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Squaxin Island Tribe’s Child Care Development Center
Takes Preschool Outside
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Here’s a simple experiment: observe a group of preschool children in an
indoor classroom sitting for 30 minutes, paying special attention to any
conflicts that arise, how willing they are to connect with each other, and how
confident they seem about trying new things.
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Teachers and parents have noticed that
behavior improves outdoors, along with

confidence and connection to other students.
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Now take that same group of children outdoors and see
what happens. According to preschool teacher Kiana
Wily, there’s no comparison. “Their behavior is way better
when we’re outside,” she says. “It’s so crazy to see how
differently they socialize and how much more confidence
they have in themselves versus when they’re indoors.”

Wily teaches preschool at the Squaxin Island Tribe’s Child
Care Development Center (CDC) as part of a new outdoor education program
for preschoolers. Students and their teachers spend four hours a day
exploring the center’s abundant forest, which includes two creeks. Since the
program opened on October 1, 2018, students have learned firsthand about
salmon by observing the annual chum run, built shelters, and harvested clay
from the creek for projects, among other things.

“They were able to go down and actually touch the salmon this year and see
the difference between males and females,” says Operations Manager Sabrina
Green. “They learned about the different types of salmon and saw them
spawning. We talked about the circle of life and what happens to the fish.”
During that time, tribal biologists responsible for monitoring the creek and the
salmon runs visited the school and interacted with the children.

The Center had always incorporated
nature into its curriculum, but in 2016
they were approached by their state
licenser from the Department of
Children, Youth and Family. “She said,
‘We have this pilot program for
preschool, and I think it’s right up your
alley,’” Green explains. The CDC began
as an observer school, but when other
groups dropped out of the pilot
program, the school moved into the
implementation phase.

“Luckily, we get to partner with people
who’ve always had outdoor preschool
programs,” says Green. “They just
haven’t been licensed because that
wasn’t an option in our state until
now. We’ve asked them a lot of
questions.” In summer 2018, Green
and five colleagues attended an Early Learning Institute at Islandwood on
Bainbridge Island to further their training.
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Natural elements take the place of
playgrounds, firing students’ imaginations.

Photo credit: Child Care Development
Center

One of the first steps was acquiring gear for all participating staff and
students. Outdoor school veterans directed them toward Grundens, a durable
and easy-to-patch line of all-weather gear used by fishermen in Alaska. Green
wrote to the CEO, hoping for a small discount. Instead, when she submitted
the code the store had provided, she discovered that it was for 50% off. “It
saved us almost $3,000,” she says. “We had to outfit 15 children and five staff
members at around $100 each.”

The program is a hit with students and parents, Green notes. Parents share
that their children come home at night, eat all their dinner, go to bed and
sleep all night, whereas before, meals and bedtime were a daily hassle.
“People tell us, ‘I ask them what they did today and instead of getting, ‘I
played,’ I actually get a story about something that they did because the kids
are so excited to share,’” she says.

Multiple studies have found that time spent in nature has cognitive, social, and
physical benefits for all ages, including increased creativity, greater focus, less
anxiety, and a greater sense of wellbeing. Author Richard Louv summarized
much of the existing research in his 2005 bestseller Last Child in the Woods,
and the evidence has only grown since then.

Steven Sigo’s three-year-old daughter
attends the outdoor program and he’s
noticed a difference in her already.
“She’s definitely becoming more in tune
with nature and a lot more sociable,”
he says. “It’s a really fun way for her to
learn, and it makes her tougher, being
out there in inclement weather with
her friends and teachers. I’m excited
for her because this is something that
not a lot of people get to do.”

As a school run by the Squaxin Island
Tribe, the CDC gives tribal families the
first opportunity to enroll. Aside from
the 24 children in the Outdoor
Program, the center includes two infant
rooms, three toddler rooms, and three
other preschool classrooms for three-
year-olds, four-year-olds, and five-year-
olds.
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While students are clearly the main beneficiaries of the program, staff are also
benefitting, says Green, even those who teach indoors for most of the day. “It’s
influenced the rest of the teachers and what they do in the classroom,” she
says. “They naturally want to get outside more now because they see and hear
how much fun the other staff and other children are having so they want to go
out there and see.”

Teacher Madison Ball says she’s learning right alongside the students. Actually
touching salmon and seeing them spawn was a new experience for her, and
there are other benefits. “The stress of being in four walls and the loudness
goes away,” she says. “You walk outside and you’re instantly happy. It doesn’t
matter if it’s a gloomy, rainy day. There are still fun things to do.”
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