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Embracing Risk
We believe it is important for multidisciplinary groups of design
professionals, environmental advocates, educators, health care
professionals, and families to work together to design and support
spaces and experiences that help children make connections with
nature a sustaining and enriching part of their daily lives.
This edition of Wonder is focused on the following Nature Action
Collaborative for Children Universal Principle:

We believe it is important for educators to support children’s
appropriate risk taking and adventurous play in nature.
Following are varied perspectives on what it takes to embrace risk
in quite different circumstances. You’ll find stories of communities
finding the courage needed to support children as they recover
from a natural disaster, an administrator helping teachers dare to
think differently, and a college student developing confidence in
herself as she supports children. All of these people are working to
help create feelings of safety and security in their own contexts so
that adventurous risk taking can occur.

Photo by Richard Leeming (https://flic.kr/p/xPrg7Q) licensed under CC BY 2.0

The mission of the Nature Action Collaborative for
Children is to re-connect children with the natural world
by making developmentally appropriate nature education
a sustaining and enriching part of the daily lives
of the world’s children.
www.WorldForumFoundation.org/nature

Future Issues of Wonder

We invite you to email your ideas, stories, and photos that
relate to children’s connections with nature to:
Tara Hild: tarah@natureexplore.org
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Reflection: Feeling Safe Enough to Play after a Natural Disaster
from Bishnu Hari Bhatta, Nepal, co-creator of
World Forum Foundation’s International Mud Day

The reconstructed school building in Gorkha has
resulted in regular classes and has indirectly benefitted
1,175 households in the community. The completion of
the reconstruction of this school building has brought
joy among the students and the teachers. They are
happy that they no longer have to take classes in improvised shelters during monsoon where heavy rain would
make it difficult for holding regular classes.
When we visited the completed school site, a cheerful
crowd of students, teachers, parents, and local community welcomed us.
One of the students from Grade 7, Krishna said,
“I am happy to start studying in a new building.
After the earthquake destroyed our school building,
I was worried whether we will be able to continue our
education in the future…. Now (our new building) is
completed, I am sure that there will be no disruption in
our education and I also pray that we will never have to
face such a terrifying earthquake.”
Assistant Head Master, Mr. Ram, added: “…The
completed school building has filled us with new hopes
and aspirations. This completed school building has
not only facilitated in the education of our students, but
also has given a new direction and courage for the local
community to forget the earthquake and move on with
life.”
Collaborative partners, local and international, helped to design nature gardens for the children. They planted flowers and plants
in the school area, then handed over the garden to the school children for preservation and protection. The gardens are childfriendly so children can roam freely and play in the garden. This kind of nature play provides children opportunities to deal with
their emotions and learn to feel secure again.

Bishnu Bhatta is co-founder of International Mud Day and Partnership for Sustainable Development-Nepal. PSD Nepal is a nonprofit
social development organization dedicated to the alleviation of poverty of children and youth of rural Nepal. For more information,
please visit www.psdnepal.org.
Consider this:
• What stresses do children and families in your program face and how can you help them feel more secure while they are in
your program?
• What behaviors do you see in children when their everyday routines are disrupted and how can time in nature contribute to
positive behavioral outcomes?
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Partnership for Sustainable Development (PSD) Nepal has successfully completed the reconstruction work of five schools before
the onset of monsoon season in Nepal. We needed to get schools rebuilt so that children and teachers could get back to their
normal routines. Three schools are still under construction and will be completed very soon. There were a lot of hurdles present in
the completion of these projects, but we successfully passed each challenge and now the students can continue their education in a
safe, sound, and pleasant environment.
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The following two reflections are shared by directors of programs with natural outdoor classrooms.

Reflection: Supporting Teachers Who are Uncomfortable with
Children’s Risk Taking
from Judy Hightower, United States
I have been the director at Westminster Presbyterian Church Preschool in Westlake Village, California for ten years. During that time,
our staff has developed a culture of acceptance and open communication that is crucial to the success of our outdoor classroom. Here
are some key techniques we use, especially when we consider risk and adventure play. I encourage teachers to:
• remember their own childhood.
• trust the children to know their own capabilities.
• chronicle any concerns and document any injuries.
• discuss the difference between risks and hazards and what
that means for their play yard.

• “just try it”; we’ll discuss, listen, and evaluate along the way.
• don’t get stuck in “what if”; observe “what is.”
• let me spend time with you while we observe the children
together: dialogue together, address uncertainties, explain
benefits while watching children at play.
• talk to me directly so I can provide the support you need.

Reflection: Our Big Risky Rocks
from Betty Sanchez, United States
One of my fondest childhood memories is climbing and jumping off big boulders in a large creek bed. There were no adults to watch
out for our safety, just five children ranging in ages from four to 12 years, each having ownership of their own boulder. We learned
how to take risks and negotiate the world around us as we spent our days in our favorite place.
Anyone who knows me knows that our area of giant boulders is one of my favorite places in our outdoor classroom at Community
Action Commission Head Start in Carpinteria Main Center in California. It is also a favorite play area for many of our children —
although they did not start their relationship with the boulders with the freedom that I did, mostly due to teacher uncertainty. Our
teachers’ feelings ranged from, “Why are those giant rocks in our play area?” to “You can jump, but only if I hold your hand.”
Together, the teachers, children, and I have been on a journey of understanding and growth that continues today. One teacher, who
did not feel boulders belonged in our yard, now encourages bridge building between boulders and congratulates ‘big jumps.’ She
understands more now how children learn and has seen for herself that there have been no injuries involving our big rocks. Most
importantly, she has witnessed the sheer beauty in the face of a child who jumps into the air and experiences a moment of flight.

Consider this:
• How do you support the people you work with, no matter their role, to be more comfortable embracing risk?
• What opportunities could you find as a staff to discuss perceptions of risky behaviors and distinguish between “what ifs” and
“what is”?
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• learn the benefits to children when they engage in play that
involves risk taking.
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Reflection: Learning What is Safe for Me and My Students
from Fallon Kostbahn, United States
As a student-teacher coming into a new school I realized that there were a lot of new rules,
expectations, and schedules to learn. I decided to observe, listen, and ask a lot of questions.
I’ve been in many schools throughout my time in college and my experience at my latest
school, Dimensions Education Programs, is different from the rest. The natural outdoor
classroom is a huge part of this school’s program and it is similar to something I’ve only
read about in textbooks. Classes here spend much of their time outside and in their naturefilled outdoor classroom.

From my first day, when students were exploring and testing their limits, I watched and
listened as teachers not only carefully supervised but also talked children through experiences and processes as needed. Students climbed small trees and other risks as teachers watched and asked questions such as, “Are you
holding on tight?” “Are you too high?” and my favorite, “Do you feel safe?”
As I became more comfortable, I learned that these risks are beneficial for the students; they’re able to test their skills and feel a sense of
accomplishment when they take on new challenges and succeed. I saw firsthand that empowering students to think through decisions
and make them on their own, as long as they are safe, gives them more confidence. They learn to be better decision makers. I can see
how these skills will continue to develop throughout their lives and help them with major life decisions in the future.
I talked a great deal with my cooperating teacher about the teacher’s role in helping students think and not stepping in to make decisions for them. I wondered how she decides when to step in and help a child versus hanging back to see what happens. She told me
stories about how she learned to watch children closely to gauge when intervention is necessary. She told me it was hard for her at first
to resist the urge to be (too) helpful, but she views children as competent and capable, so she treats them that way.
There are many opportunities for the school staff to meet in teaching teams and discuss expectations and opportunities they each think
children should have in nature. In one staff meeting I attended where the topic of risk came up, teachers shared how they often need
to take a deep breath and wait a moment before reacting or helping a child too soon. This offers children the opportunity to solve their
own problems with only a little bit of help.
Being a part of this program has opened my eyes to what is appropriate for children to
do for themselves. Now I realize that it is our job as teachers to keep our students safe,
but it is not our job to deprive them of important learning experiences. Children are
curious by nature; allowing them to explore their curiosities and interests is vital for their
growth and learning. As I move on to my last student-teaching placement at a different
school, I am eager to practice what I have learned. I feel safe sharing these ideas with a
new group of teachers!

Consider this:
• How do you arrange your outdoor environment so that children have many opportunities to challenge themselves and take calculated risks?
• How do you develop a respectful relationship with your fellow teachers so everyone
can share their perspectives on risk taking?
• What risks do visitors, parents, and student-teachers see children taking at your school? How do you share your philosophy and
approach with them?

Fallon Kostbahn is a student at Concordia University in Seward, Nebraska, where she is pursuing a degree in Elementary Education with an
endorsement in Early Childhood Education.
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I quickly learned that the expectations of what the children are allowed to do outside were
quite different from other schools I have visited. Here, students take more safe risks and
explore their world with a very hands-on approach.
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Addressing Parents’ Safety Concerns as
Part of Risk Assessment
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Excerpt from the Early Childhood Environmental Education Programs: Guidelines
for Excellence published by the North American Association for Environmental
Education (NAAEE) as part of the National Project for Excellence in Environmental Education.
It is beneficial to address fears parents may have about outdoor experiences
openly, honestly, and with sensitivity. Explain that dirt, splinters, wet clothes,
and scraped knees are all part of interacting with our natural world. Part of the
innate thrill of meeting nature on its own terms is the sense of adventure that
comes with jumping puddles, balancing on a log, and swinging from a tree
branch. Communication about the growth, development, and pleasure derived
from such experiences, along with identification of basic precautions being
taken, will surely convince even the wariest parent that the benefits outweigh
the concerns.

Some considerations:
• Evaluate the height and slope of natural items and structures
• Test the strength of potentially weight-bearing structures (tree limbs, rotted logs, slate outcrop)
• Encourage appropriate clothing, foot- and headwear (perhaps offering items from a classroom stash), including protective wear for
sun and insects
• Eliminate sharp drop-offs to water, cutting edges, and potential traps and choking hazards
• Restrict access to vehicular traffic
• Provide vigilant supervision without being overly intrusive
• Discuss simple precautions with children regularly (such as leaving unknown animals alone and
telling an adult [of their concerns])
• Build skills progressively, extending physical limitations over time
• Provide ongoing staff development in emergency
preparedness

The North American Association for Environmental
Education (NAAEE) is a network of professionals,
students, and volunteers working in the field of environmental education throughout North America and in over
55 countries around the world.
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