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ABSTRACT
This article examines the learning experiences of urbanized immigrant 
youth who took part in an outdoor education component of a Sport-
for-Development (SfD) program. Operated through an intersectoral 
partnership between the City of Toronto and the University of Toronto 
from 2017-2019, youth spent multiple weekends at the Hart House 
Farm, a University of Toronto-owned education facility located on the 
Niagara Escarpment. Drawing from participant-observation and focus 
group interviews, we analyze if, how, and why participation affected 
youth at personal, social, and political levels. The findings demonstrate 
how providing urban youth with access to the outdoors facilitated 
unique forms of learning based upon their newfound appreciation of 
the natural world. Not only did the trip teach them how to use outdoor 
leisure in support of their emotional wellbeing and personal growth, 
but it also fostered a more critical awareness of environmental justice 
and sustainability. Based upon these results, the authors call for further 
examination of how ‘outdoor-focused SfD programming’ can be mar-
shalled to support more transformative forms of social learning and 
development in young people.

Introduction: SfD programming and the natural environment

The growth of sport-for-development (SfD) programming in recent years has been accom-
panied by academic research investigating the different ways that sport connects to social 
development, broadly defined. Often explicitly targeting socially disadvantaged youth, some 
of the categories of analysis that have made up this literature include sport’s role in com-
munity regeneration (Coalter 2005; Collins and Kay 2014), conflict resolution (Giulianotti 
2011; Kartakoullis et al. 2009) social inclusion (Donnelly and Coakley 2002; Spaaij, Magee 
and Jeanes 2014), and ‘positive’ youth development (Donnelly and Coakley 2004; Holt and 
Neely 2011; Jones et al. 2017). More recently, the United Nations’ recognition of sport within 
its Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations 2015) has generated calls from within 
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the SfD field to pay more critical attention to the natural environment (Darnell and 
Millington 2023; Giulianotti 2021; Giulianotti et al. 2018; Millington et al. 2022; Millington 
and Darnell 2020). To date, however, there is a paucity of academic work which has linked 
SfD’s traditional emphasis on youth programming, with this new subfield of environmental 
research. In this paper we seek to address this absence by bringing an Outdoor Education 
perspective to the study of sport, youth and social development.

To do so, we examined the learning experiences of urbanized immigrant youth who took 
part in outdoor retreats as part of an established SfD program. Operated through an inter-
sectoral partnership between the City of Toronto and the University of Toronto from 2017-
2019, youth spent multiple weekends at the Hart House Farm, a University of Toronto-owned 
outdoor education facility located on the Niagara Escarpment. Drawing from participant-
observation and focus group interviews, we found that providing urban youth with access 
to this property facilitated unique forms of outdoor learning. Here, the trip challenged their 
negative preconceptions about the natural world and allowed them to gain insights into 
how outdoor leisure can support emotional wellbeing and foster personal growth. These 
experiences resulted in youth subsequently expressing a deeper appreciation for the impor-
tance of environmental justice and sustainability. Based upon these findings, we argue that 
outdoor-focused SfD program models are a viable yet hitherto under-explored means to 
potentially facilitate transformative forms of social learning and development in the lives 
of disadvantaged urban youth.

The remainder of the paper is organized into five parts. In the next section, we offer an 
overview of the SfD program from which this particular piece of research emerged. This is 
followed by a literature review, and then a description of our theory and methods. The 
Results section describes the three main themes that emerged from the study, before a 
discussion and conclusion is provided.

Research context: the Boundless Sport Program and outdoor education at 
the Hart House Farm

The particular project from which this paper is derived was part of a larger research study 
funded by the Province of Ontario and headed by Author 3. The aim of the overall study 
was to use participatory methodologies to investigate the place and role of sport in social 
development among urban youth in Toronto. To this end, research examined a series of 
partnerships between community-based organizations in Toronto and Hart House student 
centre, a hub of student co-curricular activity at the University of Toronto (U of T).1

One of the main partnerships studied in the project was between U of T and Boundless 
Sport, an afterschool sport program established in 2014 through the City of Toronto. 
Boundless Sport’s original aim was to address barriers to sporting access facing inner-city 
immigrant youth by using sport spaces to help increase participation in physical activity 
and foster social integration. This emphasis on social development and equity placed 
Boundless Sport within the field of SfD programming (Hartmann et al. 2024).

A link between Boundless Sport and the University of Toronto was formed in 2017 via 
Hart House Student Centre, with the goal of augmenting the program with supplementary 
forms of educational enrichment offered at U of T. The additional social services provided 
through this intersectoral partnership meant that Boundless Sport eventually grew into a 
sport-plus-development program (Coalter 2007, 2013). According to Fred Coalter (2013), 
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these are programs in which the processes involved in sport are accompanied by other 
activities that better allow sport programming to further developmental aims (146). To that 
end, youth took part in bi-weekly campus visits where they engaged in workshops with 
campus leaders before participating in different forms of physical activity in Hart House’s 
athletics wing.

As a result of the partnership, youth were invited at the end of each school year to an 
‘outdoor retreat’ at the Hart House Farm (https://harthouse.ca/spaces/farm). ‘The Farm,’ 
as it is affectionately known amongst many UofT students and staff, is a 150-acre 
university-owned outdoor education centre located on the Niagara Escarpment. Usually 
reserved for UofT affiliated groups, for three successive springs (2017-2019), participants 
in the program spent a weekend (three days and two nights) at the Farm. Youth were picked 
up from downtown Toronto and transported by bus to the property, approximately 70 km 
away. Transportation costs were covered by the research project, as was food for the duration 
of the stay. While overseen by City of Toronto staff, the planning and facilitation of the 
program content was led primarily by Author 2. As an outdoor recreationist who at the 
time was completing their masters in UofT’s Department of Forestry, Author 2 provided 
essential pedagogical support to a sport coach (Author 1) who lacked the professional 
competency to effectively facilitate (otherwise hazardous) outdoor activities.

The guiding pedagogical approach was based in outdoor education,2 understood here 
as ‘an experiential process of learning by doing, which takes place primarily through expo-
sure to the out-of-doors. In outdoor education the emphasis for the subject of learning is 
placed on relationships, relationships concerning people and natural resources’ (Priest 1986, 
in Quay and Seaman 2013, 53). Given that participants took part in this trip as an extra- 
curricular activity, the character of this education was decidedly non-formal. ‘Non-formal 
education in the outdoors’ is categorized as programming that occurs outside the formal 
education system, usually as part of structured out-of-school programs or through 
community-based organisations (Henderson 2016, 153). This differentiates the program 
from informal learning, because it followed an itinerary that was facilitated by adult prac-
titioners, as opposed to being completely self-guided. 3

A key question for us was the extent to which this retreat to Hart House farm offered 
insights for SfD research and practice, and the role of outdoor education therein. With this 
in mind, in the next section we discuss some key themes from the current literature against 
which to consider the findings in this study.

Literature review: outdoor-focused SfD programming and disadvantaged 
youth

The widespread belief that SfD programs can foster positive development outcomes, par-
ticularly for marginalized young people, has led to a growth in scholarship tasked with 
investigating the efficacy of these claims (See Coakley, 2011; Coalter, 2015; Donnelly and 
Coakley 2004; Holt and Neely, 2011; Jones et al. 2017; Spaaij 2011; Spaaij, Magee and Jeanes 
2014). In general, this literature suggests that under appropriate circumstances – i.e. when 
attendance is recurrent, programming is purposeful as well as culturally competent, and 
participants can form bonds with practitioners – SfD programming can offer developmen-
tal benefits to young people. Specifically, research points to sport’s capacity to: facilitate 
outreach to marginalized adolescents, sometimes referred as the ‘hook’ of sports (Crabbe 
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2007, 2009 Hartmann and Kwauk 2011,; Spaaij, Magee and Jeanes 2014); buffer exposure 
to negative risk/health behaviours (Nichols 2004, 2007; Nichols and Crow 2004; Smith and 
Waddington 2004); foster improved self-esteem, and pro-social development (Holt 2008; 
Holt and Neely 2011; Jones et al. 2011; 2017; Weiss et al. 2014); and support immigrant 
integration (Mauro 2019; Spaaij 2012, 2015; Vermeulen and Verweel 2009; Yerashotis 2022).

However, sport sociologists have also remained critical of the ways some SfD programs 
prioritize individual-level development at the expense of attending to larger socio-structural 
concerns (Coakley 2011; Coalter 2015; Darnell 2012; Hartmann et al. 2024; Hartmann and 
Kwauk 2011; Haudenhuyse 2017; Wright et al. 2016). Coakley, for example, has argued that 
such programs oftentimes serve to reproduce neo-liberal values of individualism and com-
petition instead of fostering more ‘transformative’ kinds of change to communities and 
societies (2011). One way that SfD scholars have tried to address this important criticism 
is by calling for new, more imaginative educational processes to be embedded within SfD 
programs (Raw and Sherry 2022; Spaaij et al. 2016; Spaaij & Jeanes, 2013). Yet, scholars 
have yet to fully explore how outdoor education can be utilized by SfD programs to support 
this kind of broader social change, especially as related to social and environmental justice.

Some preliminary research exist, particularly in Canada, where scholars have analyzed 
outdoor-focused SfD programs targeting Indigenous youth living in remote northern com-
munities (Johnson and Ali 2020; Kope and Arellano 2017; Paraschak and Heine 2019; 
Ritchie et al. 2015). Such studies highlight clear benefits for participants, including the 
promotion of resilience and wellbeing (Ritchie et al. 2015), along with the affirmation of 
cultural identity via land-based leisure practices (Johnson and Ali 2020). Indeed, according 
to Paraschak and Heine (2019), such programs may simultaneously ‘offer an alternative 
model of cultural practice for [SfD] initiatives, potentially fostering an attachment to the 
land that promotes individuals’ long-term commitment to addressing all forms of environ-
mental degradation (191)’. Taken together, these studies speak to a growing ‘socio-ecological’ 
approach to development in the SfD field, which recognizes an interdependency of social 
and environmental justice (Giulianotti, 2021). Working within this new paradigm, we sought 
to better understand how urban immigrant youth are affected or impacted by similar kinds 
of outdoor-focused SfD programs.

Our focus on urban youth in the outdoors was pertinent given the barriers facing this 
demographic in accessing natural environments. According to Louv (2008) many young 
people growing up today in urban centres have ‘nature deficits’ caused in part by ‘isolation 
from the natural world because of a lack of neighborhood parks, or lack of opportunity—lack 
of time and money for parents who might otherwise take them out of the city’ (65). Moreover, 
economically-deprived immigrant youth living in government subsidized ‘metro hous-
ing’—like many of those in this study—face additional barriers to accessing natural land-
scapes resulting from the intersection of class, race and geography (Bates, Bohnert and 
Gerstein 2018; Gibson-wood and Wakefield 2013; Roberts 2016). These barriers have also 
made it more difficult for researchers to document youth’s experiences in the outdoors, and 
as a result, the (potential) benefits of environmental engagement for this demographic 
remain underrepresented in academic literature (c.f., Bates, Bohnert and Gerstein 2018; 
Gauthier, Joseph and Fusco 2021; Lekies et al. 2015; Tiplady and Menter 2021).

Overall, and based on the results presented below, we argue that urban youth are able to 
learn, gain and grow from their participation in outdoor-focused SfD programs. The essence 
of this learning was often non-formal, but in line with an approach to education based on 
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cultivating opportunities in which young people can develop through new experiences that 
they are likely to remember (Nash 2009, 19). We now lay out the theoretical framework 
and methodology we used to document and analyze youth’s learning experiences at the 
Hart House Farm.

Theory and methods: making ‘sense’ of youth’s outdoor learning experiences

Given the lack of SfD literature about urban youth’s experiences in the outdoors, we drew 
heavily from ‘Outdoor Studies,’ a relatively new academic field sitting at the intersection of 
research into sport, leisure and Outdoor Education (e.g. Cooper 2012; Fox, Humberstone 
and Dubnewick 2014; Heintzman 2016; Humberstone 2000, 2011, 2015; Humberstone, 
Brown and Richards 2003; Humberstone, Prince and Henderson 2016; Humberstone and 
Prince 2020; Jucker and von Au 2022; Kuo Barnes and Jordan 2022; Quay 2013; Spence 
2018). Referred to previously as ‘Outdoor Education,’ Outdoor Studies has turned more 
recently to the interpretative and reflexive approaches of sociological analysis, and to inves-
tigating aspects of environmental education and human-nature interactions with and within 
the outdoors (Humberstone 2000; Humberstone and Prince 2020). In alignment with the 
central tenants of SfD, this field of research encompasses a range of outdoor experiences 
for a variety of purposes, including education, social work and youth development 
(Humberstone, Brown and Richards 2003, 7). Perspectives from Outdoor Studies therefore 
complimented our analysis of youth’s experiences on the trip, because it allowed for us to 
conceptualize natural environments as important spaces for learning and development 
within the context of SfD programming.

Following these qualitative inquiries into outdoor recreation and leisure, we utilized an 
interpretive approach to research that placed a methodological emphasis on the meanings 
that participants associated with their embodied experiences while on the trip (Humberstone 
and Prince 2020; Humberstone and Stan 2012; Quay and Seaman 2013, 2016; Seaman and 
Rheingold 2013; Sparkes 2017). Experience has long been a key methodological lens through 
which to analyze people’s engagement in the natural world and to explore the human-nature 
connection in the social sciences (See Dewey 1929; Quay and Seaman 2013). More recently, 
Humberstone (2011) has described personal experiences in nature-based sport through 
ethnographic methodologies in order to illuminate the significant connection between the 
body and affect, emotion, and the senses during engagement with natural elements. We 
therefore paid particular attention to the ways that youth described their sensory engage-
ment with the natural world and if/how the meanings they associated with these experiences 
could be considered forms of outdoor learning.

A focus on nature-based experiences has appealed to scholars interested in outdoor 
learning because it counters the traditional means of knowledge which young people acquire 
in formal classroom settings (Kuo Barnes and Jordan 2022; Orr, McCullough and Pelcher 
2020; Quay and Seaman 2013). Inspired largely by the work of John Dewey (1926, 1930, 
1938), there are two interrelated kinds of experience that scholars have highlighted which 
were critical to our own understanding of outdoor learning (Ord and Mallabon 2018): The 
first is the momentary sensory perception which Dewey (1930) called the aesthetic expe-
rience of being, or ‘affective thinking.’ The second is a reflective experience through the 
recall process that establishes a sense of knowing about the world (Dewey 1926; Quay and 
Seaman 2013, 2016).
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In conjunction with our focus on youth’s embodied learning experiences in the outdoors, 
we emphasize the methodological importance of ‘place’ as a concept in our study. Here we 
followed scholars in Outdoor Studies who have interrogated how people’s experiences help 
to articulate the salience of place within research into outdoor learning (Heintzman 2016; 
Mannion and Lynch 2016; Olive 2016; Smith 2020; Spence 2018). Our place-based approach 
was compatible with Dewey’s (1938) assertion that learning through ‘lived experience’ 
occurs via a transaction between the individual and their environment thus requiring an 
appreciation of the place of the individual in the totality of their social, physical, and cultural 
setting (99-100).

Consistent with the interpretive paradigm (See Denzin 1997; Denzin 2000; Donnelly 
2000), we used a variety of qualitative methodological techniques to gather knowledge of 
youth’s experiences including: participant observation of local interaction, reflective jour-
nalling as well as narrative interpretation from semi-structured interviews that were com-
plemented by youth’s photography. Combining these different sources of data is also 
common with the interpretive paradigm, which assumes a relativist ontology where indi-
viduals construct multiple meanings of reality and subjectivist epistemology that sees the 
knowledge-making process as interactive (Markula and Silk 2011, 33). By understanding 
research as a narrative inquiry through which youth shared their learning experiences with 
the researcher, we sought to understand the multiple meanings they associated with their 
participation in outdoor-focused SfD programming.

Primarily, we did so by privileging youth’s voices in describing their own experiences. 
For this reason, we conducted a 1-h focus group interview during the last outing (2019) in 
which half of the youth (n = 10) volunteered to participate. This semi-structured group 
interview was conducted by ‘junior researchers’ associated with the project4 but was super-
vised by Author 1. Here we followed authors who argued that the most common and reliable 
method of processing learning experiences is question and answer sessions conducted 
immediately after the event. Providing youth with the chance to reflect on their experiences 
from the Farm hence blended methodology and program activity with the goal of solidifying 
participant learning (Seaman and Rheingold 2013).

Secondary forms of data collection came from participatory observation. Over the 
course of the three retreats, three different researchers from the University of Toronto 
made trips to the Farm (Author 1 was present each time). Researchers documented 
noteworthy conversations with the participants in which they observed youth’s engage-
ment with the natural environment. Author 2 also kept a journal of his experiences and 
observations as he facilitating outdoor programming with the group. Finally, to increase 
empirical validity in reviewing the experiences of youth and programmers, the research-
ers distributed disposable cameras to help document young people’s sensorial engage-
ment with this natural site (Greenaway and Knapp 2016; Spence 2018). We were here 
inspired by the recent use of photovoice in other participatory action research projects 
involving youth in the SfD field (c.f., Hayhurst 2017; Martin and LeCrom 2021). To this 
end, we include photos taken by youth as appendices which are meant to capture the 
experiences that young people felt were significant to them during this part of the 
program.

Our methodological procedures for analyzing these data began with a reflection by 
Authors 1 and 2 regarding initial observations and conversations they had recalled from 
their supervision of the trip in its first two years. These first two visits served to sensitize 
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the researchers to relevant topics of study – namely regarding the potential influence of the 
trip on youth – which were used to guide the thematic construction of the semi-structured 
interviews. In this regard, we undertook ‘directed content analysis’ because our analytical 
codes/categories were not completely inductive, but rather shaped in part by our initial 
observations and research interests (Berg and Lune 2012, 352). The focus group data from 
the final year was coded based upon individual, social and political effects, and organized 
into the subthemes that structured our findings section.

Before exploring these results, however, a biographical note on the participants is called 
for. All youth who took part in the retreats lived on downtown Toronto’s southeast side; a 
highly populated and low-income region of Canada’s largest city. Most of the participants 
were residents of St. James Town specifically, which is the most densely populated urban 
neighbourhood in Canada and one of Toronto’s poorest (Appendix D). The 10 youth who 
took part in the focus group were split between boys and girls, and were all in their final 
two years of high school (ages 16-19). Youth also had a mix of generational status’ as immi-
grants to Canada, as: 1st generation immigrants (n = 4), 1.5 generation (n = 3) and 2nd gen-
eration (n = 3). They hailed from different areas of the globe, but the main regions represented 
were the Horn of Africa (n = 4), the Middle East (n = 3) and Southeast Asia (n = 3). Most 
participants considered themselves to be religious, with the majority of those interviewed 
being practicing Muslims (n = 8), and the other two Christian (n = 1) and Hindu (n = 1).

With the preceding in mind, three main findings emerged from the study that were 
relevant to our interest in outdoor learning: i) the significance of providing urban youth 
with natural landscapes in challenging their negative preconceptions about the natural 
world; ii) the ways the program allowed youth to gain insights into how outdoor leisure 
can be used to support their personal wellbeing and enable their personal growth; iii) the 
influence of the trip on youth’s socio-political views, namely regarding their new-found 
appreciations for environmental justice perspectives. We present these next.

Results and analysis section

‘Where we live, you don’t get to feel the outdoors:’ the significance of urban youth’s 
access to natural landscapes

The first theme that emerged from the focus group interview was the significance of expos-
ing youth to natural environments from which they have otherwise been excluded. Consider 
how out of approximately 40 youth who had taken part in the programs over the three years, 
only a handful (n = 5) had reported any prior involvement in camping or cottaging outside 
of the city. This lack of exposure meant that many youth originally expressed hesitancy, 
aversion, or even fear of the natural world. It was a recurrent theme in our focus groups:

Lina: We are really lucky to have [this] opportunity [because] obviously where we are down-
town a lot of youth don’t, it’s very busy, and obviously a lot of us live in metro housing too so 
it’s not like it’s even an option for us. But you talk to some other people—and I can name you 
a good ten other people—who, when you say that we came up here and they’ll be like, ‘oh you 
were at a place like that? Didn’t you get bit? Look at all those mosquito bites you have.’ You 
know, they think of drawbacks right away. And a lot of us too when we heard we are coming 
up here we may think the same way, very sceptical, but once you experience it and leave you 
have a different mindset. (Focus Group 2019)
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According to Lina, local residents’ lack of exposure to natural environments led to a 
stigmatization of outdoor leisure that she believed made her peers only consider its ‘draw-
backs.’ These negative preconceptions about outdoor leisure highlight how structural bar-
riers to environmental access – based originally in class and/or race – can give way to 
additional cultural barriers which evolve within the social contexts of excluded inner-city 
areas. This means that for urban youth in our study, the intersection of structural and 
cultural forces combined to create symbolic understandings of natural landscapes as alien 
rather than familiar for them (Rishbeth 2001 in Roberts 2016). Providing youth with oppor-
tunities to break through these intersecting barriers was therefore a critical first step to any 
potential benefits they may garner from access to the outdoors. They also represent a vehicle 
through which outdoor-focused SfD programming can support larger social justice missions 
concerned with providing disadvantaged youth with equitable access to natural landscapes.

The more significant aspect of Lina’s statement to our interest in learning was, however, 
her belief that the trip provided youth with ‘different mindsets’ about the outdoors. She 
would later elaborate on the importance of access by using the metaphor of a doorway: ‘If 
you show youth what they have the ability to do with what’s around them then they can 
open their own door, but if you don’t show them the door to open, they don’t know what 
to do with it, it’s just a wall’ (Focus Group 2019). In this regard, their stay at the Hart House 
Farm symbolized an opening to the natural world itself, whereby exposure challenged their 
(mis)conceptions about leisure time spent in the outdoors.

Below, Amira’s testimonial corroborates Lina’s point regarding how access to natural 
environments can encourage urban youth to step outside of these symbolic boundaries:

Amira: I probably would not have chosen to go to nature. I hate nature, not in the sense that 
I hate nature, because it’s like, a beautiful view; I just hate insects and bugs and those type 
of things. But anyways, I feel that being in this setting, it gives you a chance to step out of 
your boundaries. I wouldn’t normally choose to go on a hike, or sit in the wilderness. But 
being here gives me that opportunity because in Toronto, when you are going out, you’re 
really not going out, you’re going out to go in, if you get what I’m saying? So, you’re going 
to a mall, you’re going to another building, where we live, you don’t get to feel the outdoors. 
(Focus Group 2019)

Amira’s emphasis on being able to ‘feel the outdoors’ reflects what Edward Reed (1996) 
called ‘primary experience;’ that in which we can see, feel, taste hear or smell for ourselves. 
As she details, these embodied experiences expanded her appreciation for the outdoors 
beyond that of a detached aesthetic – nature as just ‘a beautiful view’ – to something she 
can also utilize in her leisure time. Providing youth like Amira with opportunities to phys-
ically experience the natural world through the body’s sensory apparatus was therefore 
paramount in allowing them to confront their own prejudices about the outdoors.

Perry provided an even more detailed example of how primary experiences in natural 
environments can foster an appreciation for outdoor leisure:

Perry: When we started going on that 3-hour hike I thought ‘oh man this is going to be a real 
tiring walk.’ But […] it didn’t feel like a 3-hour hike. It seemed like every step we passed we 
found another destination we’d look forward to: First we found a path then we found that 
bottom area where everyone came together [cave system] and the air was so cool, there was a 
breeze that everyone felt and if you were tired you could sit there. And it really got me think-
ing, it put me into my feelings and stuff I was thinking about it. You can’t find that stuff down-
town. That cold air, I had never felt that same smell, I had never felt that same kind of ‘vibe.’ 
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It felt so fresh! Like I was sweating when I was walking out there; but when I come back from 
soccer practice or something and I’m hot and I go to my apartment and I go to the AC [air 
conditioner] I never feel that same kind of, of ‘vibes,’ that same fresh air. (Focus Group 2019)

When Perry confesses how hiking ‘put me in my feelings [because] you can’t find this 
stuff downtown,’ we can identify experiential learning to have taken place since his eventual 
comprehension grew out of an initial apprehension toward outdoor activity as ‘a real tiring 
walk’ (Halak 2020). The bodily sensations he felt during the hike were vital to this process, 
where physically taking part in the activity allowed him to experience ‘walking’ in a new 
way. Visually, he explained how he was inspired by the new ‘destinations’ he encountered 
along the journey, showing how ‘the very fluidity of movement “through” nature brings 
forth continuously changing perceptions and awareness’ (Humberstone 2011, 497). Unlike 
in conventional sport, with outdoor leisure activities like hiking, ‘one can rarely impose 
bounded rules upon the body-nature nexus[,] rather the body and its particular “equipment” 
must anticipate and react to continually changing environments’ (Humberstone 2011, 498).

Likewise, when Perry recounts his entry into the crevice cave system, he also reveals how 
his olfactory system (sense of smell) was uniquely stimulated during the hike [Appendix 
E]. He describes the significance of having never ‘felt that same smell’ of the ‘fresh’ cool air; 
something he contrasted with his experiences standing in front of an air conditioner in his 
apartment following a soccer practice. The group’s reaction to the atmospheric shift they 
encountered as they descended into the cave system was also something documented by 
Author 2 while leading the hike:

Throughout the tour I noted how high energy levels were amongst the youth, but especially 
when they encountered the temperature drop within the caves. Once there, they remarked at 
the novelty of the natural features they found, such as the oddly shaped trees, the wet rock and 
the cool moss growing all around. One moment which stood out to me was when the youth 
were playing with the echo of their voices inside the caves and in unison, they began a pas-
sionate soccer chant which gave me goosebumps. (Journal Entry June 2019)

The observed rise in youth’s intensity levels at this moment resonates with what Chawla 
(1990) has termed ‘ecstatic places.’ These are areas in the natural world that generate emo-
tional expression through people’s dynamic engagement with them. In Perry’s case, this led 
to a thinking in, rather than about practice—what Dewey (1930) called ‘affective thinking.’ 
Such personal experiences promoted an appreciation of the present moment, thus prompt-
ing him to undergo reflection regarding the novelty of this experience compared to his 
everyday life (Quay and Seaman 2016). This speaks to the merits of utilizing outdoor 
education perspectives in SfD programs, describing experiences of outdoor learning – via 
natural discovery – that are fundamentally different from those offered in traditional sport 
spaces. In the next subsection we turn our attention to what youth learned about the per-
sonal benefits of outdoor leisure while on the trip.

‘It’s you, yourself and the woods:’ adolescent wellbeing through connection with 
nature

The second theme that emerged during the focus group interview was youth’s belief that 
their stay at Hart House Farm enhanced their personal wellbeing.5 Here youth described 
how holistic experiences with the natural world provided a necessary reprieve from daily 
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stress, which allowed them to gain perspective, and to undertake personal reflection. Given 
their limited exposure to natural environments, we interpreted this finding as a form of 
learning youth underwent about how outdoor leisure could be utilized in support of their 
personal wellbeing and growth.

An important precursor to understanding this argument is appreciating the inordinate 
amount of stress and anxiety youth in this study reported experiencing in their everyday 
life. Below, Sofiya describes this reality:

Sofiya: I think it is important to come to places such as this because in a busy place such as 
where we are in Toronto you can get caught up in all the issues you have in your life and you 
can be overwhelmed. […] In the city you are restricted, ‘I have to do this I have to do that’ you 
know? You have those responsibilities. But here we have none of those responsibilities, I mean, 
yes, we have a program set, but it’s a very general one. So, you can just go out and enjoy life for 
what it really is. Cause everyone here is always saying ‘I hate life I’m so stressed about life.’ But 
if you look at the fruits of life, and you come to places like this you see how grateful we should 
be about how great life is, the world is an amazing place, but we forget that because we live in 
one of the most populated and chaotic places. (Focus Group 2019)

In this way, the retreat offered youth a rare opportunity to jettison the daily ‘responsi-
bilities’ that often left them feeling ‘restricted’ and ‘overwhelmed’ in their personal lives. 
Although adolescence has historically been described as a period of ‘storm and stress,’ (Hall 
1904) or ‘crisis’ (Erikson 1968) these affects are heightened by the extra obligations that 
exist for young people from low-income immigrant families living in the inner-city. Previous 
research undertaken on youth from this area of Toronto has shown that they are often tasked 
with supporting their families through financial precarity and economic hardship—whether 
through their domestic labour or by undertaking part-time work (De Lisio, Yerashotis and 
Fusco 2019; Yerashotis 2022).

Compounding the situation are the built-environmental factors of their neighbourhood 
(St. James Town) that Sofiya alluded to—such as overcrowding and poor housing quality—
which have been shown to adversely impact the wellbeing of residents (Wellesley Institute 
2010, 2019). Moreover, youth’s everyday experiences in Toronto are subject to the kind 
of chaos and busyness that is characteristic of life in the downtown core of a major 
metropolis:

Lina: The environment and wilderness to learn from when you come out here is a different 
kind of feeling for us. Like when you live downtown, you can get distracted by literally every-
thing. There’s a billboard everywhere like, look at Dundas Square where everyone we know 
hangs out. And there’s a million things going on, so there’s no ability to confront yourself in 
your own head. But when you’re here, everything is just still. So, it’s just: You, yourself, and the 
woods, so you have no choice but to confront your thoughts and emotions and how you actu-
ally feel. (Focus Group 2019)

Contrasting the busyness of their everyday urban lives, the feeling of freedom and ease 
that the trip afforded youth was thereby significant to them because, as Lina noted, it made 
‘the environment and wildness [a place] to learn from.’ Here, being in a leisure setting that 
juxtaposed downtown Toronto’s disorienting displays of neo-liberal capitalism with ‘bill-
boards everywhere,’ provided youth with a heightened awareness of their own thoughts and 
feelings. This process of ‘getting away’ through participation in outdoor leisure is, according 
to Djohari Brown and Stolk (2018), a useful coping strategy for disaffected youth to learn 
how to ‘transform their feelings’ (363).
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In Lina’s case, the research team documented how she would often go on slow strolls 
around the premises, taking pictures while sitting alone in deep contemplation. Continuing 
below, she describes how an important aspect to the calming effect the trip had on her mind 
was the attention she was able to pay to the subtle beauty of nature:

Lina: I think that naturally as humans we should naturally be around nature. And for kids like 
us that live in the inner-city it’s hard to really notice that. But when you come here, I find that 
my mind is just naturally calmer and more organized and settled when I’m around or in 
nature, and I can hear the wind, when I can hear the breeze in the trees and I can hear the 
birds chirp and when the grass is bright green and on its own naturally… (Focus Group 2019)

Lina thus attributes the serenity she felt on the trip to her own attentiveness to the won-
ders of the natural world. As Louv (2008) contends: ‘In nature a child finds freedom, fantasy 
and privacy: a place distant from the adult world, a separate peace. […] Most of all, nature 
is reflected in our capacity for wonder’ (7-8). During her brief detours around the property, 
she was also able to observe other young people similarly spending time alone in different 
natural sites: ‘When I’m walking around, I’ve noticed people sitting outside by themselves 
thinking, they are lost in their heads, in their thoughts’ (Focus Group 2019). In this way, 
youth used their free time to find contemplative reprieve in what Greenaway and Knapp 
(2016) would call ‘magic spots.’6 These are spaces that people discover in natural environ-
ments which deepen reflection and increase self-awareness—a kind of socio-emotional 
learning about ‘self ’ that helps individuals derive meaning from experiences (266). As Nick 
expressed so clearly:

Nick: So, at first when I was told that I was going to come here, I didn’t really think it was going 
to be a good place because I don’t like insects and all the other stuff you can find here. But once 
I came here, I noticed that it’s much different from the city, because [where we live] there’s so 
much stuff happening at one time. […] Since I came here all I’ve been doing is just reflecting on 
everything that happened in my life throughout the year and looking at it from a different per-
spective. I know if I was in the city, I would not have the viewpoint I have now about everything 
that’s gone on throughout the year. So, it’s made everything better in a way. (Focus Group 2019)

In this regard, many participants used their time in the outdoors to reflect upon prior 
experiences and to consider how they might apply their newly acquired perspective in the 
future. This psychological benefit was not grounded in taking part in any specific activity; 
they simply valued the calming space and free time they had been given to look inward to 
reflect upon where they had been, and where they were going. As one youth expressed: ‘We 
are really lucky to have the opportunity to come to places like this and explore nature and 
try to find understanding and move towards it’. These kinds of testimonials echo the results 
of previous Canadian research, that has shown a positive association between nature-based 
activity, self-reflection and personal growth in a manner often described as ‘spiritual’ 
(Heintzman 2016; Johnson and Ali 2020).

The youth in our study likewise described outdoor activity in spiritual terms, and was most 
often linked to experiences of environmental connection, or ‘oneness’ with the natural world:

Lina: Here, naturally everyone got so connected to the nature. When we were on the hike, it 
didn’t feel forced, it didn’t feel stressful it just felt like ‘I’m just here and I’m supposed to be here 
and there’s no other place I should be at, in this moment.’[…] It also made me realize how 
connected we are [because] when we go into nature you don’t really realize how connected 
you are to, like, nature itself, to the world and the ground and the grass and the air. You don’t 
notice these things in the city. (Focus Group 2019)
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The momentary presence of the ‘here and now’ described by Lina while on the hike 
constitutes a state of being that sport scholars refer to as ‘embodied flow’ (Atkinson 2012; 
Pronger 2002; Roy 2014). Based within the work of Csikszentmihalyi (1990), flow states 
‘occur when a person’s body or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accom-
plish something difficult and worthwhile’ (3)—in this case, a 10-kilometre-long hike. We 
utilize this concept in our study to express how the harmonious feeling of mind-body 
connection youth described can positively influence their ‘strivings of self ’ and their ‘quality 
of individual wellbeing’ (Shernoff et al. 2003).

Scholars in the field of Outdoor Studies have furthered these ‘developmental’ understand-
ings of flow by analyzing people’s holistic experiences of nature-based physical activity. For 
instance, Humberstone (2011) argues that ‘by unpacking flow in the here and now and 
rounding it in the embodied affective of the practitioner, the notion of a spiritual experience 
emerges, where through engagement with elements of nature the body “learns to be in the 
world”’ (506). Consider this ‘mind-body-environment’ unity in the epiphany described ear-
lier by Lina regarding her suddenly realized inter-connection to the natural world. It speaks 
to how, the environmental landscape at Hart House Farm was more than just a backdrop 
for reflection. Within moments of nature-based physical activity, several youths experienced 
a sense of ‘holism,’ where the separation between themselves and the natural world dissipated, 
and these seemingly disparate entities became integrated (Humberstone 2011).

We therefore highlight youth’s experiences of embodied flow in the context of our 
study to stress how such holistic experiences of oneness and connection to the natural 
world can have positive developmental effects on them. As Perry expressed: ‘When I 
went out there on the hike, I just felt like everything came together for me, like it was 
something really special’. The emotional intensity of this ‘[special] coming together’ 
endows it with developmental power as emotional exploration leads to (self) understand-
ing (Becker 2016, 22) and personal growth through outdoor learning (Richards 2016, 
254). Indeed, the spiritual-educational dimension of one’s personal development can be 
deliberately or spontaneously evoked through physical activities, the natural environment, 
the social atmosphere, or other programmes—but it is most often experienced in the 
context of the outdoors (Jirásek et al. 2016; Jirásek et al. 2021). In this way, the trip sup-
ported wellbeing and personal growth by allowing youth to gain perspective, undergo 
introspection and find transcendental meaning in their experiences of connection with 
the natural world.

‘Use this experience and pay it forward, just give it back to the world:’ socio-
political conscientization

The personal benefits youth gained from this trip notwithstanding, this final subsection 
reveals how the feelings of ‘connection’ to the natural world that youth experienced while 
at Hart House Farm resonated with them on a socio-political level. According to our inves-
tigation, program participation fostered important forms of environmental awareness on 
the part of youth. Nick expressed this clearly during the focus group:

Nick: Before when I watched on TV and I see people going out and talking about global 
warming and how this much trees are being cut in other parts of the world I usually just 
watch it and not give it a thought, because I didn’t see the effect it would have on the 
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planet and the value of all this. But now, because of this opportunity, I would say this 
experience has changed me and my view. When it comes to preserving this area and com-
ing here to visit and living around here for a time, it has changed me. I see the reason why 
these people go out and try to fight governments and corporations for the environment. 
(Focus Group 2019)

Politically-charged statements like these were a surprise finding to the research 
team, because the only political mandate of the program was to provide youth with 
access to the outdoors; with little pedagogical focus on fostering awareness of the 
environmental movement.7 We therefore argue that it was youth’s exposure to, expe-
riences in, and most importantly, their expressed connection with nature, that allowed 
them to appreciate the importance of ‘preserving’ the environment. This supports what 
eco-psychologists have suggested are the positive effects of involvement with nature, 
where bonding experiences with the natural world form a foundation for environmental 
stewardship (Chawla 2022; Louv 2008, 44). The embodied dimensions of this process 
should also not be overlooked. Humberstone (2013), for example, cites the rise of 
alternative politics found within action sport cultures as evidence for how the sensuous 
and affective dimensions of people’s experiences in nature-based physical activity can 
engender a shift in one’s political worldview (e.g. Dimou and Iland 2018; Mansfield 
and Wheaton 2011; Olive 2016; Thorpe and Rinehart 2010; Wheaton, 2007, 2015; 
Wheaton et al. 2021).

Our findings regarding youth’s socio-political conscientization also align productively 
with calls for more social justice approaches to SfD programs that encourage participants 
to examine and address the larger structural forces affecting their lives (Coakley 2011; 
Darnell 2012; Hartmann and Kwauk 2011; Haudenhuyse 2017; Wright et al. 2016). Yet, 
when Nick references his support for those people fighting ‘governments and corporations 
for the environment,’ he is drawing connections between social, political-economic, and 
natural domains, which is more representative of social-environmental justice (Cooper 
2016). This is a strand of social justice that includes both human qualities of life as well as 
the preservation/conservation of the non-human—key features of what Mansfield (2009) 
refers to as ‘ecological thought’ (360).

Indeed, beyond general gestures to ‘trees being cut,’ some youth highlighted their specific 
exposure to animals and wildlife as an aspect of the trip that provoked their intrigue into 
matters of conservation:

Perry: For example, today, and this may sound different, but on our hike when we saw the 
horses running? I found that very fascinating how the farms are so clean, that they are so well 
taken care of. I found it so fascinating how people put their time into stuff like this to preserve 
wildlife and care about other animals. (Focus Group 2019)

Perry’s realization that people choose to spend their time ‘preserving wildlife and caring 
about animals’ again shows youth connecting social justice to the non-human realm. This 
helps to bridge the divide between perspectives that are human-centred and ‘deep-green’ 
perspectives that centre the non-human world (Humberstone 2016, 335). Correspondingly, 
the research team documented how youth showed genuine intrigue at being able to 
observe and engage with the different animal species living in and around the Farm 
property.
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When coupled with time to reflect on their experiences, such exposure proved pivotal 
in fostering a critical-political awareness of the world, and their place within it:

Mirak: All these authors and activists are able to sit down and reflect and actually think. It’s 
so important to think, all the time we don’t think we just react or act out; but why don’t we 
reflect and think? The ones who can stay calm and think—even if they face a lot of adversity 
in their life, take for instance Malcom X—are always able to stop, reflect, and think. Those are 
the ones who can change the world in the future. (Focus Group 2019)

Mirak’s statement speaks once more to the transformative power of engagement with 
the natural world, and the importance of being afforded the time and space to ‘stop, reflect, 
and think.’ Unlike the kind of personal reflection described in the previous section, Mirak 
is describing how the retreat was also a chance to reflect on the world around them, and 
how they can become agents of social change within it. Consider Mirak’s point alongside 
criticism from scholars within the field of Outdoor Studies, who have lamented the non- 
critical pedagogical approaches often taken by programs that focus on adventure, risk and 
individual development while ignoring larger social and environmental concerns facing 
communities and societies (Cooper 2012; Humberstone 2016). In our study, we found that 
giving youth time and space to reflect was pivotal in their critical conscientization. From 
this vantage point, ‘over-programming’ young people on such trips can sometimes be 
counter-productive to learning, because it takes away opportunities for youth to create their 
own connections and generate their own meanings as to the importance of the natural world.

Coming back once more to the importance of place, this characteristically socio-political 
reflection was interlinked to the safety they felt sharing their opinions with one another 
while at the Farm. According to Amira:

Amira: These conversations are so overlooked in our daily lives. When we aren’t in a space like 
this, most of the conversations are about ‘oh, did you hear about this drama,’ rather than dis-
cussing things we really believe in, or speaking on our morals as people […] because I feel like 
in the city, we aren’t given the chances to explore our unconscious minds. So, harder questions 
like: ‘What is one question everyone must answer in life?’ Just little mind exercises like that in 
a place like this where everything really flows naturally, and you feel one with the place it 
makes it easier for you to think and easier to share opinions and stories with people. You can 
be vulnerable. […] Everyone is on the same base level and are here for the same reasons, so I 
feel like in this environment it helps us [connect] better than in the city. (Focus Group 2019)

Youth hence believed that being immersed in a natural setting provided a platform for 
more meaningful kinds of dialogue amongst each other. Being able to connect socially and 
to bond over deep discussions allowed them to transcend superficial conversations and to 
contemplate deeper, more important matters—whether emotional, socio-political, or phil-
osophical. Testimonials like these about sharing opinions and allowing oneself to ‘be vul-
nerable’ describe Cooper’s understanding of social-environmental justice as being rooted 
in establishing connections with people and place through emotions and knowledge 
(Cooper 2016). In this regard, not only did youth form an attachment to the Farm, but the 
setting also fostered solidarity bonds by, as Amira put it, placing everyone ‘on the same 
base level.’

Preliminary investigations into outdoor-focused SfD programs have also identified sol-
idaristic properties to emerge amongst youth while on similar retreats (Johnson and 
Ali 2020).
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Adding to this finding, we suggest that fostering solidarity is a crucial aspect to potential 
forms of resistance to power structures/systems that youth can carry forward. Mirak spoke 
adamantly on taking forward lessons they learned on the trip:

Mirak: If you can’t take what we have learned here and use it going forward then there’s no 
point. […] The real challenge is when we get back to the city. Is what we learned here going 
to either push us forward, or just be a memory we are going to keep? I stress to everyone that 
we take what we have here and put it in our back pocket as a safety or just in general some-
thing we use what we’ve learned here whether that’s everyone together or something you’ve 
learned yourself. So, what I’m trying to say is that we have to take what we have here and use 
it, use this experience and pay it forward, just give it back to the world. (Focus Group 2019)

Youth’s desire to ‘take what [they] had learned here’ to ‘pay it forward’ and ‘give it back 
to the world’ resonates strongly with Dewey’s (1938) progressive ideals of learning being 
the fundamental driver behind the development of a ‘just citizenry’ (Breunig and Rylander 
2016, 169). However, contemporary classroom settings have proven somewhat ineffective 
at imparting lessons of social responsibility to young people (Breunig and Rylander 2016; 
Humberstone and Stan 2012). Hence why Giulianotti has argued that education-based SfD 
programs can be fertile sites for fostering ‘benign governmentality,’ where youth learn about 
positive civic conduct in less formal ways (Giulianotti 2021; Giulianotti et al. 2018). We 
have found support for this contention, specifically regarding the use of outdoor education 
perspectives in SfD programming. Indeed, while other studies have highlighted the potential 
role of SfD programs in teaching social justice (Kope and Arellano 2017; Wright et al. 2016), 
our study has extended this finding to include the acquisition of environmental justice 
perspectives that encompass an expressed care for protecting and preserving the natural 
world. The significance of this finding and those from the previous two sections to the SfD 
field will now be discussed.

Discussion and conclusion

Overall, our investigation into the experiences of youth participants in the Boundless Sport 
Program’s retreat to Hart House Farm found three primary ways that the trip facilitated 
outdoor learning: First, the trip broke down structural and cultural barriers to the Canadian 
outdoors, which enabled youth to form new appreciations for outdoor leisure. Second, their 
stay provided youth with the time they needed to gain some perspective on their life stressors 
and the space to undergo forms of self-reflection/introspection in a way that supported 
emotional wellbeing and facilitated personal growth. Third, by fostering deeper connections 
with the natural world and with each other, their experience at Hart House Farm expanded 
their political worldviews around matters of environmental justice and sustainability. These 
findings demonstrate the merits of utilizing outdoor education perspectives to inform SfD 
initiatives, in what we have termed ‘outdoor-focused SfD programming.’

Academically speaking, our study has simultaneously addressed two separate calls from 
within the SfD literature. This includes the need to generate more ‘socially transformative 
visions’ for sport-based youth programming (Coakley 2011; Hartmann and Kwauk 2011; 
Spaaij et al. 2016; Spaaij & Jeanes, 2013), and to also form deeper connections between 
SfD scholarship with the environmental movement (Darnell and Millington 2023; 
Giulianotti et al. 2019; Millington and Darnell 2020). By augmenting a traditional SfD 
program with non-formal outdoor education, program effects on youth were expanded 
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beyond neo-liberalist forms of personal development to include youth’s acquisition of 
social-environmental justice perspectives. Outdoor-focused SfD programming may there-
fore represent an avenue for SfD to generate more support for the environmental move-
ment, while still fostering important forms of personal growth in the lives of disadvantaged 
young people.

The potential of these program models should also be considered in light of the growing 
criticisms of outdoor education, and the environmental movement more generally, as 
being comprised of predominantly ‘white,’ middle-class individuals (Curnow 2017; 
Gauthier, Joseph and Fusco 2021; Gibson-wood and Wakefield 2013). This was certainly 
relevant to our study, given the program’s mandate to break down youth’s intersecting 
barriers to accessing natural landscapes. The study’s positive results demonstrate that when 
programs provide equitable access to, and opportunities for diverse urban youth to learn 
from/grow through their time in the outdoors, the call toward climate action transcends 
the limiting categories of race, culture, and class. Outdoor education centres may thus 
benefit from forming organisational relationships with the SfD sector, as the latter has 
proven more adept at engaging with marginalized groups, and especially disadvantaged 
youth, than the former.

Further along this vein, it is important to recognize the efficacy of the inter-sectoral 
collaboration between Toronto’s municipal government and U of T – through the Boundless 
Sport Program – that facilitated this kind of outdoor learning. The program’s success pro-
vides further practical evidence for SfD scholarship that has encouraged stakeholders in 
the sport and social development sector to break outside of the ‘Sportland bubble’ and form 
new institutional connections across the fields of youth work and education (Giulianotti 
et al. 2019, 421), which in this case was achieved via a partnership with a university. Not 
only did the linkages to Hart House at the UofT provide access to an outdoor education 
facility, but it expanded the program’s influences to involve other adults with expertise 
outside of sporting realms (Magee 2014). This suggests that the SfD sector’s possible con-
tribution to the environmental movement can be strengthened by broadening its influence 
outside of the spheres of traditional ‘sport’ itself (Sterchele 2015).

Before closing, we must acknowledge some important methodological and substantive 
limitations of the study. Given that this was not a longitudinal investigation into the lives 
of the program’s participants, it is outside of our scope to suggest that any of the learning 
outcomes had a long-term impact on youth. For example, young people expressed a shift 
in socio-political thought, but we have presented no evidence to suggest that this led to 
concrete action on community levels, as found in similar research (Kope and Arellano 
2017). Still, we hypothesize that if strategies for community mobilization are intentionally 
incorporated into the program plan, the likelihood of youth’s commitment to actualizing 
social change in their own communities may be greatly increased.

Our study should therefore be positioned within the SfD field’s ongoing process of explo-
ration regarding its potential contribution to social-environmental justice. Here we echo 
Darnell and Millington’s (2023) call for academics and organizational stakeholders in SfD 
‘to imagine what a better future could look like, and the steps we might take to get there’ 
(38). To build off our preliminary work on outdoor-focused SfD programming, we encour-
age further utilization of Giulianotti’s (2021) ‘socio-ecological’ framework. Adopting this 
approach may go a long way in ensuring that sport’s contribution to the environmental 
movement is based not only in sustainability, but also, inclusivity.
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Notes

	 1.	 Founded in 1919, Hart House provides U of T students with access to a variety of programs, 
clubs, and events. It has an athletics wing, a restaurant, as well as a dramatic arts theatre and 
a visual arts museum—all of which are open to the public. Hence, in addition to this facility 
being at the very core of the U of T student experience, it also features prominently in the 
cultural life of urban Toronto. Boundless Sport was the flagship program for Hart House’s 
Youth Partnership initiative, which sought to partner with youth service providers around the 
city in co-creating forms of programming at Hart House.

	 2.	 The exact definition of outdoor education has historically been subject to change, and  
according to Quay and Seaman (2013), reflects the socio-historic context upon which it is 
applied. In this study, we conceptualize outdoor education as encompassing both aspects of 
adventure education, as well as environmental learning which have most heavily influenced 
the outdoor education curriculum since the 1960’s (9).

	 3.	 Appendix A provides a detailed overview of the program plan of the trip. Given that all the 
members of the program played competitive sport, we purposefully incorporated physical 
activity into the program plan—sometimes called ‘green exercise’ (Frumkin et al. 2017). This 
included outdoor yoga (Appendix B), volleyball, and field Lacross. Youth were also encour-
aged to participate in more conventional forms of outdoor recreation, such as hiking and cave 
exploration (Appendix E), axe throwing, campfire building and more. Other formal pro-
gramming included a visit from an animal trainer from the Canadian Raptor Conservancy 
(Appendix C). Speaking to the more informal aspects of the program; youth participants were 
provided with scheduled ‘free-time’ for outdoor experiences. Finally, programmers aimed to 
be ‘culturally competent’ and inclusive to the specific needs of participants by providing halal 
food options and leaving time for daily prayer.

	 4.	 By ‘Jr Researchers’ we are referring to youth who were employed to support the larger research 
project this study was funded through which was headed by Author 3, entitled: “Using 
Participatory Action Research to Understand Sport and Social Development in Toronto, Ontario.”

	 5.	 In this study we follow sociological studies of adolescent wellbeing that highlight how em-
bodied dimensions of wellbeing are experienced in the lives of young people (2014; Duff 
2009; 2011; Coffey 2022). Extending psychological approaches, this understanding takes ac-
count of the affective interplay between socio-material forces and young people’s bodies as 
significant for how wellbeing is assembled through a process of engagement and relations, 
rather than being held as a bodily property or possession (Coffey 2022, 70; Djohari Brown 
and Stolk 2018).

	 6.	 Appendix F shows a photo taken by Lina of her favourite place on the property. The research team 
documented finding her sitting there in deep contemplation numerous times during the trip.

	 7.	 Upon review of the entirety of the program plan, communicating concerns over environmental 
sustainability to youth was quite minimal, restricted only to a short portion of the nature walk.
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Appendix A: Program outline

Time/Day Activity Description Comments

Day 1
10:30am Pickup Youth meet at the Wellesley 

Community Recreation Centre for 
pickup by a school bus.

12:00pm Arrival Youth arrive at the Hart House Farm
12:15-12:30pm Briefing Farm custodian meets with group to 

discuss ground rules, and 
protocols.

12:30pm Lunch Brought by youth.
1:00-2:00pm Free time No activities scheduled. Youth explore the property, 

taking pictures and 
playing volleyball in the 
open field.

2:30-5:00pm Cave exploration Author 2 leads youth on a short hike 
to explore the nearby crevice cave 
system.

5:00-6:30pm Native Raptor Wildlife 
Educator

Wildlife educator from the Canadian 
Raptor Conservatory presents 
native raptor species from this 
region, including a Hawk, Falcon, 
Owl and Eagle.

7:00-7:30pm Dinner Sloppy joes
8:00-830pm Desert by the Fire Youth get to roast (halal) 

marshmallows to make smores
9:00-10:00pm Night Games The group plays manhunt and 

different versions of hide and seek 
like ‘kick the can.’

10:00-11:00pm Downtime No programming scheduled Youth remove all the 
furniture from the living 
room and construct an 
area to play indoor 
soccer.

Day 2
7:00am Wakeup
7:30am Breakfast Pancakes
8:00-12:00pm Hike Youth were here led on a hike that 

followed the Bruce Trial for 
approximately 10 kilometers. 
During the hike there was a 
thematic focus on indigenous 
plant identification as well as 
compass orienteering.

12:30pm Lunch
1:00-2:00pm Free time No activities scheduled. A water fight develops 

between the boys and 
girls.

3:00-4:00pm Yoga Certified yoga instructor affiliated 
with the University comes to run 
an Ashtanga yoga session in the 
shade.

7:00-7:30pm Dinner Pizza
8:00-830pm Desert by the Fire Youth get to roast (halal) 

marshmallows to make smores.
9:00-10:00pm Night Games The group plays manhunt and 

different versions of hide and seek 
like ‘kick the can.’

10:00-11:00pm Downtime No activities scheduled. Youth remove all the 
furniture from the living 
room and construct a 
field to play indoor 
soccer.

(Continued)
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Time/Day Activity Description Comments

Day 3
7:30am Wakeup
7:45am Breakfast Cereal
8:00-9:00 Cleanup and pack Youth split into groups, and each 

clean a different area of the 
property.

11:00-11:45am Physical Cultural Activity Indigenous Lacrosse learning activity
11: 45-12:45 Focus Group Youth who volunteered were led by Jr 

researchers in a semi-structured 
focus group discussion/interview 
while sitting in a Teepee.

1:00pm Departure Facility inspected by the Farm 
custodian before departure. Youth 
take pictures with Boots the dog.

Appendix B: Yoga
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Appendix C: Raptor conservator session

Appendix D: St. James town
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Appendix E: Youth descending into Crevice-Cave system

Appendix F: Photo taken by Lina in one of the property’s ‘magic spots’
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