THE NATURE OF LEARNING

Learning about the natural world is important step in any child’s development.  Children love to play and explore the world outside and, through play, can often learn a great deal more than adults give them credit for.  By including lessons and activities that include children’s own interactions with nature, we give them the opportunity to express their own “funds of knowledge” (Fuller & Hood, 2005) and feel like an important part of the learning process.  Drawing on children’s own knowledge is essential in creating supportive learning environments (Groundwater-Smith, Ewing, & LeCornu, 2007) where children feel comfortable in learning new skills as well as sharing their views, ideas and thoughts.  

Interacting with nature also gives children the chance to develop their sense of inquiry and questioning.  By allowing children to explore their local environment, including the plants and animals that inhabit it, we foster their ability to research the features that directly interest them.  By encouraging the ability to undertake independent research, children can gain experience with many different types of technology, e.g. digital photography and computer based research as well as “analogue” field instruments like thermometers, magnifying glasses and microscopes to name a few.  

Furthermore, by researching natural features, children will be exposed to scientific “meta-language” (Wing Jan, 2009) and new forms of literacy that may otherwise not be privy to.  By including Field Guides and scientific texts into lessons, and encouraging their use, children can gain a far deeper understanding (Lingard, 2001) of subjects that directly interest them.  It is through developing these deep understandings that children can form meaningful connections with their environment and be more likely to study the environment on their own terms.  If we give children the skills and tools by which to do this, we foster their natural interest in environmental studies and can make learning fun and exciting for all. 

The natural world can also be a highly interesting and engaging one for children (Attenborough, 1979).  In studying nature, we give children practical opportunities to learn and apply their knowledge.  It is these practical opportunites that can make learning enjoyable and generate “authentic engagement” from our students (Schlechty, 2007), which is central to effective teaching.  Schlecty (2007) states that if children are authentically engaged and interested in a lesson or activity, then learning is far more likely to take place and children will be more likely to retain information and make meaningful connections to the world at large.

Finally, learning in an outdoor environment will also give rise to many “incidental” learning opportunites, or opportunities for learning that cannot be planned for.  These “incidental” learning opportunites can be of great value in any lesson and allow for deeper levels of understanding, and higher orders of thought, to be attained by children.  For example, a lesson on sand dune ecology and structure can be greatly enhanced by the presence, or absence, of a particular species.  A bird may fly by, or a fish or dolphin could jump from the water and it these incidental occurances that can lead and change the structure and focus of the lesson.  It is these unpredictable situations that can illustrate the “inter-connectedness” of natural systems and enhance any learning program that is undertaken in an outdoor environment.
