
Nature is our Learning Laboratory – A Case for Place-Based, Experiential Education 

By Allison Roberts, Wild Whatcom Board member 

It all started in 2004 when one mother began to regularly guide her children and their friends 
along the beaches and forest trails throughout our region. They shared in inquiry, discovery, 
wonder, and play. This grew gradually into a community-centered outdoor education program 
called Wild Whatcom. In 2011 we officially became a non-profit organization. In 2013, we were 
named by Outside Magazine as one of the top 5 U.S. summer camp experiences for children. In 
2015, we were recognized by The North Face Explore Fund for our achievements inspiring the 
next generation of outdoor explorers and 
conservationists.  

We hire and train ecological stewards and empowered 
leaders who infuse our curriculum with deep, 
connected learning about self and place. We nurture 
life and leadership skills alongside naturalist skills to 
build high quality, healthy relationships with self, 
others, and the earth. 

Our goal is to serve and meet the needs of our whole 
community ensuring that our programs are accessible 
to a diverse socio-economic mix of children. We raise 
money in order to offer scholarships for those who are 
unable to pay, provide school-based programming, 
develop a program for children with disabilities, and 
provide a range of programs for kids ages 3-14. Our 
commitment is to provide transformative education 
using nature as our learning laboratory. Learn more 
about our programs. 

Why the Outdoors? Because it's good for us! 

More and more research points to what we know intuitively – nature promotes healthy lives. 
Across our country, children are spending too much time indoors, increasingly disconnected 
from their natural environments and communities. Wild Whatcom is an effective antidote – 
helping kids become healthy, engaged citizens who care about the earth and relish the 
outdoors. Watch our short video.  

Studies show that children who participate in outdoor programs have: 

• Stronger self-esteem and sense of purpose 
• Improved focus and more positive student attitudes 
• Increased physical activity and confidence 

Each year, Wild Whatcom… 

• Explores outside with over 2,000 
people. 

• Provides 50,000+ "nature hours" 
– the amount of time kids spend 
outside immersed in nature. 

• Contributes 4,000 hours of service 
for community partners. 

• Discovers dozens of new wild 
places during outings, camps and 
backpack trips.  

• Brings hundreds of families 
together to explore nature's 
wonders and share in discovery. 

http://www.wildwhatcom.org/ourprograms
https://drive.google.com/a/wildwhatcom.org/file/d/0BwW7Yl7CQuTUajFMTWdyUm5uSkE/view


• Deeper commitments to environmental stewardship 

When education becomes place-based and experiential, it also fuels transformation of the self. 
What guides our place-based education is also a philosophy about how to live a good life. 
We’ve developed mottos which guide our work with children and are part of the management 
of the organization from our employees to our board of directors.  
 
Safety is everyone’s responsibility. Practicing preventative physical and emotional safety is the 
basis upon which all our successful exploring is built. Everyone learns to S.T.O.P. 
(Stop,Think,Observe,Plan). We like to ask, "Whose job is your safety?" Guess what the answer 
is? 

Be Prepared. Anticipate risk and be aware of all that is around you. Explorers learn all about 
preparedness in one of the most changeable environments in the USA, the Pacific Northwest.  

Get Dirty! We embrace connection with the earth, and that means sitting on the ground, 
tromping through mud, splashing in puddles, and getting dirty. 

Turn Problems into Possibilities. We work to see how we can shift a situation, and our attitude, 
to come up with solutions. "Become a possibilitarian.”  

It’s About the Journey, Not the Destination. Awaken to what’s around us, to revel in discovery 
every moment, not to arrive to a particular place. We are where we are going! 

We’re All Teachers and we’re all learners! It’s not “ARE you smart?” but “HOW are you 
smart?” Everyone has much to share, and we're all "smart" in a variety of ways. We draw upon 
Multiple Intelligence Theory. We acknowledge that mistakes are teachers too! 

All Things Are Connected. We point out and experience these connections as they appear in 
nature if you are listening and as much as possible.  

Leave No Trace. “Leave only footprints, take only memories.” We aim to leave every place 
better than we found it.  

You See It, You Own It. We're in charge of our own safety and response-ability AND others’ 
too. We watch out for one another, pick up others’ litter, or wash dishes, or take down a tent, 
not just our own. If we see anything amiss, we take care of it, not just leave it for someone else. 

Our Cups Overflow... We often find that in filling others’ cups, our cups become more full in the 
process!  

Walk Your Talk. We line up our beliefs with our words and actions. Integrity is doing the right 
thing, even if no one is watching. Our integrity is our inner compass.  

We practice honest disclosure. We say what we need to say with respectful communication, 
rather than letting things stew and simmer.  

Widen the Circle. We work on connection with others and focus on including others and mixing 
up our known circle to connect with all. In this way, we develop a special kinship over time. 

https://twitter.com/wildwhatcom
https://twitter.com/wildwhatcom


Attitude of Gratitude. We appreciate others’ gifts through daily acknowledgements and 
ongoing support. We look at the whole person, the whole plant, the whole trail to see past the 
1-2 things that bother. There are gifts all around us just waiting to be noticed.  

Collaborate and Compromise. We practice participatory decision-making, with all voices heard. 
We want others to get their needs met too. We think about "We, not just Me."  

Stretch Your Edge. Each one of us finds our healthy edge in all areas (self, others, physically, 
emotionally, intellectually...) and works to stretch it. The stretch is up to each person! 

Challenge by Choice. We seek not to compare and recognize that everyone’s comfort zone is 
different. We have our own unique challenges. We ask ourselves if our fear is helping us or 
holding us back.  

Everyone Helps. When we learn how to do things for ourselves, we have learned how to do 
them forever. “Give a child a fish and you feed him/her for a day. Teach a child to fish, and you 
feed him/her for a lifetime.” – Chinese proverb 

Build Bridges Not Walls. Which are we building – walls or bridges? We examine how we speak 
and act toward others. 

Go through it… Sometimes we face really challenging internal and external obstacles. Often the 
best way out of the stuck place is to not go around it, or walk away from it, but to go through it, 
to the other side. This requires perseverance.  

Expect the Unexpected. As in life, we prepare with a plan, but aren’t attached to it. We 
welcome the unforeseen events, challenges, and teachings that naturally arise, and try to learn 
what we can from them. 

Grasp the Nettle. The stinging nettle plant in our region can teach us a lot. One of its lessons 
invites us to deal with a problem bravely and boldly. We use our physical and mental strength 
to meet each challenge. 

Be Here Now. One of the best things about exploring is that it puts you squarely in the present 
moment, which is where the fullness of life occurs.  

A Tool is an Extension of the Body. We are as responsible for the tools we are holding as we 
are for our own hands and feet. 

Aim Beyond the Target. The best way to lose your balance is to think about balancing. Express 
your mind through and beyond the challenge at hand and the obstacles will melt away. 

Dance to the Beat of Your Own Drummer. We celebrate and encourage one another to be fully 
our unique selves.  

Acceptance. Everything is accepted in our life’s journey: pain, joy, frustration, grief, anger, each 
emotion, thought, mistake, and challenge, strong or soft, easy or hard, accepted and 
acknowledged, then released. 

The busy mind numbs the senses. On the other hand, the senses calm the busy mind. 



Many Hands Make Light Work. A burden too heave to lift can feel like a feather with other 
helping; a task too big to imagine completing can be finished with ease in a day with a whole 
community pulling together. 

Many, Many Miles. Are we there yet? They say that it is just when you think you're there that 
the world likes to come in and cause chaos... so operate as if your destination is many, many 
miles away. You may find yourself enjoying the journey more as well. 

Slow is Fast and Fast is Slow. Skill requires patience and method. Go slow first and develop skill 
and you will find yourself leagues ahead in the end. 

The Difference Between a Tool and Weapon is You. Everything can be a tool or a weapon 
depending on how you use it. If you use a stick to help you balance while crossing a stream or 
swing it at your neighbor, the stick itself remains the same. 

We are a local program working to change the world one person at a time 

Our planet faces daunting ecological challenges. Children in the cities are not encouraged to 
explore – it might even be dangerous to do so. School often leaves out environmental and 
place-based education. We struggle to get our federal government to appreciate and fund 
preservation of our environment. We see children who lack confidence and are afraid to lead. 
We see the erosion of our natural world and an attitude that we can take and not give back.  

Wild Whatcom provides a solution – developing engaged youth who value nature, understand 
social responsibility, and lead collaboratively. We are creating a new generation of confident, 
principled, lovers of the natural world who are committed and equipped to be environmental 
change-makers. We spend our exploring days connecting, which builds an ethic of protecting.  

In the words of David Sobel – a writer and one of the original advocates for place-based 
education, "If we want children to flourish, to become truly empowered, then let us allow them 
to love the earth before we ask them to save it." 
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