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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Purpose 

 

The purpose of this guide is to provide First Nations teachers, administrators, and 

communities with the basic information needed to implement land-based learning (LBL) as a 

method of educating students safely during the global pandemic. Overall, the goal is to 

provide a foundation for successful and viable LBL education for First Nations in Ontario. 

This guide will provide a synopsis of the benefits, challenges, and outcomes of LBL, as well 

as curriculum and budgetary knowledge. 

 

1.2 Overview 

 

The COVID-19 global pandemic has presented a unique opportunity for First Nations to 

enhance existing LBL programs, or begin to incorporate this culturally-based teaching 

method into their teaching systems. As schools try to find ways to comply with public health 

measures while reopening schools during COVID-19, LBL has increasingly been seen as a 

promising alternative to providing education for students. Historically, open-air school 

learning has been used as a tool to combat diseases like tuberculosis in Canada and in 

Europe , which are spread in similar ways as COVID-19. These outdoor schools have shown 

success at keeping students healthy when compared to other, indoor-only, learning settings. 

By moving the classroom outdoors, schools are able to better ensure physical distancing 

among students and staff, as well as maintain constant fresh air circulation. These benefits, 

compounded by the well-studied cultural benefits of LBL, point to the need for a 

comprehensive guide for First Nations. 

 

2.0 LAND-BASED LEARNING 

 

 2.1 What is Land-based Learning 

 

Land-based learning (LBL) is understood as learning through experience, outside of the 

traditional classroom setting. By taking students outside of the walls of the school and into 

the outdoors, the land becomes the classroom. This is in line with the way First Nations 

have educated children for a millennia. First Nations educators have increasingly used LBL as 

a way of exploring traditional teachings that are directly tied to the natural environment. 

These include natural laws, protecting Mother Earth, and understanding our relationship 
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with the world around us. Communities can build curriculum from their own teachings or 

can draw from programs that have already been developed and tested.  

 

  

 

2.2 What are the Benefits of Land-based Learning 

 

There are many benefits of land based learning including practical, educational, and cultural 

benefits. The Overview of this guide (Sec 1.2) provides insight into the practical benefits to 

LBL given the state of the global pandemic. LBL ensures adequate space for students and 

staff to physically distance, as well as receive constant circulation of fresh air. LBL is a timely 

and safe option to explore.  

  

With LBL, student’s learning is shown to become more self-directed and thus, they find 

lessons more engaging. This said, the benefits of LBL have proven to go far beyond 

improved grades and report cards. By incorporating LBL and traditional teachings into a 

child’s education, they are provided with ways to strengthen their cultural identities and 

experience learning in a more holistic and interconnected way. As students access 

education in a way that is similar to the way previous generations received education, 

students are reclaiming traditional knowledge production skills and taught that traditional 

ways of knowing and learning are as valid as Western models. The lessons and skills gained 

through LBL have real-world applications beyond the classroom.                                                                                                                                                            

 

 2.3 What are the Obstacles to Land-based Learning 

 

The most common obstacle to LBL is unpredictability of weather conditions. If rain, snow, or 

any other conditions make it difficult to learn outside, lessons can be interrupted when staff 

and students aren’t equipped to adapt. Staff must ensure that students are prepared for a 

variety of weather conditions with the appropriate clothing, that there are alternative 

lesson plans/structures available, and teachers have the capacity to be flexible with their 

curriculum delivery.  

 

Another concern often mentioned as it relates to LBL surrounds ensuring safety. In an 

outdoor setting, it is essential that students are appropriately supervised and aware of the 

possible dangers in their environment. For this reason, it is often advised that class-sizes are 

limited in accordance with the number of staff present. Further, concerns about accessibility 

for students needing mobile aid have also been raised in relation to LBL. For students who 

need mobile aids, have common environmental allergies, or are sensitive to a change of 

environments, LBL may pose barriers to successful learning and require modified 

approaches. 
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2.4 What are the Outcomes of Land-based Learning 

  

Schools that have introduced LBL have experienced many positive outcomes as a result of 

moving the classroom outdoors. To mention only a few: staff at DFC in Thunder Bay have 

found that their LBL program has provided a way for students to “reconnect with our 

traditions, our culture, our language and especially the land, because everything comes 

from the land”, and that “taking students out helps those (students) struggling at school”. 

Another positive outcome of LBL is the community engagement it can foster. The Hartley 

Bay School, of the Gitga’at First Nation, found that “not only did they create their own 

learning, the students contributed real data to the community’s on-going monitoring 

programs, and were able to help build a better capacity to plan for future generations”; 

these students became active participants in bettering their communities while also 

receiving a comprehensive education in several fields of study.  

 

3.0 CURRICULUM 

 

 3.1 Type of Activities 

 

Currently implemented LBL programs engage in an extensive range of activities. Many 

lessons mirror those which would take place in an indoor classroom and others are more 

culture-focused and specific to the teachings and practices of local communities. See 

examples below: 

  

● The Grand Council of Treaty Three had parents and grandparents teach children how 

to fish, hunt, and harvest manoomin; (wild rice), and other activities such as trap 

setting and berry picking. 

● Matawa Education and Learning in Thunder Bay offers wilderness and water 

teachings, firearm safety, knowledge on camping, hiking, fishing, hunting, trapping, 

canoeing, and snowshoeing. Their outdoor Education Program is made up of 6 land-

based and outdoor learning credits which “enable students to connect with the land 

and further strengthen their sense of identity”. 

Chief’s of Ontario has also created a table to outline further possible lesson ideas in line 

with broad curriculum areas: 

Subject Area           Lesson                                  Skills 

Physical 

Education 

Hiking or walking and learning  

traditional names  

Fitness, coordination, language 
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Health Building shelters together in small 

groups  

Team work and team building, 

interpersonal skills 

Language Using traditional language and 

teaching varieties of vocabulary 

Practice words, write words and display 

in areas using language. Language is 

connected to land. 

Reading Reading outdoors Practicing skills related to literacy.  

Art Using natural objects to create art 

pieces 

Storytelling, expressive learning, 

sharing 

Math  Moon phases Teach about the phases of the moon, 

get a knowledge keeper to teach about 

the moon teachings. 

Social Studies Feasting/Food sources Harvesting local grown produce or 

participating in a hunt or berry pick. 

Music Traditional songs Learn a new song, or sing a traditional 

song.  

 
 

 

3.2 Steps/Questions for Effective Implementation 

 

There are a number of steps staff and administrators should take, and questions that should 

be asked, in order to effectively implement LBL. Some of these steps/questions include: 

● Know your local area. Beyond the school grounds, what places in your 

neighbourhood can students visit? What are the possible dangers and assets of a 

given space?  

● Explore what options are available for land-based activities, such as parks, open 

areas, or woodlands. 

● Carry out any necessary field trip permission and parental notification, as required. 

● Go over expectations for behaviour and safety considerations, and any other 

protocols that may pertain to outdoor learning. 

● Constant monitoring of the weather and temperature- ensure students are 

appropriately equipped to handle these conditions. 

● What supplies will you need and what amount of funding will you need to supply 

them? 
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● Are there accessibility barriers posed by moving classes outside? How will those be 

accommodated for? 

● Ensure public health guidelines are still being maintained even in outdoor settings. 

4.0 BUDGET 

 

 4.1 Implementation Costs 

 

Cost areas that should be considered when developing a plan and budget to implement LBL 

include transportation and supervision costs; supplies to facilitate lessons; payment for 

knowledge keepers who may assist in lesson development/delivery; extra weather 

appropriate clothing. Further implementation costs may arise as students engage in larger 

projects or more lessons are developed. These possibilities should also be taken into 

account. 

  

 4.2 Funding Sources 

 

Indigenous Services Canada (ISC) has existing sources of funding reserved for LBL. The New 

Paths for Education fund, is available in May for LBL curriculum delivery. Outside of the New 

Paths fund, LBL proposals put forward to ISC during the pandemic have also received 

funding. Funding options that are not government or proposal based could include 

donations from the community in the form of money or supplies (fishing rods for an 

outdoor fishing lesson, cloth or material for building tie blankets, etc.). A scan of existing 

community programs in the area may also provide insight into organizations who already 

have items they may be willing to supply or who may be able to schedule their programs 

during school hours so students can receive lessons that way. These community based 

approaches support overall community collaboration and demonstrate a great deal of 

resourcefulness. 

 

5.0 ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

 

Below are links to articles written about LBL, accounts from schools/students who have 

participated in LBL, and further curriculum examples, some of which have been cited in this 

guide: 

 

1.Great Lakes Cultural Camps 

https://www.culturalcamps.com/Cultural_Camps/Great_Lakes_Cultural_Camps.html 

 

2. Grand Council of Treaty Three 

http://gct3.ca/people/education/ 

 

https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1314212864451/1531315615013
https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1314212864451/1531315615013
https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1314212864451/1531315615013
https://www.culturalcamps.com/Cultural_Camps/Great_Lakes_Cultural_Camps.html
http://gct3.ca/people/education/
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3. Biigtigong Anishinabek  

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/lakehead-university-biitigong-nishnaabeg-

land-based-learning-wild-rice-harvesting-1.5494931 

 

4. Winter activities for Dennis Franklin Cromarty 

http://www.thewalleye.ca/learning-from-the-land/  

 

 

5. Matawa  

https://www.matawaeducation.com/matawa-education-and-care-centre/culture/ 

 

6. The First Nations Health Authority in Canada 

https://www.fnha.ca/about/news-and-events/news/good-medicine-ideas-for-supporting-

land-based-healing-and-wellness-during-the-pandemic 

 

7. Traditional Knowledge Systems in the Arctic 

http://www.nativescience.org/html/traditional_knowledge.html 

 

6.0 CONCLUSION 

  

It is our hope that this guide has provided any interested First Nations with the foundations 

and tools necessary to properly implement LBL. The benefits of learning on the land allow 

students to receive a quality education while also immersing themselves in traditional 

knowledge and teachings. Further, curriculum and lesson delivery options with LBL are 

extensive as are the sources of funding. It is exciting to see First Nations exploring LBL in 

their communities. It is worth exploring during the pandemic and beyond. 

 

 

  

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/lakehead-university-biitigong-nishnaabeg-land-based-learning-wild-rice-harvesting-1.5494931
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/lakehead-university-biitigong-nishnaabeg-land-based-learning-wild-rice-harvesting-1.5494931
http://www.thewalleye.ca/learning-from-the-land/%252520
https://www.matawaeducation.com/matawa-education-and-care-centre/culture/
https://www.fnha.ca/about/news-and-events/news/good-medicine-ideas-for-supporting-land-based-healing-and-wellness-during-the-pandemic
https://www.fnha.ca/about/news-and-events/news/good-medicine-ideas-for-supporting-land-based-healing-and-wellness-during-the-pandemic
http://www.nativescience.org/html/traditional_knowledge.html
http://www.nativescience.org/html/traditional_knowledge.html
http://www.nativescience.org/html/traditional_knowledge.html
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