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(Illustrations by Bethann G. Merkle)Back to school, not back insideD RAWN TO QUEBEC
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Does returning to school 
require eschewing 
the outdoors? Not 

necessarily. A growing body 
of research shows children 
learn better, have less 
behavioural problems, and 
perform better academically, 
when they learn in and about 
nature.

The not-so-great news 
is that most children are 
not experiencing these 
benefits. 

Instead, children spend 
50% less time outside than 
children did two decades 
ago. Today, screen time ac-
counts for 53 hours per week 
per child (ages 8-18). The 
Children and Nature Network 
reports that only 6% of chil-
dren aged 9-13 play outside on 
their own each week. And yet, 
according to the American 
Academy of Pediatrics, an 
hour of daily unstructured 
play is essential to children’s 
physical and mental health.

Fortunately, a wide range 
of resources are available 
for parents and educators 
seeking to right the indoor/
outdoor balance. Books, 
lesson plans, equipment, 
websites and apps abound. 

Perhaps the most impor-
tant consideration is your 
child’s age. 

Researcher David Sobel 
uses map-making activities 
to understand how children 
learn about the world around 
them. He offers some excel-
lent advice for how to frame 

Research indicates that children younger than 12 have 
difficulty understanding abstract concepts such as a 
‘bird’s-eye view’ of their surroundings. Trees right outside 
their home or squirrels in their schoolyard are more 
compelling and accessible nature topics for younger 
children.

Children are most interested in nature that is familiar and local. For example, learning about mallard ducks that can 
be observed on the St. Charles River will be more engaging than studying about penguins many children may never 
see in the wild.

outdoor play and learning 
experiences, based on how 
a child understands their 
surroundings. 

Sobel writes, “from ages 
four to seven, children’s 
homes fill the center of their 
maps, and much of their play 
is within sight or earshot of 
the home [...] From eight to 
eleven, children’s geographi-
cal ranges expand rapidly [...] 
Children's homes become 
small, inconsequential, and 
often move to the periphery of 
the map. The central focus in 
their maps is the ‘explorable 
landscape.’ [...] From 12 to 15, 
the maps continue to expand 
in scope and become more 
abstract, but the favoured 
places often move out of the 
woods and into town. Social 
gathering places [...] take on 
new significance.”

At all ages, local, per-
sonally relevant, outdoor 
experiences are key. As 
Sobel emphasizes, “We take 
children away from these 
strength-giving landscapes 
when we ask them to deal 
with distant ecosystems and 
environmental problems. 
Rather, we should be attempt-
ing to engage children more 
deeply in knowing the flora, 
fauna, and character of their 
own local places.”

How do  we  en gage 
children in their local eco-
system?

Enabling children to 
ex plore outdoor spaces 

– yards, parks, and wild 
areas – can be as simple as 
accompanying them to these 
places. Encourage self-guided 

inquiry by inviting children 
to ask lots of questions. Be 
sure to follow up on subjects 
that pique their curiosity. 
Prioritize books and local 
experts; use the internet as 
a last resort when seeking 
answers. 

Two powerful mult i -
disciplinary approaches 

One of the most com-
pelling aspects of outdoor 
experiences is that nature 
is relevant to nearly every 
academic and developmen-
tal subject. A walk through 
the Plains of Abraham, for 
example, could be integrated 
into lessons about science (ex: 
urban ecology, wild animals), 
local history, geography, and 
even math. In each case, crea-
tive writing and art can be 
potent ways of engaging with 
both the place and the target 
academic subject. 

1. Mapmaking: Sobel’s 
book,  Mapmaking with 
Children: Sense of Place 
Education for the Elemen-
tary Years, is a great resource 
that explains how to use 
mapmaking as a leisure or 

educational activity. The 
website w w w.theydraw-
andtravel.com offers gorgeous 
drawing/maps which can 
inspire your own, and http://
www.teachingideas.co.uk/
geography/contents_maps.
htm presents a host of ideas 
and activities.

2. Field journaling: Prior 
to the advent of cameras, 
most people with an interest 
in the natural world were 
trained to make basic draw-
ings of what they observed 

– think of the drawings and 
paintings of Leonardo da 
Vinci or the maps drawn by 
Samuel Champlain. Today, 
children and adults can still 
produce illustrated journals 
that record discoveries, 
adventures and personal 
experiences. www.cnps.org/
cnps/education/curriculum 
and www.drawntoscience.
org/educators/lesson-plans/ 
offer lesson plans and advice 
to help children contemplate 
and investigate. The Nature 
Connection: An Outdoor 
Workbook for Kids, Families, 
and Classrooms by Clare 

Robin Williams at the red carpet event for the computer 
animated film Happy Feet in 2006. 

“Genie, I’m going to miss you”*
Robin Williams 1951 - 2014

On August 11, one of the 
world’s most loveable, 
talented and comical 

actors left us. Robin Williams, 
aged 63, committed suicide 
after battling depression 
and alcoholism as well as the 
onset of Parkinson’s disease, 
according to his wife Susan 
Schneider.  

Ironically, the world re-
members him for the joy he 
brought to millions with his 
generous, energetic creativ-
ity, his portrayal of accessible 
characters and his comical 
improvisation.  

In a touching tribute, Presi-
dent Barack Obama stated, 

“Robin Williams was an airman, 
a doctor, a genie, a president, 
a professor, a bangarang 
Peter Pan, and everything in 
between. But he was one of a 
kind. He arrived in our lives 
as an alien – but he ended 
up touching every element of 
the human spirit. He made us 
laugh. He made us cry. He gave 
his immeasurable talent freely 
and generously to those who 
needed it most.” 

Williams first appeared as 
Mork, an alien from Planet 
Ork, on an episode of Happy 
Days. This endearing portrayal 
launched the series Mork & 
Mindy (1978-1982). Happy 
Days star and later film direc-
tor Ron Howard tweeted, “We 
lost Robin…1st witnessed 
his genius as he created Mork 
[before] our eyes in [two 
hours] on set. A Force. A sweet 
soul. A brilliant artist. RIP.”

 Williams’ career, which 
included 80 films, 26 televi-
sion series and innumerable 
comedy performances, earned 
him an Oscar for his role in 
Good Will Hunting, three 
Academy Award nominations, 
five Golden Globes and the 
Cecil B. DeMille Award for his 

“outstanding contributions to 
the world of entertainment.”

 An episode of Inside the 
Actors Studio in 2001 captured 
Williams’ genius. From the 
moment he stepped on stage, 
he mesmerized the audience. 
After the opening act, host 
James Lipton questioned him 
about “legalized insanity,” 
his self-titled description. 
Williams took seven minutes 
to exemplify the term, “I 

think [it] is doing things that 
normal people wouldn’t do. 
Just to push the boundaries 
a little bit.” 

Lipton then shared a 
Billy Crystal interview with 
Williams. “[Williams] has 
a boldness and a fearless-
ness that’s an exploration 
of his mind that makes you 
say, ‘Wow! Look at that!’ If I 
was fast, he would be faster.” 
Crystal, Whoopi Goldberg and 
Williams co-hosted the long-
running telethon Comic Relief. 
After his dear friend’s death, 
he tweeted, “No words.”  

Lipton concluded with, “If 
Heaven exists, what would you 
like to hear God say when you 
arrive at the pearly gates?” 
Williams instantly said, “There 
is seating near the front. The 
concert begins at five. There 
will be Mozart, Elvis and one of 
your choosing.” He then added 
more seriously, “To know that 
there is laughter. And to hear 
God say, ‘Two Jews walk into 
a bar….’”

  Following the news of 
his death, Williams’ daughter 
Zelda stated, “He was always 
warm, even in his darkness 
moments. While I’ll never, ever 

understand how he could be 
loved so deeply and not find 
it in his heart to stay, there’s 
minor comfort in knowing our 
grief and loss, in some small 
way, is shared with millions.” 
She continued, “Dad was, is 
and always will be one of the 
kindest, most generous souls 
I’ve ever known, and while 
there are few things I know 
for certain right now, one of 
them is that not just my world, 
but the entire world is forever 
a little darker, less colourful 
and less full of laughter in 
his absence. We’ll just have 
to work twice as hard to fill it 
back up again.”

 Son Zachary posted, “I lost 
my father and a best friend and 
the world got a little grayer.” 
Son Cody wrote, “There are 
no words strong enough to 
describe the love and respect 
I have for my father.” He con-
tinued, “I will miss him and 
take him with me everywhere 
I go for the rest of my life, and 
will look forward, forever, to 
the moment when I get to see 
him again.” 

The world now mourns 
his death and remembers his 

genius. Thank you, Robin for 
lighting up the world! Hope-
fully, you are sitting in the 
front row at the concert, and 
having a laugh with God.

*One of Williams most 
memorable roles was the voice 
of the Genie in the Disney 
animated movies Aladdin 
and Aladdin and the King of 
Thieves. In a scene just before 
Aladdin sets Genie free he says, 

“Genie, I'm going to miss you.” 

Note: For those battling 
depression or contemplating 
suicide, or who know someone 
in such a state, please seek 
help at a medical clinic, a 
hospital or The Preventive 
Suicide Centre website: www.
cpsquebec.ca, and phone 
number: 1-866-APPELLE. Or 
at least reach out to a friend or 
family. There is always another 
solution and help.

Walker Leslie is a great intro 
to field journaling and nature 
observation.

Additional resources:
The David Suzuki Founda-

tion provides general ideas 
and a Connecting with 
Nature curriculum for grades 
4-6 at www.davidsuzuki.org. 
The site www.childrenand-

nature.org /naturestor y / 
presents a range of activi-
ties linked to nature books 
for children. Two additional 
websites (http://eelink.net/
pages /EE+Programs and 
www.sustainableschoolyard.
org) offer ideas for turning 
your schoolyard into an 
outdoor classroom.


