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Executive Summary
FOUNDED IN 2009, THE CHILD AND NATURE ALLIANCE OF CANADA [CNAC]1 has worked 
collaboratively across Canada to support a dialogue, build momentum, and increase awareness about the 
importance of nature in the lives of Canadian children, youth, and families. In partnership with various 
community organizations, as well as the not-for-profit and public sectors, the CNAC has helped bring the 
importance of nature back into the minds and lives of many Canadians. 

In the past year, the CNAC has experienced exciting changes through the launch of its well-supported 
capacity-building process. It resulted in the appointment of a full-time Executive Director, increased staff 
support, an increase in funding, a new board of directors, and the development of a strong three-year 
strategic plan. 

As a result of this capacity-building process, extensive work went into solidifying a strong governance model 
and developing the future vision and direction of the CNAC. We built a strong governance foundation and 
drafted a strategic plan to guide us through the next three years. Our focus is now on building a diverse 
funding base with meaningful partners, delivering innovative youth leadership programs at the Ottawa 
Forest and Nature School, and catalyzing a collaborative national movement. 

We are grateful to our staff, volunteers, Natural Leaders, board of directors, planning committees, advisors, 
and our community partners who all contributed to our vision. They are champions and stewards in the 
movement to get children and youth outdoors. Without them, we could not have achieved our successes to 
date nor the impacts we envision in our future. We are also very grateful to the Lawson Foundation for its 
incredible support and mentorship since January 2015. 

1 The CNAC headquarters is now based at the Ottawa Forest and Nature School, where we offer children and family oriented, 
nature-based programs.
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Our Mission
To foster meaningful connections to the outdoors 

for Canadian children and youth through innovative 
programs, transformative learning experiences, and 

strategic partnerships.
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Our Vision
All Canadian children and youth play 
and learn in forests, parks, meadows, 

and mud puddles.
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ORGANIZATIONAL VALUES
A. INTEGRITY
As an organization, we lead by example. In our board meetings, we literally walk the walk, often lacing up 
our hiking boots, or strapping on our snowshoes. Additionally, our gatherings, conferences, and professional 
learning opportunities are all nature-based, and we love it! It is not uncommon to see our Executive Director 
playing hide and seek and running through the mud, and we believe that being playful in nature supports us in 
being effective leaders in this movement. 

B. ACCESS AND EQUITY
Our priority is to ensure that all Canadian children and youth have the opportunity to play and learn in nature. 
We acknowledge that there are many barriers to children, youth, and families getting outside. We are committed 
to breaking down these barriers by working on mainstreaming the movement to connect children and youth to 
nature, make it accessible for all, and provide tangible supports to marginalized and vulnerable communities. 
We support the development and delivery of Forest and Nature School programs in diverse early learning 
centres and public elementary schools. We also believe in forging relationships with not-for-profit organizations 
that serve marginalized and vulnerable sectors, building strong partnerships with Aboriginal communities and 
educators, and increasing subsidies for children and families in need throughout Canada. 

C. COLLABORATIVE LEADERSHIP
We strive to lead a movement that empowers others to be champions, stewards, and leaders. Our goal is to 
inspire great work and to share stories about others who do amazing work in their own communities. We 
believe that collective efforts are needed to create real change, and that by working together with organizations, 
institutions, and communities, we will build a cultural movement that places a high value on a child’s right to 
experience nature and the outdoors. 

D. AUTHENTIC, MEANINGFUL, CHILD AND YOUTH ENGAGEMENT
The CNAC enables authentic, meaningful engagement with children and youth. Culturally, we acknowledge 
that children and youth are both competent and capable, which means we respect their right to contribute, to 
be respected, and to be heard. We also believe in the rights of children and youth to lead their own learning, and 
to have opportunities to lead communities toward a better world. Our values build upon the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child in which Article 31 enshrines the child’s right to play. 

Organizational Values &  
Guiding Principles
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We are a national, charitable organization whose sole mission is to foster meaningful connections to the 
outdoors for Canadian children and youth. Currently a network of organizations and individuals who are 
working collaboratively to connect children and youth to nature through policy, research, and practice, 
further igniting a national dialogue and on-the-ground initiatives. Our past and future priority will always 
be to make reaching out to all children and youth a mainstream issue. We aim to have a deep impact on 
families and communities across the country. This priority is woven into all our key initiatives, including 
Forest School Canada (FSC), the major educational arm of the CNAC; the Ottawa Forest and Nature School, 
now the headquarters for the CNAC; the Natural Leaders Alliance (NLA); and ongoing research and policy 
development. 

Forest School Canada, our flagship educational program, provides early childhood educators as well 
as primary educators with professional learning opportunities that are evidence-based, practical, and 
inspiring. We strive to support communities of practice through the delivery of our ‘Forest and Nature School 
Practitioner’s Course’ and other workshops. This means we invest in deep-rooted change in education to 
support a pedagogy that incorporates play and child-directed learning in nature.

Currently, we cannot meet the demand for requests for professional learning, and have a waiting list of 
over 100 educators, even at this early stage in the movement. As a result, we are seeking strategic funding 
partnerships to support the expansion of all our professional learning offerings in the coming years, with a 
plan to bring on additional course facilitators in 2016 to increase the delivery of all practitioners’ courses and 
workshops. 

The Ottawa Forest and Nature School is situated on 900 acres of National Capital Commission land. 
The school was established there in the summer of 2014, and a growing team of educators are providing 
community-based and school-based programs to the Ottawa community from there. It serves as a 
demonstration site to highlight innovative practices in Forest and Nature School, catalyzing the movement 
further with tangible stories about the power of play-based learning in nature.

What We Do
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The goal in the coming years is to have programs on this site reach all children, including vulnerable and 
marginalized populations. Our goal is to increase programs to all local school boards, thus extending beyond 
our current partnership with the Ottawa Carleton District School Board. We are also working on building 
partnerships with with local non-governmental organizations who are serving the needs of vulnerable and 
disadvantaged communities. Through these strategic partnerships, we hope to increase opportunities for 
Aboriginal, refugee, immigrant, and lower-income families, who may not connect with nature on a regular 
basis. We present and share this work in our professional learning programs for educators, as well as through 
social media and communication channels, to highlight the importance of access and equity for programs 
emerging in Canada.

The Natural Leaders Alliance (NLA) was the first program launched through the CNAC, and is a “for youth, 
by youth” initiative. It focuses on youth leadership, outdoor community events, and opportunities to 
authentically engage in the national dialogue of connecting Canadians to nature. Other organizations across 
North America, including the Child and Nature Network, the Canadian Parks Council, Canadian Parks and 
Wilderness Society, Nature Canada, Mountain Equipment Coop, and Outdoor Nation have sought out the NLA 
to support their own youth engagement strategies. Our core Natural Leaders team is working with several of 
these partners to enhance youth-led initiatives.

As the child and youth in nature movement continues to gain momentum across Canada, the NLA aims to 
develop and empower a diverse and focused core leadership team that will work on advancing this movement 
on a national level, in every province and territory. We are thrilled that this core team has completed its own 
strategic planning process, which coincides with the CNAC’s development of an overall strategic vision for the 
next three years.

Guiding Principles
• Innovation and Creativity

• Free, Unstructured and Risky Play

• Relationship with Nature Leads to Sustainable Behaviours

• Holistic Development and Learning

• Children and Youth are Competent & Capable 

• Collective Impact
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We are a national, charitable organization with the sole mission to 
support the child and nature movement in Canada, what is quickly 

becoming a network of organizations and individuals who are working 
collaboratively to connect children and youth to nature through policy, 

research, and practice.
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The interest in getting outside has increased in the last decade, with momentum seen in practice and popular 
media streams throughout North America. Many sectors, ranging from education to parks and public health, 
are recognizing the importance of getting outside and connecting to the natural world. The media has played 
a significant role in recent years in highlighting the developmental benefits of nature to health and wellbeing, 
risky play, and the Forest and Nature School movement. As a result, these issues and opportunities are now 
becoming part of mainstream public awareness. Parents are talking about the importance of being outside, 
schools are strategizing about how to implement nature-based learning on a regular basis, and doctors 
are beginning to prescribe nature to their patients. As a result, there are more programs supporting this 
connection to nature in a variety of sectors. Research and public policy are being used to support a movement 
that is unfolding across the country.

A growing evidence base about children and youth connecting to nature suggests that exposure to nature 
is associated with increases in concentration (Faber Taylor & Kuo, 2011), increases in self-concept (Kaplan & 
Kaplan, 1989), improvements in student test scores (Tennessen & Cimprich, 1995), decreases in the time it 
takes to recover from surgery (Ulrich, 1984), decreases in symptoms of attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder 
in children (Taylor, Kuo, & Sullivan,2001), decreases in aggressive behaviors (Guite, Clark, & Ackrill, 2006), 
and decreases in stress (Grahn & Stigsdotter, 2003).

Additionally, free, risky, outdoor play has positive effects on a variety of health indicators and behaviours. 
Specifically, when children had opportunities to engage in many elements of risky play, they were more 
physically active and exhibited lower levels of sedentary behavior. Free, risky play also supported social 
health, social competence, play time, social interactions, creativity and resilience, and did not increase 
aggression, as some people might assume (Brussoni et al., 2015).

Despite this, we have a significant amount of work ahead of us to ensure that equitable access to nature is 
addressed, and that all Canadian children and youth have opportunities to benefit from the great outdoors. 
There is a tremendous need for research and policies that support what is emerging on the ground, for 
practical supports for parents and educators, and for leaders and champions to be identified in communities 
across Canada. By establishing these, there will be a growing recognition that nature has a significant role in, 
and is beneficial to, our everyday lives. 

Since the CNAC’s inception, Canadians have reached out to us asking how to get involved, and seeking 
support to become leaders in their own communities. We are now well poised to meet these needs through 
strategic programs and initiatives that will result in collective and transformative impact. We have seen 
evidence that nature inherently soothes, heals, and comforts. We believe that all children have the right 
to hear the rustle of dead leaves on the winter beech trees, build forts in rocky and mossy places, watch 
porcupines slowly make their way into safe hiding places, and watch a barred owl taunt chickadees. More 
importantly, we believe this is possible. 

Why is Our Work Needed

The Biggest Risk is 
KEEPING KIDS 
INDOORS

2015
The ParticipACTION Report Card on 
Physical Activity for Children and Youth

2015 ParticipACTION’s position statement on active outdoor play to 
see why, with its risks, it’s essential to healthy child development.
Check out at www.participaction.com

“THE BIGGEST RISK IS KEEPING 
KIDS INDOORS”
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Four key objectives will guide the CNAC from 2016 to 2019, and strategies will help us reach each key 
objective:

A. BUILD ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY AND STRONG GOVERNANCE

Our capacity-building process (2015 to 2016) made it clear that good governance is the foundation upon 
which all progress is made. The CNAC will have robust systems in place to provide clear guidance and 
direction to the board, staff, and the organization as a whole. This will include strong, clear, and consistent 
communication internally (between the board and staff) and externally (with funders, the general public, 
partner organizations, and agencies).

I. ESTABLISH AND IMPLEMENT A BOARD TRAIL MAP:
• Update the Board Manual, and include all current policies and plans 
• Establish the top three priorities annually, and create plan to successfully achieve each
• Establish a Nominations Committee to support board and committee succession planning
• Commit to on-going board development and training, as well as meeting twice annually face to face to 

foster strong governance relations
• Explore the Imagine Canada accreditation model for the charitable sector as a goal for organizational 

governance

II. DEVELOP INTERNAL SYSTEMS IN HUMAN RESOURCES, RISK MANAGEMENT, AND FINANCE:

• Have a Human Resources Committee proactively determine relevant policies and procedures

• Train all staff on an on-going basis on the implementation of policies and procedures

• Define and implement risk management policies and procedures 

• Define and implement financial policies and procedures, complete with organizational financial controls 

III. DEVELOP AND IMPLEMENT A COMMUNICATIONS PLAN:

• Undergo strategic rebranding with a new, amalgamated website; use clear and consistent messaging re: 
the organizational story and our vision for change

• Work closely with communications consultant to clarify, and strategically implement organizational 
story through a variety of media and communications modalities

• Proactively develop risk management, communications plan in the event of risk, loss and/or injury

• Initiate a three-year process to become a fully bilingual organization with truly national reach

Key Objectives and Strategies
for 2016–2019
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B. BUILD A DIVERSE FUNDING BASE WITH MEANINGFUL PARTNERS

We are developing a financial plan that prioritizes sustainability of the CNAC and its key programs.

I. DEVELOP A CUSTOMIZED FUNDRAISING PLAN that supports building strategic funding 
relationships and complements the strategic plan

II. DIVERSIFY FUNDING STREAMS TO ENSURE LONG-TERM VIABILITY; increase revenue-
generating programs, and build strong relationships with all levels of funding partners, ranging from 
foundations and corporate sponsors to community partners and individual donors

III. CREATE A FEE-FOR-SERVICE MODEL for consulting and facilitation to build on previous 
opportunities in all core program areas, with finances allocated to core, operating costs

IV. DEVELOP A BUSINESS CASE for building an innovative demonstration site in the form of a Nature 
Centre and headquarters for the CNAC in Ottawa
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C. DELIVER INNOVATIVE PROGRAMS WITH MEASURABLE IMPACT 

We are turning a vision into reality through innovative programs that use metrics-based evaluations to 
measure impact. Our aim is to make connecting with nature a mainstream issue, and our ability to support 
access and equity in nature will be the marker of our success. We are investing in long-term change, creative 
and unique programming, and adaptive management to drive our mission and vision. Ultimately, we aim 
to be a highly effective leader in the child and nature movement. All our programs will be supported by an 
evaluation framwork, which will include a theory of change and logic model, as well as key performance 
indicators, outlined in our annual work plan. These are our key program areas for 2016 to 2019:

I. FOREST SCHOOL CANADA [FSC]

• Continue to build momentum and leadership in the Forest and Nature School movement across Canada 
with practitioners’ courses offered in every province and territory. Our aim is to deliver 4 courses in 2016, 
6 courses in 2017, and then 8 courses in 2018, with a total of 396 educators 

• becoming certified practitioners’ in the Forest and Nature School field. This will result in approximately 
24,000 students across Canada getting outside on a regular and repeated basis throughout the year, a 
much higher number depending on delivery model of the educator

• Build capacity of our ‘Forest and Nature School Practitioners’ Course’ by bringing on an additional 8-10 
facilitators beginning in the Fall 2016. The facilitators will be mentored for a year to prepare them to lead 
and facilitate across Canada to meet the growing demand for courses

• Develop and deliver regional and national professional learning workshops, with an initial focus on the 
Ottawa region

• Lead the collaborative development and oversight of principles of practice for the Forest and Nature 
School field

• Develop and launch a national membership model to support regional and national communities of 
practice; work toward quality practice in every Forest and Nature School across Canada

II. OTTAWA FOREST & NATURE SCHOOL

• Deliver part-time programs throughout the school year and summer months at the Ottawa Forest and 
Nature School

• Promote best practices

• Maintain and expand partnerships with regional school boards

• Build community partnerships to develop off-site nature programs in the Ottawa region

• Increase access and equity through targeted outreach to minority and low-income communities in the 
Ottawa region
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III. NATURAL LEADERS ALLIANCE [NLA]

• Hire an NLA Program Coordinator

• Launch a national, annual Natural Leaders Summit to coincide our annual Gathering/Unconference

• Develop and launch a Natural Leader Training program at the Summit targeting 50 diverse youth from 
across Canada, to build off of successes from Forest School Canada curriculum and delivery model

• Build a fee-for-service facilitation business model to provide other sector organizations and initiatives 
with quality, youth-led facilitation

• Develop and launch a youth mentorship program in partnership with the “Women for Nature” program 
at Nature Canada

• Provide youth with professional development funding to attend strategic conferences and events that 
support youth-driven dialogue and leadership

D. CATALYZE A NATIONAL MOVEMENT TO CONNECT CHILDREN AND  
YOUTH TO NATURE

We want to be the resource for Canadians seeking to get outside, through disseminating the benefits of 
being in nature, identifying champions, inspiring others to see that change is possible and beneficial, and 
then providing the tangible supports needed to empower others to get involved. The following strategies 
will further support our work to catalyze this movement: 

I. SUPPORT AND ASSIST IN LEADING NATIONAL GATHERINGS to highlight emerging practices, 
research, and to fuel innovation

II. ACTIVELY PARTICIPATE IN THE LAWSON FOUNDATION’S OUTDOOR PLAY STRATEGY

III. ACTIVELY PARTICIPATE IN THE CANADIAN OUTDOOR PLAY WORKING GROUP and 
associated projects to further support the Outdoor Play movement in Canada

IV. ENGAGE IN RESEARCH PARTNERSHIPS AND DISSEMINATE RESULTS, completing current 
projects with Carleton University, Faculty of Psychology, University of Ottawa; Faculty of Education; and 
Laval University/St. Francis Xavier University, Faculty of Nursing

V. TELL STORIES ABOUT CHAMPIONS AND INNOVATIVE PRACTICE using the communications 
strategy and social media campaigns

VI. HOST WEBINARS with various partners to highlight emerging evidence and quality practices
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Summary
Canadian children thrive through playing and exploring in parks, ravines, mud puddles, tundra, and 
shorelines. Hearing the rustle of leaves on the winter beech trees, building forts in rocky and mossy places, 
watching the porcupine and caribou slowly make their way to safe places of hiding, and witnessing the barred 
owl taunt the chickadees are a part of our natural history, a part of Canadian identity. In the next three years, 
we are placing all of our energy as an organization into supporting children and youth to build relationships 
with, love for and curiosity about the natural world through play, one muddy boot at a time. 

We are thrilled to do this work, will you join us?
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OTTAWA FOREST AND NATURAL SCHOOL
Go to https://youtu.be/j2tQQtNrM5A

ONTARIO COLLEGE OF TEACHERS–GREAT TEACHING

Supporting Material



19

References
Brussoni M, Gibbons R, Gray C, Ishikawa T, Sandseter EB, Bienenstock A, Chabot G, Fuselli P, Herrington S, 
Janssen I, Pickett W, Power M, Stanger N, Sampson M, Tremblay MS. (2015). What is the Relationship between 
Risky Outdoor Play and Health in Children. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 12(6): 6423-6454. 

Brymer, E., Cuddihy, T. F., & Sharma-Brymer, V. (2010). The role of nature-based experiences in the development 
and maintenance of wellness. Asia-Pacific Journal of Health, Sport and Physical Education, 1, 21–28. Retrieved 
from http://eprints.qut.edu.au/38859/.

Faber Taylor, A., & Kuo, F. E. (2011). Could exposure to everyday green spaces help treat ADHD? Evidence 
from children’s play settings. Applied Psychology: Health and Well-Being, 3, 281–303. doi:10.1111/j.1758-
0854.2011.01052.x.

Kaplan, R. and Kaplan, S. (1989) The Experience of Nature: A Psychological Perspective. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, New York.

Kickbusch, I. (1989a) Approaches to an ecological base for public health. Health Promotion, 4, 265–268.

Korpela, K. and Hartig,T. (1996) Restorative qualities of favourite places. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 
16, 221–233.

Kuo, F. E. 2001. Coping With Poverty: Impacts of Environment and Attention in the Inner City. Environment and 
Behavior, 33, 5–34.

Maller, C. M., Townsend, M., Pryor, A., Brown, P., & St Leger, L. (2005). Healthy nature healthy people: ‘Contact 
with nature’ as an upstream health promotion intervention for populations. Health Promotion International, 21, 
45–54. doi:10.1093/heapro/dai032.

Reese, R.F., Lewis, T.F., Myers, J.E., Wahesh, E. and Iversion, R. (2014), Relationship Between Nature Relatedness 
and Holistic Wellness: An Exploratory Study. Jrnl Humanistic Counseling, 53: 63–79. doi: 10.1002/j.2161-
1939.2014.00050.x



HEADQUARTERS
411 Corkstown Rd.  

Ottawa, ON, K2K 2Y1

Contact: admin@childnature.ca
www.childnature.ca


