PRACITIONER PRESENTATION
Connection, Ownership and Change - fostering engaged, active citizens of
the future through student-led learning in the World Heritage-listed Blue
Mountains of Australia.
Emma Kennedy, Blue Mountains City Council
Abstract
Connecting Kids to Nature is an outdoor experiential learning program aimed at fostering a sense of
connection and ownership to place among students and young people in the World Heritage-listed
Blue Mountains of Australia. The program has been running since 2014 and caters to around 1,200
children and young people from schools and Early Years Learning Centres each year.
We acknowledge that people will only seek to protect something if they care about it first; so we
begin by offering children and young people positive outdoor learning experiences in nature.
Our core principle is to place student voices and interests at the centre of their experience, by
offering choice, providing multiple experiences, and designing learning tasks where students do the
thinking. We challenge participants to see the world differently, whether its from the perspective of
a raindrop or a water bug or understanding what it means to be a predator / prey.
We are equally interested in outcomes for children’s learning, health, resilience, and socialemotional well-being. We create spaces for children and young people to just ‘be’ in nature – and
take time to explore ‘valuable time-wasting opportunities.
Our program is not a one-size-fits all affair – it changes and evolves depending on the context,
student needs and collaborative partners involved. Collaboration is both the cornerstone of our
program and the source of its richness and vitality. From local schoolteachers and Traditional
Owners to experts-in-the-field and passionate community members, we draw on a deep well of
expertise, creativity, and energy, constantly evolving and changing our program to create rich,
meaningful experiences for young people.
By grounding our program in local, real-life experiences and stories, we can also provide pathways
for meaningful, effective action. From citizen science projects aimed at protecting koalas from
climate change and the design and build of water sensitive systems, to kids-teaching-kids, we bring
people together to create positive social and environmental change.
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