it relates ¢odgvelopment of environmental



awareness, an affinity for nature, and cultivatddearly childhood biophilia, or a love of
living things (Chawla, 1998; Moore & Cosco, 2000y, 1998; Sobel, 1996, 2002,
2004; Wilson, 1997, 2000Biophilia was introduced as a theory by Wilson (4pand

is defined as “the urge to affiliate with otherrfa of life” (Wilson & Kellert, 1995, p.
416). Biophilia is believed to increase the “pbggy of achieving individual meaning
and personal fulfillment” while furthering a “humaithic of care and conservation for
nature, most especially the diversity of life”. U¢hthe biophilia hypothesis has been
examined from a scientific, cultural, as well asuananistic perspective, little has been
done on the role of biophilia in the educationalimmment. Littleresearch has focused
on the specific amount or degree of contact witlurgain an early childhood setting with
regards to its effect on the child’s learning exgrece (Kellert, 2002; Warden, & Buchan,
2007).

In considering the potential benefits of contadhwature in children’s
development, this research will distinguish amdreydegrees of contact children have
with nature and their immediate outdoor environmellert (1996) broadly
categorized children’s experience with nature thtee categories: direct, indirect, and
"vicarious" or "symbolic" experience. This is thasic classification of contact with
nature that will be employed in this research, Wwhidll address whether children’s
degree of contact with nature differs based orpt#aagogy of the schools surveyed.
Specifically, whether U.S nature-based, early etloicaettings are affording the direct
contact with nature that is paramount in the dgualent of a respect and love for life and
nature (Kellert, 2002). Work by Kellert (2002) repented the first attempt to

systematically assess how people, particularlydedil, value nature via their experiential



knowledge and contact with their natural environtnérhe present research has
attempted to extend Kellert's work by examining tlegree to which children in nature-
based, early education settings experience comiitnature and how that might relate
to the school’s philosophy or ethos.

This research surveyed administrators of early atilut, outdoor-based schools
in the United States about their perspectives erathount and type of time their students
spend in nature. Their views on the role of nairheir school’'s pedagogy,
environmental education and sustainability, wer@@red. Of additional interest was
whether schools that identify as Forest Schoofemdifith regard to the amount of time
students spend in nature settings or the type mtbco students have with nature.
History of Nature in Early Childhood Education

Early philosophers such as Locke and Rousseau athtor educators to
embrace a more holistic, child-centered, and nbsticaattitude towards the education of
the child. They were the first to romanticize tiwgion of childhood as a period of life to
be preserved, cherished, protected, and experidaagly out of doors (Beatty, 1995).
Following in the romantic philosophers’ footstefighann Pestalozzi supported the
notion of children being educated in nature. Tatural approach progressed over
Pestalozzi's educational career from the greatamrs] initially the same as Rousseau, to
the cozy indoors. While all the aforementionedaadion scholars advocated the notion
of “children as children” and rebuked the forcirfgknowledge on young children in
strict, “academic” ways, none of them would popkoutdoor pedagogy in the way of

Froebel.



Building on the Pestalozzian education model, wigictphasized learning by
discovery in the natural environment and the rélplay in education, Froebel
implemented his educational model of “kindergart@itérally child garden) which saw
his romanticized notions of childhood brought fe.liHe considered unity of the inner
with the outer, or inner-connectedness, among th&t salient of all human
characteristics, and one which was most able &xperienced through contact with
nature. Froebel saw the connecting of the innér thie outer as a process facilitated
through nature and the garden environment (Bed®95). In Froebel's view, this
contact with outdoors and freedom to play and egpee, served to give the child “joy,
freedom, contentment, inner and outer rest, pedtetine world.” (Beatty, 1995, p.45)

More than a hundred years later, psychiatrist ldeBearles (1959, p. 27)
suggested views similar to Froebel's on the impuaresof the natural environment: "The
non-human environment, far from being of littlenar account to human personality
development, constitutes one of the most basidgalportant ingredients of human
psychological existence." Research by Burgess aaygkMSmith (2011) on the
experiences of children attending a Mountain sckoclmented the range of emotions
children associated with their time spent in naturaey noted that children seemed to be
particularly “tuned in” to nature. At times chitr were so engulfed in nature that they
were unaware of time passing. These findings lbng&s and Mayer-Smith (2011)
suggest that such moments in nature displayedasitiels to what Csikszentmihalyi
(1990) termed “flow”. While involved in demandiagd intrinsically rewarding
activities, “flow” requires total concentration thfe participant, a merging of action and

attention, loss of awareness, and a temporal tistofNakamura & Csikszentmihalyi



2002). Mulder ten Kate (2011) has suggested thatis a fundamental characteristic of
direct experiences in natural settings. Her wortk éduat of Burgess and Mayer-Smith
(2011) suggest that direct immersion in nature erages children’s deep engagement in
their surroundings. While the connection to biojghi$ implied, their research also aids
to further the education research on the role tfnedor developing children’s attention,
self-regulation and cognitive development.
The Outdoor Environment as a Learning Environment

According to the literature, one of the main adaget of the outdoor
environment is that it provides children with thmase to move freely (Rivkin, 1995).
Movement, along with play, has been described asobthe most natural and powerful
modes of learning for young children (Bilton, 2008s numerous researchers have
noted (e.g. Bilton, 2002; Ouvry, 2003; Rivkin, 199%hen children are outdoors they
can explore the world first hand and experiencenahphenomena such as varying
weather, the changing seasons, and wild animalsryd2003) maintained that in the
outside environment children also have the spaeadgage in and develop more
believable fantasy play. In their relationshipshapeers, children can more easily move
away from confrontation when outside and so argligsly to show signs of frustration
and lack of cooperation (Faber Taylor, Kuo, & Swh, 2001; Ouvry, 2003). Research
by Rivkin (1998) suggests that, while inside, cteldmay be expected to sit still and be
quiet. However, when outside they are alloweditoaround and be loud. The outdoors
allows children to push the boundaries of actigitigthout a fear of being reprimanded

for being too boisterous, too loud or too messyt¢Bi 2002; Ouvry, 2003).



Stephenson (2003) linked young children’s physisi-taking in the outdoor
environment with the potential for children to dieyeconfidence in themselves as well
as a disposition to manage risk effectively. Samhyl, risk-taking in natural environments
has been linked to children’s development of leagrmpaths and dispositions (Waller,
2005). Scandinavian research by Fjortoft (2000420eports that children who play in
flexible, natural landscapes appear healthier hade improved motor coordination,
fitness, and balance. Fjortoft and Sageie (2000)tpd out that the natural landscape has
qualities necessary for children’s diverse and siiting play environments.
Additionally, they found that children who playedthe forest tended to demonstrate
better motor skills than children who played inadttional playground. Their research
emphasizes that it is the natural environmentithbéneficial. Recalling Kellert's
assertion that direct contact with nature, or Walldscapes, is imperative for children’s
development, one can begin to see the alignmeweleet biological and educational
research and the need for further investigation tihé type of interactions children are
experiencing with nature.

Experiences within wild spaces are also vital foe#ective environmental
education. The increasing interest in environmestales has raised the profile of
children’s use of the outdoor space in terms ofpibtential for them to develop positive
and caring attitudes for the environment (Rivki@0@; Wilson, 1996). However, it has
been suggested, that access to outdoor spaceiglooeenough to foster such attitudes
(Kellert, 2002; Malone & Tranter, 2003). The carel management of the outdoor space
by adults lends to children an example which isrgsortant as access itself, in

developing in children a sense of environmentgdeéesand love. Finally, the rich



sensory, natural environment supports children’a owestigations (Fjortoft, 2004;
Waite et al., 2006) and provides an ideal contexthildren’s group activities. The
development of knowledge and skills sets are erdthhyg participation in authentic,
purposeful and often real life tasks, for exampléding forts, creating a garden area,
clearing brush in the forest, and growing crops€$02002).

Nature as Pedagogy

In the field of education, the term “pedagogy” tagely been defined and
understood as encompassing "the science of teaahoh¢earning” (Watkins &
Mortimore, 1999, p. 2). However, with more educatiesearch focusing on child
development beyond that of academic learning, ttem of pedagogy has been
conceptualized with a broader interpretation. therpurposes of this research, pedagogy
shall be defined as "learning [as] an ongoing pgecencompassing learning about self in
relation to others, about one's talents and poamut creativity and about the physical
world" (Moss & Petrie, 2002, p. 144).

The process of learning about one’s self in refatd others is central in
children’s early education. Relating to othera sthool setting presents the child with a
variety of challenge and growth opportunities. Hwer, in the classical pre-school or
kindergarten model, the typical play environmeforaled children is often one with
limited access to nature. This “pre-fab” play @amment may fail to challenge children
to explore their talents and abilities (Dale, Corl& Dale, 2000). Additionally,
environments which limit children's interaction viutdoor spaces do little to enhance
learning opportunities about the physical world aatlre outside the classroom.

Values Associated with Nature



Kellert's value categories provide a starting placcthe process of understanding
and identifying “dispositions associated with thertan inclination to affiliate with the
natural world” (Kellert 1996, p. 26). Values chetexized by Kellert as the convergence
of human emotion and cognition resulted in his ttngaa typology that “reflect a range
of physiological, emotional, and intellectual exgsi®ns of the biophilic tendency to
associate with nature” (Kellert 2002, p. 26). Nirsure values were identified and a
functional definition was established for the feliag: Scientific-Ecological,

Naturalistic, Symbolic, Aesthetic, Humanistic, Negatic, Moralistic, Utilitarian, and
Dominionistic.

Scientific values emphasize the systematic studyuenalerstanding of nature.
Advantages of this value are seen as functionalamdd include the early development
of skills such as: critical thinking, problem-satgi skills, enhanced analytical ability, and
a respect for and appreciation of nature. Therabstic value expresses the desire for
close contact and interaction with nature. Fumaidoenefits of this value include the
development of children’s curiosity, inquisitivesgand imagination. Self-confidence
and self-esteem are also established by childegpsrtunity to experience competence
and adaptability in nature. Symbolic value indesamature's role in shaping and
facilitating children’s communication skills andwe#dopment of perspective taking.
Adaptive benefits of this value would include cifssg and labeling abilities, related to
language and counting. Additionally, symbolic \ekncourages story-telling and
fantasy characters, as well as the use of imagetyswambols to enhance children’s
ability to understand social situations and inteoas. The aesthetic value reflects the

physical attraction and appeal of nature. Its tigraent is viewed as instrumental in



children’s emerging capacity for recognizing orded organization, for their developing
ideas of harmony, balance, and symmetry, and fimugiting curiosity, imagination, and
discovery.

A humanistic value emphasizes the developmentstifiomg affection for, and
emotional attachment to, nature. Most closelyteeldo the theory of biophilia itself
(Wilson, 1997), bonding with the natural world iswed as instrumental in developing
children’s capacities for social relationships émgt. The humanistic view also
enhances children’s self-confidence and self-estideough opportunities to give,
receive, and share affection. A negativistic vakféects avoidance, a fear, or outright
rejection of nature. This has been termed “biojdioliKellert & Wilson, 1993) and is
seen as a result of children having minimal or oitact with nature. While this value is
less desirable, on a small-scale it does haveditural aspect for children. They learn
to avoid harm and injury, assess and minimize rgtyations, and develop a respect and
awe of nature as its power to humble and destrogcisgnized. The moralistic value
reflects an ethical view and affinity of naturegain, as an expression of biophilia
(Wilson, 1997), the formation of the moralistic walhas adaptive qualities for children.
These include a sense of underlying meaning, oeshel purpose in their world, and
especially the inclination to protect and treaunatwith kindness and respect. Utilitarian
values reflect the material attraction of the natworld. Physical and material security
is seen as a benefit of this value as self-conideand self-esteem are developed through
the opportunity to demonstrate craft and skill ature. Finally, the dominionistic value
is seen in the urge to master or control naturdaptive developmental benefits of this

value are: safety and protection, independencenauty, bravery to explore and
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confront the unknown, and the child’s confidencadsess and take risks, be resourceful,
and develop courage.

Limited research (Eagles & Muffitt, 1990; Kellett985, 1996; Kellert &
Westervelt, 1983) suggests these nine values enaérgaying ages or developmental
stages. Nonetheless, several researchers haveogedshe degree and importance of
children’s learning and development associated thigr vicarious experiences of
nature, especially when these experiences ocaucantext of diminished and declined
direct contact with nature (Kellert, 1997; MandE®91; Nabhan & Trimble, 1994; Pyle,
1993). Notably, Pyle (1993) has raised concerandigg children’s lack of accessible,
spontaneous, and challenging encounters with ttdoouenvironment.

Children’s Experiences with Nature

A logical starting point in considering the potahimpact of early contact with
nature in children’s development is to distinguashong the kinds of experience children
have with natural systems and processes which fifest éheir values of nature. Young
people's experience of nature, broadly speakingbeaclassified in three ways: direct,
indirect, and what may be called "vicarious" orrfdolic” experience (Kellert, 1996).
Direct experience involves actual physical conteth natural settings and nonhuman
species. However, the perspective adopted by K€H802) restricts these direct
encounters to creatures and environments occuarggly outside and independent of
the human built environment: plants, animals, asoitts that sustain and live apart
from continuous human attention. The child's dieeperience of nature is viewed as
largely unplanned rather than organized into stmect programs or outings. Direct

contact involves children’s spontaneous play oivagtin a backyard, in a nearby forest,
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park, or as it pertains to this research, in aneabased school. In each situation, the
natural setting, though influenced by human mamigoth and activity, includes creatures
and habitats that function largely independentuwhén intervention and control.

A child's indirect experience of nature involvesuat physical contact, however
in a more restricted or managed context. Indiceatact with natural habitats and
animals is commonly the result of regulated anégoizpd human effort. Examples of
indirect contact with nature would include childmcountering plants and animals in
Z00s, aquariums, botanical gardens, arboretumsgumss or nature centers. Similar
displays of children's indirect experience withuratwould involve contact with
domesticated animals or plants, most commonly tkossidered part of a child's home
or family life. Domesticated forms would includeimals like cats and dogs, horses, and
birds. Indirect experience would further includentaxt with flower or vegetable gardens,
crops, fruit orchards, or farm animals. All enviroents and animals associated with
indirect contact have in common their dependencleurnan management or intervention
for survival.

Finally, vicarious or symbolic experience occursha absence of actual physical
contact with nature. Instead, what the child entexsnare simply representations or
scenes of nature. These vicarious images or symbepictions most often are found via
relatively innovative technology, such as phonelgvision or computers (the internet).
However, more traditional media such as books aagaxines would also be considered
symbolic contact with nature.

Forest Schools

12



One nature-based model that is gaining in popyl&iEorest Schools.
Originating in Scandinavia, Forest Schools arectieation ofSten Gdsta Frohm
However, they are heavily inspired by many of theais of Froebel. Nursery schools and
early child-care centers in Scandinavia have tiauily favored “free” play, outdoor
activity, and time spent in the fresh air over itiadal “sit-down” indoor activities
(Stigsgaard, 1978, in Williams-Siegfredson, 2008)child’s sense of connection with
nature and with their environment has also beenected to the Scandinavian notion of
what constitutes an ‘ideal’ childhood (OrganisationEconomic Cooperation and
Development [OECD], 2001). The development of ypuahildren’s understanding
about the natural environment is seen as beinghaortant aim of all Scandinavian
child-care facilities (OECD, 2000). Most nurserésl early childhood education
settings in Scandinavia incorporate some form tdineaeducation for their students
(Williams- Siegfredson, 2005). Although there isaf variation in how this is achieved,
the belief is that children should experience reaand be educated about the
environment that is such a part of their culturd haritage.

Sten Gosta Frohm (1908 -1999 ) was a Swedish orgd@n, best known as the
creator of Skogsmulle, for which he received thighep "Old Mulle". In 1946 Frohm
developed several ideas regarding the future ofa¢hn in a contemporary style, which
would utilize nature, as a way to circumvent thastant battle for school funding. The
first "7mullet school” or Forest School started 85, and since then more than half a
million children have attended the Forest Schodlso called "I Ur Och Skur” which
translated means "rain or shine” schools, the sishglogan sums their outdoor attitude

up, stating there is "no bad weather, only badhest.
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Created by Frohm, the character of Skogsmulleasdhthe children's friend.
According to stories, Skogsmulle will play, singdaalk about nature for children. A
symbol of light in nature, the woodsland creatukedgdmulle was created by Frohm to
aid children’s learning in "mullet school” abouttage and to learn about the forest's
most common plants and animals in a playful wagmBniscent of Kellert’s (2002)
symbolic or vicarious experience of nature, theeges, both oral and written, convey
messages and experiences about nature in a wagatihaupplement children’s direct
contact with nature. In a similar vein to Froebaarly notions, Forest Schools seek to
satisfy children's curiosity and joy of discovemhilest developing a responsibility for
living in the wild.

Valuing Nature in Education Settings

Forest schools are conceptualized on active legiinithe natural environment.
This philosophy of nature as both classroom anchiracan be connected to the research
of Wilson (1984) who suggested that biophilia, lirenate attachment to nature, might
offer an explanation for why nature settings ateative to humans and offer a holistic
approach to learning. Research connecting natutrenly to learning environments, but
to learned values as well, such as Kellert's (2@0@anization of values, can add to the
explanation of how a nature educational settinghinégppeal to learners. Recalling that
Kellert outlines nine valuescientific-Ecological, Naturalistic, Symbolic, Abstic,
Humanistic, Negativistic, Moralistic, Utilitariamnd Dominionisticthese will briefly be
discussed as they might relate to the Forest Sathok.

A naturalistic approach is central to the Forestd®t philosophy. Children

experience hands-on natural phenomena such asdnth, wood and creatures. There
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are typically no concrete lesson plans. Insteadides rely on observation and awareness
of different learning styles, as they adopt anitive approach, encouraging children to
use all their senses to appreciate nature. Plgarincular, offers a means for children to
engage in their environment holistically. This ees Burls and Caan's (2005) assertion
that we are natural creatures and that being ireas therefore our preferred context.

Interpersonal skills, communication, self-esteenad @motional and behavioral
change are supported in Forest School throughrtbeueagement of the expression of
feelings, group work, trust games, and social adeons. It has been suggested that
negotiated boundaries within the natural setting@oute to support for students who
may find the confines of classrooms difficult (Gaed, 1991). This relates to Kellert's
(2002) humanistic value in that attachment and e&mat interactions are incorporated
into the children’s experience both with each otlredt with the natural surroundings.

The wildness of a Forest School setting is sigaiftdor the moralistic dimension.
It contributes to the awe and wonder felt, periagsause of unfamiliarity initially but
also because the rich and changing environmené(R902) maintains high levels of
interest and engagement (Kuo & Taylor, 2004). ihimgortance of respect and making
minimal impact on the natural environment is alsgphbasized.

In line with Kellert's (2002) symbolic value of na¢, the Forest School
experience contributes to language developmentmwist discourse occurring during
periods of free play (Waite, 2007). The focus tmeothan self (e.g., the fire or other
outdoor features) affords opportunities for stininigtalk, sharing, and recording
experience through writing, drawing, and videasipioved communication may also

contribute to the development of children's’ sobiahavior.
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Utilitarian and dominionistic values are also prégbrough an emphasis on
dividing tasks into small achievable steps in otdeguarantee a successful outcome.
Tools are imported to create things from materaurally occurring in the wild. By
making things from natural objects, rather tharyipig with manufactured objects
outside, children can learn to value their own agbiments. This is paramount for the
development of self-esteem. It may also have graghon negativistic values. That is,
as the children learn to assess risks and managesngear of the unknown diminishes
(Bundy, 2009; Nichols, 2000; O’Brien & Murray, 2006The 'danger' inherent in wild
spaces is seen as fundamental to this process.

Cognitive aspects of learning about nature desgrésescientific values by
Kellert (2002) are less emphasized in the Foresb8s. Learning process over content
is stressed, and the focus is learning from rathem about nature. Nevertheless, many
Forest Schools teachers are in fact knowledgeddaetanature, which enables them to
respond accordingly to children's interests (Way@&02).

In summary, the values Kellert (2002) proposed Belgport principles which
guide the Forest Schools. Learning to be andtbgether (Delors, 1996) seem to be the
dominant modes of learning as aesthetic, natu@lisimanistic, moralistic, and
symbolic values prevail. Active participation imatural setting and the interpersonal
interaction it implies also seem fundamental toappeal of the outdoors for Forest
School, though they are not directly addressedelteikt's (2002) conceptualization.

Research Foci
There are two questions central to this reseafatst, what is the experience and

duration of the time students spend in outdooru$ed education? Second, do schools
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that identify as Forest Schools differ with regaydhe students’ contact with nature from

schools that do not identify as Forest Schools® résearch attempted to answer these

guestions relating them to Kellert's (2002) ninéues of nature, as well as Kellert's

(2002) three degrees of contact with nature, ircthrgext of nature-based schools.
Methods

To examine the amount and type of contact withneathildren experienced in
U.S. outdoor schools, administrators of 30 nataged schools in the United States were
contacted and invited to participate in a telephguestionnaire.

Schools were initially identified based on an Ingdr(Google) search with the
following key words: “Forest Schools”, “U.S basaature schools” “Nature Schools”,
“Nature Pre-schools”, “Nature Kindergarten”, “Outad®re-Schools”, “Outdoor
Kindergarten”, “Forest Kindergarten” and “Foresegthools”. Schools were considered
eligible for participation in this research if thieglicated their program was primarily
based in nature, either on their websites or iir 8ehool’'s Mission Statements.
Participants

Administrators from 30 outdoor schools in the Udi&tates were included in this
research. Schools were located across the UniggdsS with all but two schools being
located on the coastal areas: 18 (60%) schools weated on the West coast
(Washington, Oregon and Northern California), 18.83%) schools on the East coast
(North Carolina), and 2 (6.6%) schools centrallyai@d (Minnesota and Colorado).
Schools were all currently open and had been imadip@ from one to 35 years (M =

9.79, SD = 7.95)
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In June of 2013, 30 administrators of nature-basbdols were contacted by the
researcher using the phone number listed on thesites as the school contact
information and invited to participate in a telepkeurvey. They were invited to
participate in survey research to help gain infdromaabout the type of contact with
nature students experienced in their schools. tdllephone script which was used to
contact participants can be seen in Appendix Ath@f30 schools contacted, 26 (86%)
responded; however only 24 (80%) were includedhéanalysis. One administrator
declined to participate, one was excluded wheeatine clear during the phone
interview that the school was directed towards osfiedents and adults, and four
(13.33%) were unreachable by phone and voice mesdefj for them were not returned.
Materials

The survey contained 26 questions which addressesdhool’s pedagogy,
students served, time spent outdoors, parent isnodnt, views on the child’'s
relationships with nature, contact with and expedarnature and wildlife settings, and
environmental education practices. Seven questskad about how the children spent
the hours of the school day. One question askexthghthe administrator considered the
school to be a Forest School, while the next 1&tjmes addressed the degree of contact
children had with nature. One question asked ath@uparents’ role, if any, in the
school. Five questions asked about the school geapbics including teachers, students,
length of school year and how long the school reehbn operation. The survey
guestionnaire can be seen in Appendix B.

Prior to distribution, the survey was piloted teraall group of six local

educators, all of whom had experience with outdmhrcation. The group evaluated the
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questions for clarity and to check question vajidieliability and fidelity. Twenty-five
of the 26 questions (96%) were reported to begittdorward and easily understood and
educators’ answers correctly addressed the queshoe question regarding whether the
school was a Forest School or not was found toobéusing in the way the question was
worded. All the pilot survey respondents interpdethe question as being two separate
guestions, but only a single response option. duestion was subsequently refined and
solidified as one question which explicitly askeldether the school was a Forest School
(Yes/No) or not to eliminate confusion.
Procedure

The researcher spoke personally to each schoohastrator, following a
telephone recruitment protocol script with a semiured interview. Administrators
were informed that the researcher was a Mastartdest at the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill and this survey was to@dtldata for her Master’s thesis. They
were told the research was being carried out bydbkearcher, under the direction of her
faculty advisor in the School of Education. Admirasors were informed of the
research’s IRB approval and also assured thatvileeg free to end the conversation at
any time. The researcher explained that the assagministrators provided would be
anonymous, following the end of the conversatidhat is, the responses would be
number-coded and not traceable back to the sclssocated with the administrator. At
the end of the initial recruitment conversationnaastrators were asked if they wished
to participate in the research and their affirmatiesponse was considered to be consent

to participate in the survey.
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During the telephone conversation, questions wiesm @answered by
administrators in the midst of answering other ¢joas, or in the process of explaining
their school’s philosophy or policies. If therer@@uestions which were answered
during a discussion of another question, the urthgkestion was not then repeated.
Additional telephone time was allotted for respartddéo expand on questions or provide
additional information about their schools. Thegrevalso welcomed to include anything
else they felt was pertinent for the researché&ntmw about the specifics of their
educational setting.

Conversations were structured to take only ten tesiwuHowever, of the 26
administrators spoken to, only two (7.69%) tookrn@nutes. The other 24 (92.31%)
conversations were much longer, at the adminisgatiooosing. The conversation
durations ranged from 10 minutes to one hour anchitbites (M = 40.00). During the
conversation, Administrators were reminded thatrésearcher would only need 10
minutes of their time. However, if administratoreose to extend the conversation, it was
allowed, provided their nature-based educationnamgwvas the topic of conversation.

Results
Analyses

The 24 Administrators’ responses to the telephaineey questions were
analyzed for completion, normality, homogeneityafiance, and outliers. All statistical
analyses were performed using the statistical pragR 2.15.1. Since the survey
specifically asked whether outdoor schools seliiied as Forest Schools or not, data
were further analyzed based on which category flléinto. Despite having similar

group sizes of 11 and 13 (Forest and non-foresidshrespectively), Levene’s Test and
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the Shapiro-Wilk test were used to assess variandenormality. No concerns were
found with any variables with the Levene’s Testwhwoer both the free play and
exploring in nature variables highlighted concdireg they might not be from a normally
distributed population. Frequency distributiongevesed to observe patterns in the data
for hours of the school day and also for the studeacher, and schools demographics.
Histograms of the data can be seen in Table 1.

Administrators who identified their schools as Rbr&chools were compared to
schools that did not identify as Forest Schools@reral variables. Means and standard
deviations were calculated for variables in both Forest Schools and non- Forest
Schools groups and compared (see Table 2). Thene dfferences in time spent in
school between the Forest schools (M = 4.77, SIb#)land the non-Forest schools (M
=6.08. SD = 1.89) but similar time spent outdo&iwest (M = 4.41, SD = 1.59) and non-
Forest (M = 4.31, SD= 2.46). Forest schools hagh8y more time to explore nature,
Forest (M = 2.05, 0.96) and non-Forest (M= 1.31,=SD44). Also there were
differences in the numbers of students betweefrtinest schools (M = 12.00, SD =
7.03) and non-Forest Schools (M = 17.00, SD= 10088)similar numbers of teachers at
the Forest (M = 3.36, SD = 1.69) and non-Forespaish(M = 3.85, SD = 1.86).

Correlations antitests were calculated for several variables torgxe possible
relationships and differences between the Fordst@group and the non-Forest School
groups. While the assumption for normality is neeeg fort-tests and there were some
earlier concerns regarding normality with free pdangl exploring nature, this was noted

and the decision to perform théests was made. Differences between school dioens
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were all significant, with the exception of houpest in school and instruction inside
(See Table 3).

Correlations were calculated for several diffesttool variables, with strong
positive correlations found between the hours jpgradudents spent in school and time
spent outdoors (.79) and time for free play (.68)so the amount of free play and time
to explore nature (.78) and hours spent outdo@fy.(.A strong positive correlation was
also found between time spent on instruction inaii@ hours of class per day (.95).
There was a moderate negative correlation betwéwthsr the school was a forest
school and the amount of inside instruction (-&&J the hours of class per day (-.56)
(See Table 4).

Chi-square tests of independence were performeglamine the relation between
school and several variables. The relationshipiéen the school and parengs (1, N =
24) = 0.73,p >.05 and the relationship between school and tesepice of animalg (1,

N = 24) = 0.91,p >.05 were not significant. That is, there doesapgear to be any
relationship between whether the school was atfed®ol or not and the level or parent
involvement or the presence of animals at the dcide relationship between school
and wildlife 2 (1, N = 24) = 6.77,p <.05 and the relationship between school and time
exploring nature/” (1, N = 24) = 5.34,p <.05 were both significant. So, there does
appear to be a relationship between what sche@st(Forest or not) and whether the
children were exposed to wildlife and how much titmey had in nature. The
contingency tables can be seen in Table 5.

Several schools provided additional qualitative@infation about their school

during the phone interviews and their answers warescribed and examined for themes
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of valuing nature and time spent in nature, andregfced in terms of contact with nature.
These answers were not included in any statisticalyses. However, excerpts from
telephone conversations were included to furtheletstand the Administrators view of
their schools and to convey their perspectivesadple of excerpts from these
telephone conversations can be seen in Append&dversational responses during or
after the questionnaire were considered as thajeeko Kellert's (2002) nine values of
nature Gcientific-Ecological, Naturalistic, Symbolic, Abstic, Humanistic, Negativistic,
Moralistic, Utilitarian, and Dominionistic).
Discussion

In examining the relationships between schools Wwidentified as Forest schools
and those which did not, several themes emergeddeAcribed earlier, there were
differences in the amount of time that studentsispatdoors, based on whether the
school identified as a Forest School or not. Haaveall the schools were nature-based.
So, while the differences in time for free play dimle spent exploring nature were
significant based on whether the school was a Feot®ol or not, this association
assumes that the school identified with the Faselsbol ethos purposefully. It is
possible that schools were operating under pedaglegyical to the Forest schools,
however were not aware. While all the schools esped a desire that students spent
time in nature, the focus was ultimately on studéedrning how to communicate and to
be present with others in nature. Echoing thaeratkfinition of pedagogy in which
"learning as an ongoing process, encompassingihggatout self in relation to others,
about one's talents and power, about creativityadooait the physical world" (Moss &

Petrie, 2002), all the Administrators seemed toracdthis notion. They had a focus on
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the “physical world” as being nature specific amdauraged children to play and spend
time out in their natural environment. This wasrsacross schools and related directly
to the first research question of how the experearad duration of the time students
spend in outdoor- focused education might diffesdabon school.

With regards to the second research question ofhehschools that identify as
Forest Schools differ with regard to the studeotsitact with nature from schools that do
not identify as Forest Schools, it would seem feakeral differences do exist. When the
data were analyzed by question, there were cléfareinces on the degree of contact
with nature, particularly direct contact with naurThe questions of contact with
wildlife and time to explore in nature alone westated to the area of direct contact with
nature. While many administrators reported thairtbchools had animals and gardens,
these were indicators of indirect contact with natas the environments were being
manipulated by the students or school. Despitéotvdevels of interactions with
wildlife, and “unaltered” nature, many schools didact provide indirect contact with
nature to their students in varied ways. The oppaty for multifaceted interactions
with nature, even on an indirect contact levelphdb foster the familiarity with nature
that Kellert has noted as a precursor for devebppifove and appreciation for nature, the
beginnings of biophilia (Kellert, 2002).

Conversations with Administrators

When considering the excerpts from the telephome@sations, several themes
emerged. In agreement with the literature (Kel2002; Kuo & Taylor, 2004; Waite,
2007) , those schools which identified as ForebbSls were described as having

naturalistic values (hands on contact with firepdiocreatures, etc.) and moralistic
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values (respect for and making minimal impact ewjrenment). Administrators
emphasized the importance of teaching childrenéland respect” for nature as well as
creating an environment and community of teachmasents and children who embodied
those same values. Two administrators indicateddhe goal of their nature-based
school was to teach a “love of nature” more so tearning” or developmental skills.
While both skills were global goals of their prograhey specifically geared activities
towards instilling a respect and deep admiratiomédure in their students, often in lieu
of more traditional school work. Early exposure &miliarity with nature and the
encouragement by supervising adults provides thpatichildren need to develop an
appreciation for the nature, and is one of the relments of biophilia (Kahn, 2002;
Kellert, 2002; Wilson, 1993)

A small group of four schools ( 30.77%) which adistirators did not identify as
Forest Schools were very strongly aligned withrithturalistic/utilitarian/dominionistic
value in the sense of teaching children how todtessifficient in the woods, how to
survive in nature. These schools could perhapgebdy described as “survivalist” in
their mentality that primal skills such as buildiaghelter (utilitarian) or making fire and
finding food to eat (dominionistic) values were theus of their early education, given
priority over more “academic” or scientific valueSnature which the majority of the
other schools had as an equal element of the ednabéxperience they attempted to
provide for students.

Several administrators reported that the symhaliage of nature (as distinct from
symbolic contact with nature) was the ultimate ouate for their students, as seen by the

development of language skills and language dewedop through interactions with
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nature, naming plants, animals, and telling staneslving daily activities students
experienced in nature. One administrator in paldr explained he scheduled activities
for students (aged 4-6) around situations whichldselicit the need for discussion and
naming, so a trip to the forest was scheduled thighexpress goal of finding and naming
as many different types of leaves as possibleghignway, language development was
supported, but in the environment which comprisedavelty and ever-changing
dimensions of nature.

One interesting conversation with an administre¢eplved around the
complexity and sophistication of what studentseatdthool were learning. Giving the
example of 5 and 6 year olds learning about volwshe,recalled a situation where after a
particularly heavy rain, students were walking asra flooded area. The water was
above their rain boots, and as they crossed, iiliégr their boots. Rather than become
alarmed at the students getting wet, the admingst(aho was also a teacher at this
school) waited and allowed the children to realizd their boots were full of water and
subsequently take them off. In the taking off @odring out of the water-filled boots,
students began to compare the amount of wateratshod differing sizes and height. As
this continued, the administrator was consultethieystudents who wanted to know how
and why different boots held differing amount oftara In this situation she was able to
have a very advanced and sophisticated discus§mriiome with young children which
was most salient to them because they were direstblved in the creation and solution
of the unknown. This was a specific example ofdtientific, naturalistic, and utilitarian
values of nature (Kellert, 2002) coming togethealtow a child-directed learning

moment. The administrator felt this situation vetsongly embodied the work she was
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trying to do at her nature-based school. A saraopthese telephone conversations can
be seen in Appendix C.
Limitations and Future Directions

This research is not without limitations. Mostatay the sample was not a
random one, and the sample size was quite smaldlitidnally, with responding
administrators being from schools located predontigan the coasts of the United
States, it would be hard to say that those admatcsts from nature-based schools in the
middle regions of the United States would havestirae responses. However, the
education goals of the schools sampled and thenssg from administrators suggest
that they were in alignment with previous resealtohe on nature education. Given the
small sample size, it is worth noting that althowgity 30 administrators were contacted,
there was an 86% response rate. So, while themesp were limited in number, the
response rate suggests that this population iseaygr to be involved in research. Since
this pilot study of administrators views on theerof nature in their schools is the only
one known to date, this seems to be an area whacramts more research and with a
population that seems agreeable and supportivesefarch on their pedagogy and ethos.

With less and less time available for childrespend time in nature, more
research into the benefits of a nature-based eidnaatneeded. The research fascination
with education and schooling in the United Stategsithe question, how is a nature-
based school different? With private schools, @rathools, and alternative schools
increasing in popularity, it seems the market fdifeerent type of school is certainly
available. However, the Forest school or naturetha&slucation would appear to be less

of a “different school” and more a “different peesgive” on schooling. With a child-
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centric focus and emphasis on discovering onesetlationship with nature, there is
less pressure on academic performance and mors éochow the child can develop in a
rich and grounding environment, and learn to love appreciate nature and their
surroundings. A criticism of the idea of natureséé education has been that it is
specific only to those children who have accessatare. The question of how could it be
addressed in an area without large-scale accesstuce such as a larger city with limited
green spaces has been a consistent concern wioeissiigy this research. While this is a
valid concern, perhaps it serves to highlight taedhfor further research into how areas
largely inhabited by children with a need for sdimag could access more green spaces
and find a way to bring nature to them. Reseascteeded to discover how the ethos of
child-directed learning and respect for nature amdnals in the context of a nature-based
school, could be implemented on a smaller scapdweide children the contact with
nature that Kellert (2002) asserted was so impoftartheir development, both
cognitively and physically, but socio-emotionalkyaell.

While this study was a pilot for exploring sometloé basic themes among nature-
based education, there is certainly more to be tiohdly understand both the
administrators perceptions of nature-based edugaiad to gain more of a perspective
from both the parents and the students. Questi@maddressing the elements of
contact with nature, as well as observations, weers, and cognitive measures, could all
serve to further inform the role of nature in chéld's learning environments. With a
greater understanding of not only the administsatoerspectives, but that of the children

and parents involved with these schools, the oppdayt to involve nature more fully in
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schools seems an attainable and necessary gdhkférture of early childhood

education.
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Appendix A: Telephone Protocol

Hello, my name is Jessie Hargrave and | am caftom the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill.

How are you today?

| am calling to ask whether you would be willingaonswer a few questions about nature-
based schools as part of my Master’s Thesis.

Are you an Administrator for outddased school?

My Master’s Thesis is being supervised by Dr. RBimeeonsson in the School of
Education at UNC-Chapel Hill. The research isregéed in how Administrators, such as
you, view the role of nature and the outdoors iyszhildhood learning environments.

The questions should take less than 15 minutesswer and any answers given will not
be traceable back to you. They will be number cddezhsure your anonymity.

Would you be willing to answer a few questionshas time about your school? Your
answers are completely voluntary, and you may@pbt answer any individual
guestions you do not feel comfortable answering.

(Yes) Thank you for agreeing to answer a few qoasti... (proceed to survey)
OR

(NO) Thank you for your time, have a wonderful eftson.
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Appendix B: Telephone Survey

This survey has been designed to gain informatiehta better understand the role of
nature in outdoor- focused early childhood educesiettings in the United States.

Please answer all the questions to the best ofafaility. If you wish to comment on any
guestions or qualify your answers, please feel déaagh section of questions. Your
comments will be read and taken into account.

Record answers in hours

How many hours make up the school day? Time

On average, how many hours per day do childrendspatdoors?

On average, how many hours per day do childrencspeside in the classroom
setting?

On average, how much of your daily instruction sag&ces outdoors?

On average, how much of your daily instruction tagkace inside?

On average, how many hours per day are allocatefdeie play?

On average, how many hours per day do children timesto explore nature
alone?

Record answers yes/no

Do you consider your school to be nature-based@radt School?

Is sustainability part of your education program?

Are parents involved in daily activities at youhsol?

Do children engage in unguided exploration in ne@ur

Do children collaborate with each other on outdor@jects?
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Do children have access to building materials fadoor projects?

Do children in your school encounter wildlife iretbutdoor program?

Does your school have animals? What kind?

Are children involved in the care of animals at yschool?

Does your school have a garden (vegetable or fl@wver

Are the students involved in the creating and/ombeaance of the
garden?

Does your school recycle?

Does your school compost?

Is environmental education part of your program?

Finally, we would like to ask a few questions abgat and your school for statistical
purposes.

How many students does your school serve? Ages?

How many teachers work with your school?

How many days per week is your school open?

Is your school a year round school?

How long has your school been in operation?

Thank you so much for your participation in thikepdhone survey. Your answers will
help to further our knowledge about nature-baseky education.

If you wish to contact me at any time after our pl@onversation please feel free to
contact me via email aartinjh@email.unc.edar by phone at 843.743.9880.
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Appendix C: Excerpts of conversations with schremhinistrators:

Administrator from School 02:

“...there was such a wonderful, uninterrupted leagrapportunity happening in that moment.
The children were walking down past the creek wiiteends to flood after a heavy rain. As thg
were crossing a flooded area, it was too deephfemtand their little legs and their rain boots

2y

filled up with water. It is probably not a good exale to use, but for me it was such a fascinating

and magical moment. The children realized thawthter was filling their boots and they took
them off to dump out the water, but then they weatk to walk around and their boots filled uj
again. And again they came and dumped the wateBotigafter a few more times they
recognized that different size boots had more waterbegan to wonder about this. So, | went
over to them and gently aided the conversatiorskocadout whose boots had more water and
they thought it might be and so on. It was amathad these four and five year olds began to
understand and have a conversation about voluifeo getting their boots wet! If we, the
teachers, had run over and asked them to stoptiwnatvere doing or have intervened or scolq
them, that teaching moment, that learning momenildvoever have occurred. And that, to me
the beauty of teaching in nature...”

why

led
LIS

Administrator from School 07:

“...people do not know how to survive anymore. If @gntinue to be dependent on others, o
the government for everything, how can we sust8im,?one of the goals is to teach our youn
students how to life in the woods. How to makere, fnow to collect berries, how they can fin
fruit or leaves or things that can be eaten, tranat harmful to them....... And this is such a
valuable lesson, such a valuable life skill, beeahgy can then truly learn and be responsib
citizens because they know how to care for theneselv.. so, yes, education is important, we
want them to learn to read and they need to writethink, but before all that, they must leari
to live. And so we instill that knowledge that isssing in the young generation, how to life
with nature....”

© o

d

e

1)

—

Administrator from School 19:

“...kids love to be out in the woods, it's someththgy don’t get much of at home, so when th
come to school a few days a week it's a chancéhfem to connect with what is missing. It's als
a chance for the teachers to create situation wdteldren who are really into being in nature a

24
50
re

motivated to do things together, to make things, famd things, in the woods. A fort, or a castle
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mud pies, find leaves to bring back to the housshtw their parents when they go home. It's an

easy way to teach kids to work together, find lsa¥®w many? What colors? Shapes? And it
like all this makes them talk, use language. Theyeamcouraged to find the time to do this and
teachers make time for it so they can encouragkitls2language and help the kids learn to ‘us
their words’ and really do stuff together. It's gieeat for them, to just talk about their projeats @
their leaves, or whatever it is that they seeralliad them, because it's always changing you
know? And it's always challenging them to expre$sins going on...”

S
the
5e
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Table 1.
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Table 2. Time spent in school (time in hours)

Forest School Non-Forest School
School day Mean 4.77 Mean 6.08
SD 1.57 SD 1.89
Time Outdoors Mean 4.41 Mean 4.31
SD 1.59 SD 2.46
Time Indoors Mean 0.36 Mean 1.77
SD 0.67 SD 1.36
Inside Instruction Mean 0.18 Mean 1.54
SD 0.40 SD 1.39
Outside Instruction Mean 4.36 Mean 3.69
SD 1.69 SD 2.98
Free Play Mean 291 Mean 2.62
SD 0.83 SD 1.20
Explore Nature Mean 2.05 Mean 1.31
SD 0.96 SD 1.44
Number of Students ~ Mean 12.00 Mean 17.00
SD 7.03 SD 10.88
Number of Teachers  Mean 3.36 Mean 3.85
SD 1.69 SD 1.86
Days open per week  Mean 4.18 Mean 4.46
SD 0.87 SD 0.88
Years of operation Mean 6.63 Mean 12.46
SD 3.81 SD 9.61
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Table 3. t- tests for outdoor variables

t-value df p-value

Hours of school

ExNat 8.40 46 0.001*

HrsCls 9.48 46 0.001*
Free play

HrsSch 6.34 46 0.001*

ExNat -3.30 46 0.001*

HrsCls -4.81 46 0.001*
Instruction outside

Instin -5.50 46 0.001*

HrsCls -5.08 46 0.001*
Hours of class

Instin 0.57 46 0.573
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Table 4. Correlations between variables

HrsSch HrsCls ExNat HrsOdumTch Op Instin InstOut
For -36 -.55 .30 .02 -37 -55 14
HrsSch .63
FreePl .63 48 71
ExNat .26
NumTch .07 A2
NumStu -.15 -44 -37 -36 44
Op -.40
Instin .95 -.60
InstOut
HrsOut .79
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2
Table 5. y Contingency tables

Forest Non Total
Parents 4 7 11
None 7 6 13
Forest Non Total
Animals 8 7 15
None 3 6 9
Forest Non Total
Wildlife 11 7 18
None 0 6 6
Forest Non Total
Exploring Nature 11 8 19
None 0 5 5
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