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Expand your child’s ecological literacy

For parents of junior and middle school students
Here are some activities you can do at home to . . . expand your child's ecological literacy.
Change journal

This activity involves having children write daily entries, journaling the seasonal and environmental changes they see in their community.  It can be a journal of the changes in the backyard, on their walk to school, or in their favourite park.

Ecological literacy skills:

This exercise connects children to their surrounding environment and fosters a sense of place, pride and recognition of their community environment.  Engaging them in this exercise fosters a sense of care for their immediate environment, and equips them with the skills to be able to recognize seasonal change vs. environmental change.

How to
Chose a daily or weekly ritual that you and your child participate in, for instance a walk to school. Together record in your journals changes that you see in that space or on that route.  Included can be seasonal changes, such as weather or presence of animals, and environmental changes such as litter and the appearance of  environmental health. It is interesting to debrief this journal with your child after an appropriate time and talk about the changes that have happened in the environment over time.  Included in this debrief can be ideas on how we can take better care of this environment, favourite aspects of the environment and how the community is effecting the environment.

Designing a habitat

This activity involves children designing a habitat that they think is ideal for a specific animal.  

Ecological literacy skills: 

This exercise demonstrates the various elements of a habitat that animals require, and also explores how the loss or manipulation of one of these elements effects the animal residents that these habitats support.

How to
Explain to participants the meaning of the term habitat: “the arrangement of food, water, shelter or cover, and space suitable to animals’ needs.  It is the ‘life range’, which must include food and water, as well as escape cover, winter cover, cover to rear young, and even cover in which to play.”  Inform participants that they are going to be designing the best habitat that they can for an animal.  You can either choose the animals for your children or they can select it for themselves.  Whether they work individually or in pairs is also up to them. You can either take the children to a natural area and have them explore it or have the children look through relevant nature books for inspiration.  Some research will probably have to be done for the children to be aware or all of the survival needs of the animal.  After the research is finished, ask them to begin designing a habitat in which their animal can successfully live.  The children should include a food source, water source, shelter/cover, and a space large enough for the specific animal.  You can choose to have them draw on a piece of paper or construct a model of the habitat that they are designing.   
Creativity is encouraged as long as it is relevant to nature.  So try and keep the children away from ideas that do not actually occur in nature.  Discuss why this habitat is appropriate for their animal.  Include in this discussion of what would happen if some of the habitat elements were lost or damaged.

Here are some fun additional activities you and your child can do to connect more with nature.

Interpretive walk

An interpretive walk happens when a group of children go out into a natural space and see what it has to offer.  This may include bird-watching, turning over logs to look for insects or explaining interesting features that can be found along the route.  It is important that even though you facilitate the activity, that the children are really the ones leading it.  More specifically, it is important that you take an interest in what the children discover and find interesting along the route rather than just what you had planned to talk about.  

Identification sheets or field guides that are age-appropriate, magnifying glasses, binoculars, and other field investigation tools, are not necessary for a successful interpretative hike, but are very complimentary.

Hug-a-tree

This activity needs an area with a lot of trees.  The area selected should also not have too many obstacles (e.g., fallen trees, rocks, steep edges, etc.).  Divide the children into pairs.  Get one child in each pair to be blind-folded.  Have the participant who can see hold the arm of the participant who cannot and lead them to a tree.  The blindfolded child has to touch the tree and take notice of any distinguishing features it may have.  After the child has “gotten to know” the tree, the child who can see leads the blindfolded child back to where they started the activity.  The blindfold is taken off and the child who was blindfolded has to guess which tree it was that they touched.  After the tree is found out, the partners switch roles and the other has a turn at being blindfolded. This activity is great for a birthday party.   

In order to pass on the curiosity and critical thinking skills that ecological literacy fosters, parents, guardians and teachers must nurture their own ecological literacy.  Below are four books we highly recommend to help further this goal.

1) Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder, Richard Louv , 2005.

2) Biophilia, Edward O. Wilson, 1984

3) Place-Based Education: Connecting Classrooms & Communities (Nature Literacy Series Vol. 4), David Sobel, 2004.

4) The Lorax, Dr. Seuss, 1971

This tip sheet was prepared by Leah Sumnauth, youth education manager and Soni Craik, Green Schools coordinator at EcoSource.

Visit "Parents Boost Learning" at www.peelschools.org for more Parent Tip Sheets.


