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ABSTRACT

This qualitative research study (2015-2017) examined the use of tablet applications to support young children’s (aged 3-6 years) meaning-making in 14 play-based kindergarten classrooms in Ontario. The
classrooms were observed bi-weekly as the children used open-ended iPad apps to explore and document their learning both inside and outside the classroom. The educators were interviewed, surveyed,
and participated in focus groups. The open-ended apps allowed children to document and reflect on nature in playful, creative, and self-directed ways. While the marrying of environmental literacy and
digital literacy may seem an unusual juxtaposition, we have found that when used in open-ended ways, digital technology (DT) can enhance children's outdoor learning.

Exploring Nature

• Used DT to explore the outdoor environment
• Captured visual images of their individual interests in nature
• Documented outdoor sounds, e.g., rustling of leaves

Practicing and Enhancing Physical Skills

• Created and videoed dance and gymnastic routines on the
playground
• Viewed recordings and then adapted their routines
• Documented active playground games and explorations

“I love you sky
xoxo”

CONCLUSION

• Collaborated with peers to plan and implement creative play
• Videoed pavement drawings, dramatic play, and outdoor
block structures
• Engaged in later reflection and celebration

Which sled went the
furthest?

Documenting trees

“I found them over in the field”

Expressing Creativity

Practicing hopscotch

How fast can you run?

“We made good stars”

“This is Brian’s toilet and
this is my toilet too”

Outdoor block play

If used judiciously, digital technology can enhance outdoor play and learning, rather than supplant it. The apps used in this study contained very minimal content. This promoted children’s engagement with
the world around them as they created the content for their slideshows. Educators in this study were provided with pedagogical resources and strategies. This supported them as they guided children to
use the apps in ways that fostered and extended children’s learning and play while outdoors. These resources also included strategies that encouraged children to be active rather than sedentary while
using the open-ended apps. This study illustrated that DT can enhance outdoor play and learning if the digital technology is open-ended, the program is play-based, and children have sufficient time and
support to become independent DT users.

