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Increase your child's environmental awareness
For parents of students in junior and middle grades (gr. 4-8)

Try these activities at home to help expand your child's ecological literacy. 
Change Journal

This activity involves having the 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 at 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 children in this exercise equips them with the skills to be able to recognize seasonal change vs. environmental change.

Procedure:

Chose a daily or weekly ritual that you and your child participate in, for instance a walk to school, watching your favourite tree change, or visiting a local park.  
Together, record in your journals changes that you see in that space or on that route.  Include seasonal changes, such as weather or presence of animals, and environmental changes such as litter and the appearance of the environmental health. 
Take time to debrief this journal with your children 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 would 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.

Procedure:

Explain to your child 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.  
Help your child pick an animal that he would like to create a habitat for. He may want to work with a friend or sibling on this project. 

If possible, visit the animal's natural habitat and go to the library to research about where the animal lives. Make sure to look up the survival needs of the animal.  
After the research is finished, ask your child to design a habitat in which their animal can successfully live. Ask your child to try and include a food source, water source, shelter/cover, and a space large enough for the animal. Your child could draw the habitat, or construct it using various materials. Encourage creativity as long as it is relevant to nature.  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 the ramifications 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

Encourage your child to invite their friends to go on an interpretive nature walk. Take them to a natural area to discover what nature has to offer.  This may include bird-watching, turning over logs to look for insects, looking for different types of trees or trying to spot small animals. Let the children lead the activity and take  an interest in what they discover and find interesting along the route.
Consider bringing along a field guide, compass, magnifying glasses, binoculars and other investigation tools. 
Bedtime Stories

Reading stories to your children that have an environmental message is a fantastic way to not only promote literacy, but to open up lines of communication about the environment. 
Here are two of our favourite environmentally themed children books:

1) The Giving Tree – Shel Silverstein

2) The Lorax – Dr. Seuss

When thinking about stories and their impact on your children, utilize all the resources that you have! Grandparents, aunts, uncles and you have stories of your childhood and experiences that you had in your environments growing up. Share these stories with your children. 
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 three 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.
This tip sheet was originally prepared by Stephanie Crocker – PEYA Coordinator,  and Soni Craik- Elementary Schools Program Coordinator
Visit "Parents Boost Learning" at www.peelschools.org for more Parent Tip Sheets.


