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It all started…
Our first week of summer program, the group
decided to hike into the forest park to see what
we could find. It wasn’t long before the children
spotted the fire pits. One child bent over to take
a close look inside and the others followed.

Children’s Observations:
The children picked up, turned, tapped, crumbled the black pieces.
“This is burnt up wood.”
“It’s black…black wood.”
“Look… my hand is dirty.”
“How did it get dirty?”
“The black wood is on my hand.”
N: “That black wood is called charcoal. Artists use charcoal for sketching.”
Immediately they began to draw on the rocks, They were very excited to see
their success in covering the rocks with black.

Back at Valhalla, we documented our experience.

Caius says: “I saw this happening. I
was drawing on a rock. Myles
appeared. I said how about playing
Star Wars and Myles said OK.
Autumn was dashing behind Myles
and Myles was dashing in front of
me.”
(Caius’ illustrations include balloons
for dialogue which he asked me to
write in.)

Harlow says: “Here’s grass and a
tree and a rock we painted. I liked
that the best.”
(His illustrations show his special
way of viewing his environment,
simple representations that are
very readable by all.)

C

The next day, the children wanted to go back to the park to do
more charcoal drawing but this time we took along sheets
of paper to draw on (to provide a variation of texture for
the charcoal work and give the children the option to take
their art home to share their experience and process with
their parents).
Where does charcoal come from? How is charcoal made? To
illustrate this process, our plan would include building a
fire.
Plan: at the fire ring we will discuss what is involved in
building a fire, we will follow the directions the children
give and we will see if the fire starts and burns. Then there
will be a discussion after to share their success or failure.
Safety considered: we will be next to the creek, we already
have designated spots for building a fire in, we will have
pails and shovels for putting it out safely.
Unknowns: What do the children know about fires? Will
there be any fears?

Harlow: “We found two sticks.”
Myles: “We made them into
skateboards.”
Taz: “We went down to the river.”
Harlow: “We drawed on paper with
coal.”
Myles: “with charcoal.”
Taz: “Then we made a fire.”
Mateo: “We cooked
marshmallows…nah!”
Natalie: “How did you make a fire?”
Taz: “We put leaves in…crunched
up.”
Winter: “We felt to see if they would
crunch.”
Harlow: “We put sticks in.”
Taz: “and old man’s beard.”

MY OBSERVATIONS:
•

Myles and Harlow are like “two peas in a pod”. They always can find
an opportunity to be creative in their dramatic play. They love the
forest environment for their pretend play. Today, their observant
eyes spotted two little sticks and immediately they became
skateboards. They are curious and observant about everything
around them and without forgetting about their skateboards, were
able to quickly join into the activity around the firepit.

•

Taz has been drawn to the river, She explored its bank, reached into
its coldness to investigate its contents, and sat quietly on its mossy
bank to just listen. When talking about the fire building, she quickly
brought the discussion back to the topic discussed, she recognized
the distraction. Taz is a deep thinker. You can see her keenly intent
on what she studys and her recollection of events is “right on”.

•

Mateo always wants to be included. He has learned he likes to
comment in the discussions. This motivates him to share his strong
memory of “fires” including marshmallows. He quickly recognized
it did not apply to our experience and gracefully in his gentle way,
added his “nah”.

•

Winter also enjoys sharing in the discussions. She is cautious about
trying things but keenly observant when others take the lead. Her
wisdom is as an onlooker and in this sense she shares what others
have not yet. Like in the “Slocan Valley” project when we were
making paper mache mountains. Winter has entered this
exploration of charcoal and the materials for building a fire, using
all her senses. She is sharing her perceptions of the tactile
elements of leaves, charcoal, old man’s beard (she has combined old
man’s beard with witch’s hair to create her own “fox hair man”).

•

Soma, like Winter has connected to this project with all her senses.
They have been engrossed in the charcoal drawing. When the
others have moved on to play, Soma and Winter continued with
their drawing on rocks and then on paper, deep in their own little
world oblivious of time and the activity around them,

We built the fire: crumpled dry leaves, old
man’s beard, little sticks and larger
sticks in that order. It lit immediately
and burned great.
We mixed up some bannock and cooked it in
a frypan over the fire. We ate the whole
thing!
After putting the fire out with water from
the river, we stirred up with dirt until
everything was cold/
Back at the center, the children documented
their experience:
Mateo: “I make rocks around the fire. Then
I’m making all the kids. First I’m going
to draw you, Natalie, cause you are the
leader.”
Harlow: “I drawed the old man’s beard.”
Natalie: “Then what?”
Harlow: “sticks.”
Taz: “I already put all the sticks, the little
sticks and the big sticks.”
Soma: “I’m making all the people around the
fire.”
Winter: “There’s the fox hair man.”
Natalie: “I can write that for you.”
Winter: “I’m not done yet. I drawed Myles
with two eyes! Ha!”
Harlow: “with two glasses?”
Winter: “with big hair.”

Mateo: “That’s the fire.”

Reflections:
Parents were very impressed with the charcoal drawings.
“Really? You got the charcoal from the fire pits?”
Parents also commented on their children’s enthusiasm
about building a fire successfully and cooking bannock on
their fire.
I could see that the children really enjoyed the activities they
did in the forest and when I offered them a choice of going
to the beach or the forest for next time, they all chose the
forest. That really surprised me and made me wonder why
the forest? Perhaps it was cooler? But the beach had
water! Was it the novelty? Was it because they felt
empowered at doing something they normally see adults
doing?
I began to wonder how the children at Wee Ones would
respond to the same activities. It is a different space, we
did not have access to a camping area at Wee Ones.
Because of the fire hazard rating being high, we would
have to find a safe space to build a fire and begin by
building a fire ring.

At Wee Ones: “How do we build a campfire?”
We chose to build our fire ring of rocks on the dirt side of our hillside because we found
big rocks there and “dirt doesn’t burn.”
Natalie: “How do we build a campfire?”
Emmett: “with wood, rocks, fire to burn the wood.”
Elijah: “we’ll get the wood in the forest.”
Enya: “tiny little sticks to put in the circle, because that’s what my dad does.”
Emmett: “big pieces of wood, not little, cause big, thin pieces will make us get more fire.
And we gotta put newspapers in the fire.”
Elijah: “That’s what my dad does too! And crush them into balls.”
Emmett: “First put rocks around.”
Natalie: “in a circle like Enya said?”
Emmett: “Then sticks in, then newspapers.”
Elijah: “Make sure newspaper is dry cause wet will not burn. Next we go into the forest
and get some wood.”
Emmett: “and we need some sticks to put the bread on.”
Natalie: “Suppose we have no newspapers. Close your eyes, what do you see yourself
doing or using instead of newspaper?”
Emmett: (eyes closed) “Leaves! Dry leaves!”
Natalie: “How do you know they are dry?”
Emmett: “We feel them. We see the drops of water.”
Elijah: “Water puts out fire, and we need it to burn.
They begin to climb up the hillside, picking up sticks. Some children stay to carry the big
rocks to their circle space.

“It’s a great-looking
fire!”
“It’s so-o-o-o hot!”

Making Bannock
Why make bannock? We could have roasted hotdogs or
marshmallows. I grew up roasting apples on a stick.
For a moment I visualized an experience with my own children.
They had good intentions of holding a wiener on a stick for the
needed time to roast it, turn it as necessary but I distinctly
remember that after a few minutes, mom and dad had to hold
the sticks and cook them for everyone. Nutritionally speaking
hotdogs and marshmallows are controversial and in our
centers, were not an option.
Because attention span is a big consideration, I wanted to have a
few options available for them to choose from. Emmett had
been talking about gathering sticks in the forest to cook on and
he again brought it up when we were outside building the fire.
Others said they cooked things in a pan.
I remembered Mya saying, “I really, REALLY, love my baba’s
kalachi.” (the Russian version of bannock that her grandma
often made for her to take to school). During our discussion
about what to cook on the fire, she brought this up again and
all the children’s responses were positive. They had decided.

Our recipe is created:
We often adjust recipes to accommodate what children
like and the bannock recipe was no exception. We
used spelt flour because of allergies to wheat. We
added an egg because spelt can be somewhat more
crumbly than wheat. They all wanted to add an egg
but we were reminded that we were making bannock
and not scrambled eggs. The compromise was that
all could have a turn to beat the egg. If at all
possible, we add something for smell, like cinnamon
or vanilla.
The transformation began….

Mixing Bannock:

Hannah cracked the egg
into the cup and beat it
up. Enya held the cup
steady.

Naya measures the flour.
Everyone counts the cups
measured.

Emmett measures the baking
powder into the flour.

Mya breaks up the butter with her fork so it
make very small pieces,

Then we pour the liquid on top of the
flour. “Wow, there’s lots of teeny
bubbles in there.” That is going to
make our bannock full of little tiny
bubbles.” “And make it fluffy,” says
Natalie

Ready for cooking!
“It’s a great-looking
fire!”
“It’s so-o-o-o hot!”
A hot day and a hot
fire is too much to
take. They decided
that cooking
bannock in a pan
would not be so hot
for them.

“Mmmmm, I love to eat bannock”
says Mya.

“Valhalla Trails” Bannock
3 cups spelt flour
½ cup margarine
2 tbsp. heaping baking powder (for fluffiness)
1 tbsp. sugar
1 beaten egg (for sticking flour together)
1 tsp. vanilla (to make it smell nice)
¾ cup water
Beat the egg in a container. Mix all the dry ingredients
together. Measure in the margarine and press it into the
flour until very crumbly. Add the beaten egg and water
together and mix only until it looks like it is all wet. Knead
it a little bit. Break it off into balls and press into a patty
shape. Place into pan with oil and fry until golden brown.
Turn and fry other side. When done, take out onto paper.
Split open and spread with butter to eat.
Totally delicious!

Reflections:
This group at Wee Ones also was able to recall the process of
building fires from what they saw and heard from their
families. By sharing with each other, they were able to
successfully build a fire that lit well and kept burning.
They were very aware about what was needed to be safe
around fires. They all showed great care and attention to
everyone’s safety.
“Too little risk and challenges leads to inappropriate
risktaking in a fearless and destructive manner.” (Singer.
1996). Perhaps the risk factor provided was an important
factor to their actions around the fire.
Also the common perception that “play happens outside and
work happens inside” was challenged.

Image of the Child
Like the children at Valhalla, this group at Wee
Ones also was able to recall the process of
building fires from what they saw and heard
from their families. By sharing this information
with each other, they were creating their own
unique “cultural artifact”, a “collective
memory”,(Krechevsky 2001, p259)and they were
able to successfully build a fire that lit well and
kept burning.

The children were very aware. Those that knew
safety precautions, shared them and those who
were more cautious, were more observant about
what was needed to be safe around fires. They
all showed great care and attention to each
other’s safety. Logically speaking, they felt the
heat and naturally backed away.

• “It is necessary that we believe that the child is very
intelligent, that the child is strong and beautiful and has
very ambitious desires and requests. This is the image of
the child that we need to hold. Those who have the image
of the child as fragile, incomplete, weak, made of glass,
gain something from this belief only for themselves. We
don’t need that as an image of children. Instead of always
giving children protection, we need to give them the
recognition of their rights and of their
strengths.”(Malaguzzi 1994)
We might tell ourselves that we agree with this but is our
body language saying otherwise? Are we fearful of a
potential injury or of others thinking we are irresponsible
in our providing care? Is this why we might choose to
avoid potentially unsafe activities?
• the highest rates of children’s deaths are in car accidents
but do we avoid taking our children in cars? Of course not!

What about Risk?
If you look up the topic of “risk”, you will find an
overwhelming number of research papers written from
around the world.

• “this perception of risk as something bad that needs to be
avoided is a recent phenomenon” (Little & Wyver, 2009,
Furedi, 2001).
• New, Mardell, and Robinson (2005, para.6) suggest “such
concerns regarding risk are seriously impacting on early
childhood educators’ capacity to provide worthwhile
experiences…Whether out of fears that children will
actually come to serious harm or more likely to avoid
accusations of irresponsibility, teachers now maintain
constant supervision over children’s activities even as they
discourage or avoid potentially unsafe activities.”
• “Such a response also denies children the opportunity to
learn about risk and how to manage it in the real world of
the communities they live in” (Shepherd, 2004).
Considering we all live in a province constantly ravaged by
forest fires, would it not be more appropriate to support
children in their learning about fire?

Children naturally seek challenge and engage in risk-taking
as they expand their world view and develop an
understanding of themselves and others, and try to gain
competency in a range of skills.
I am reminded of my own childhood, it wasn’t enough to
simply climb up a steep clay bank, my sister and I created
hand and foot holds to climb up the steepest slope. We
jumped off first from the lower place and then as our
confidence grew, we jumped from higher. My sister and I
spent many days playing there until that clay bank was no
more a challenge. We had used skills of problem-solving,
creativity, persistence, courage, collaboration and much,
much more to master that clay bank and then we moved
on. It taught us we were strong, smart capable of more
challenges and we did not need a grownup to help us all
the time.

• As Stine (1997, p.29) asserts, “by taking risks, by
facing a challenge, we learn about our
competence and our limitations.
• Trying to exist in a world without some measure
of risk is not only impossible but inhibits our
lives and the child’s need for challenge”.
• “Too little risk and challenges leads to
inappropriate risk taking in a fearless and
destructive manner.” (Singer.1996).
• “low skill ability and lack of confidence can place
children at a greater risk of injury” (Sutterby &
Frost, 2002).
• On the other hand, “children are more likely to
develop responsible attitudes toward risk if they
have experience dealing with risky situations”
(Barker, 2004).

The common phrase “if you play with fire, you get
burned” has a great deal of truth here.
• But as I have seen, preschool children generally
come towards fire in a very respectful way, they
might have experienced the “hurt” factor already
• others come towards it in a more cautious spirit
as dictated by their own spirit of learning.
• Perhaps the risk was an important contributing
factor to the children’s thoughtful and wise
actions during the building of the fire and my
actions on the clay bank.

Outdoor Experiences
At this point, I think some basic clarifications need
to be made regarding the following terms
“outdoor experiences” and “nature play”.
• they are not necessarily the same. While
“outdoor experiences” could occur anywhere
outside, “nature play” does not.
• “Nature play” is specifically referring to
play/interactions that involve the elements of
nature, the creatures and plant life.
• When children have discovered and are
immersed in their queries of the worm and his
amazing capacity to stretch and move without
any legs like they have, it is “nature play”.
• When a clay bank can feel strong and yet be weak
to the force of a stick, it is “nature play”.

Benefits of Nature Play
If “nature is fuel for the soul” (Ryan, 2010), then “nature
play” can be “the delicate dance of childhood that
strengthens the mind and body and nourishes the soul”
(Frost, 2009).
Consider the following benefits:
• School children who use play areas with trees, fields,
shrubs and vegetated edges show more creative play,
better concentration, and more inter-gender play than
peers with equipment focused playgrounds.

• Outdoor play in green settings reduces the symptoms of
ADHD in children.
• Frequent unstructured childhood play in natural settings
has been found to be the most common influence on the
development of life–long conservation values.* (Green
Hearts Inc. 2009)

But…
Yet despite the research that confirms these statements, evidence
throughout the world shows the opposite.
• Richard Louv, author of “Last Child In the Woods” observes that
“we are seeing the virtual criminalization of natural play.”
• Wouldn’t you feel the same way if you heard that 137 schools in
Florida have posted “no running” signs?
So how did society get here?

Key factors researchers speak of include:
• fear of risking dangers publicized by media,
• fear and risk of lawsuits,
• urbanization
• “plugged-in play”.
Generally, while children “spend only about 30 minutes a week in
outdoor play, American two year olds average 2.6 hours of
television watching per day!”(Green Hearts Inc, 2009)

Strategies to Support Risk-taking
Considering those gloomy statistics and then the sheer enthusiasm
I saw in the children this summer, I am more determined to
take my children to the woods, throughout the year. Myles
started Kindergarten this year and after a few weeks of school,
he went up to the teacher and told her that Kindergarten should
do the “summer program”, that he “learned way more”.
Therefore, if I am to learn from Myles and the other children, I
need to remember:
•

that experiences need to connect with children’s expressed
interests. The children showed me how deeply engaged they
were in their work and play. Engaging in dangerous activities
was never an issue.

•

“We need to raise our level of listening, our dialogue and
attention toward children, to observe them and to stay close to
them, but not to scrutinize them, spy on them, impede them
from maintaining their privacy, and above all not to inhibit
their curiosity and joyous outlook on the world.” (Rinaldi,
2006)

• Act confidently about children’s capacities in all
areas of their learning. Anxious adults make for
anxious children which increases the likelihood
of accidents. You can show this by your words of
encouragement and the choices they have.
• Involve the children in discussions about safe
risks by raising their consciousness of risks and
the consequences of specific actions or inactions.
(Kennedy, 2009)
• “Children need to take different types of risks in
order to develop and learn.”(Rinaldi, 2006,
Sutterby, 2009)
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