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Introduction/Statement of Focus 
 
 
  The purpose of this study is to bring together current research, theories and ideas to 

develop a curriculum that is responsive to what the youth learners of the 21st century need.  This 

study is a non-participant curriculum development research project where I synthesize and 

analyzing current research in the topic areas of Growth Mindset, 21st Century Skills, and 

Constructivist pedagogy, to provide insight and guidance on how to create an effective and 

purposeful curriculum.  The guiding question is,  how can I provide learning environments for all 

ages of learners that foster perseverance, critical thinking, and creativity? I will be using a 

variety of text, curriculum, and theories as well as my own personal experience to guide me 

toward creating a curriculum that will be implemented as the learning tool for a six week 

summer camp experience for 1st-12th graders.  The camp will take place at St. Edward State 

Park, which is a 316-acre day-use park with 3,000 feet of freshwater shoreline on Lake 

Washington.  It is my goal by the end of this study to provide a curriculum that allows campers 

of all ages to have the opportunity to explore what it means to be “Free to Learn.”  
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Statement of Bias and Methods 

 

As an educational researcher, it was my goal to examine current and relevant research.  I 

was faced with many challenging situations that prompted me to react with the tools that I had 

available.  It was my goal to use the tools that I had to empower my research to be the most 

honest and unbiased that it can be while at the same time acknowledging that we are all lifelong 

learners and that life is a teachable moment with our actions speaking louder than our words.  

In thinking about my own bias that I brought to the research, I was reminded that I am a 

mother of four children ranging in ages from 3-13 (3 boys and a girl), that I am passionate about 

self-directed intentional learning, that I feel like the square peg trying to fit into the round hole 

when in a general education setting, and that I am a firm believer in that there are alternate ways 

to educate every type of learner.  All data was equally considered and attention especially paid to 

identifying exceptional or unusual, though related texts, and to exceptional or unusual parts of 

individual texts as well as those parts that are thematically most prominent.  

The hinge, as described by L.T. Smith (1999) brings to light in a few words what I 

attempted to document as I worked with my research findings and tried to represent the 

experiences I searched for as I created the curriculum for Camp Roots.  “The juncture, the  

critique, the hinge.  The claiming of experience, of a personal story, of humanity in the struggle 

over self-representation, interpretation and recognition.”  (pp. 26-28, 37)  It is the claiming of the 

experience and the aspect of personal story that I was most drawn to.  The acknowledgment that  
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you matter, and that your voice and what you do matters to the bigger picture. As I created a 

curriculum that embodied 21st century skills, Growth Mindset, and Constructivist pedagogy, it 

became my goal to keep at the forefront; that I strive to provide learning environments that foster 

perseverance, critical thinking, and creativity.  

My research involved a  non-participants curriculum development research using the 

strategies of  discourse text identification and analysis to provide the "data" on which I created 

my curriculum design (overview/outline of lessons: topics, activities, resources, assessment) a 

couple of full lessons are provided as examples.  I gathered as many relevant resources as I could 

find within the period of time that was available to me and carefully reviewed them according to 

the predetermined scheme that categorizes necessary and optional components of the curriculum 

I intended to create. 
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Rationale 

“Education is a social process; education is growth;  

education is not preparation for life but is life itself.” - John Dewey- 

 

I often get asked, April how do you do it?  I’m not sure if I am supposed to answer with 

the ways that I do what I do or if I am suppose to say, I wake up every day and give it my all, I 

have no idea what life is going to throw my way and for that I am prepared; its a state of being. 

I am a wife and mother to four children, two dogs, one pig and three goldfish. I work part time in 

a job that allows my creativity to shine and I am currently writing my Masters thesis. I live a 

very full life and I wouldn’t have it any other way.  This research project is a direct reflection of 

the way I live my life.  

We have a family motto: we are doers, triers, and thinkers.  I believe that it is important 

to DO something that matters: something that matters to you and something that matters in a 

meaningful way to the world.  I believe that it is important to keep TRYING: for while you are 

struggling you are learning.  I believe that it is important to keep THINKING: use your mind to 

create a better world for yourself and for the world around you.  Keep striving, life is full with all 

that we have going on in the world right now, so my thinking is... I want to provide my children 

with access to the tools that they are going to need to succeed in this ever changing, fast-paced, 

technological world.  I have seen the techniques that are employed by the theories and strategies 

that I am researching be consistently effective.  Effective for the learner and effective for the 
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teacher, for we are all either learners or teachers to each other.  In our electronically connected 

global world our possibilities are endless. With my research project, I will be creating a 

curriculum that provides the opportunity for: critical thinking, perseverance, creativity, and 

collaboration.  

Who I am is heavily influenced by the experiences that I have had in my life.  It has been 

a long and winding journey, with at times there seeming no end in sight.  But, is it the end that 

we are looking for?  Or is it being present in your journey that means success?  In todays warp- 

speed world, I feel that our children need an education that prepares them to be present and 

aware in the 21st century.  Our students need to possess the 21st century skills that will not only 

allow them to fly but to soar.  My research will be focusing on 21st century skills, Growth 

Mindset, and Constructivist teaching theory.  As a mother of four and an experienced educator of 

twenty-two years, I feel that it is imperative that our students have access to the 21st century 

skills that are needed to live in an ever-changing and globally-connected world.  

“We are stronger when all of the voices in the class are heard,”  is a sentiment that I have 

heard from a few different inspirational teachers.  Those teachers find ways of involving the 

voice and assets of all of the students in their class.  Those teachers that I have observed use a 

variety of methods to involve and value each student in order to amplify their voice in the room. 

As an educational researcher I want to take that same philosophy with me, I want my research to 

respond to what the youth of today are needing.  The  conversations that I am hearing when 

working in the schools as a substitute, the conversations that I am having with concerned parents, 

as well as the conversations that I am having with my own four children are showing me that 

youth learners are needing more than what is offered to them in school right now.  
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I recently had a conversation with a mother of a very bright first grader.  I was telling her 

how fortunate she is that her child does well in school and that he gets school, and she said, 

“Yes, but that is only showing me one thing that he is good at, I feel that his brain should be 

good at many different things.  Being good at what they are asking at school these days is only 

showing me that my son can use his brain to perform task in a certain way, I would like to see 

more creativity, critical thinking and collaboration in his daily academic life.”  This is a common 

theme that I am hearing from many parents and students alike when I am in conversation with 

them about my research project.  How can we make all of our students voices be heard in the 

classroom setting?  When is the system of schooling as we have it set up today going to shift to 

include the 21st century academics that our students need in order to have a well-rounded 

academic experience?  It is my goal for the students and staff that I am creating this curriculum 

for to feel that they are a part of the learning experience and that their input is valued and 

implemented in a way that is relevant and responsive to their goals and desires.  

Growth Mindset allows us to learn more about the way our brain functions so that we can 

connect with the way that it works for us and use it to for our betterment.  Growth Mindset 

teaches us about how our brain works and processes information and shows us that the learning 

that sticks with us comes when we are struggling to learn something.  The shift there is huge, 

knowing that our brain is making connections that will help make us better thinkers through our 

struggle is profound.  We are growing and learning through our struggle as opposed to wasting 

our time and energy with a struggle. If the society as a whole begins to embrace the struggle of 

learning, there is no end to what that could mean for global human potential, and this is where 

constructivist theory comes into play (Khan, 2014). 
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21st century skills and Growth Mindset are both strong on their own.  I see combining 

them through the understanding of Constructivist pedagogy to be the way to provide the 

opportunity for critical thinking, perseverance, creativity, and collaboration.  Constructivist 

pedagogy is a method and practice of teaching theorized by John Dewey where he acknowledges  

how the learner constructs their knowledge. Dewey interprets education as the scientific method 

by means of which man studies the world, acquires cumulatively knowledge of meanings and 

values, these outcomes, however, being data for critical study and intelligent living (Dewey, 

1938). He sees value in children having rich and meaningful life experiences.  He believes that 

the child learns best through direct personal experience. That school has to give children, not 

only an insight into the social importance of life activities, but above all, the opportunities to 

practice them in play form (Dewey, 1938).  Children soak up knowledge and retain it for use 

when they are spontaneously induced to look into matters of compelling interest to themselves. 

They progress fastest in learning, not through being told what and how to learn, but by doing 

work, experimenting with things, and creating meaning for themselves in what they are 

experiencing.  

 I would like to thank you for joining me on this journey.  As a busy mother of four, 

rejoining school at the age of 37 was no small feat, but every moment has been worth it.  If I 

would have known going back to school could be this rewarding and educational I would have 

done it a long time ago.  I know a lot of how I view going back to school has a lot to do with the 

philosophy of the teachers that I have had in my program.  They have and are providing me with 

a model that I would like to share with others.  
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I can think of a time when I went to my professor after a month of struggling, I had no 

solid idea about what I was supposed to be doing on my masters thesis on (no big deal, Lol!) , I 

was about ready to pull my hair out in frustration and exhaustion, “Just tell me what to do, I have 

never wanted anyone to tell me what to do before, but now I am ready, I don’t have time to 

waste, I am too busy, I am going crazy with all of the ideas in my head!”  I was so lost in my 

ideas, yet wanting to go in so many directions at once.  But, my professor in a very calm way just 

asked me to talk about what I was thinking and asked me questions about what I wanted to do. 

Later,  as I reflected on my conversation with him I realized the brilliance.  He made me do all of 

the work.  I had to struggle, for that is where I was doing the learning.  
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 Literature Review 

 

Free to Learn 

21st Century Skills, Growth Mindset and Constructivist Pedagogy, Providing Learning 

Environments That Foster Perseverance, Critical Thinking, and Creativity  

 

“If you're not prepared to be wrong, you'll never come up with anything original.”  

― Sir Ken Robinson 

As an educator, a mother of four, and an advocate for children everywhere, I ask myself, 

what type of curriculum should be presented to youth learners so that they will feel empowered 

and prepared to move beyond the school system and out into the world where what they know 

and what they can do with their knowledge matters?  Youth learners need to possess the 21st 

century skills that will not only allow them to fly, but to soar.   Research by Dr. Graeme Russell 

and Lyndy Bowman (2000) called Work and Family Current thinking, research and practice, 

speaks of how we do not know of 65% of the jobs that are going to be created by the time the 

current 3rd graders graduate high school.  After reading that bit of research, I could not get my 

mind off of it.  I asked myself, what can I do to provide youth learners, both present, and future, 

with the tools they need to succeed?  My goal became clear: create a camp and curriculum where 
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all youth learners will have access and support to gain the 21st century skills that are needed to 

soar in todays ever changing, fast paced, technologically dependent world (Poscente, V. 2008).  

My mission was clear and the challenges and questions to get there were plentiful. The 

main question that kept circling in my mind was, how can we teach youth learners so that they 

acquire the necessary skills they need to be actively engaged in life and all that it has to offer, 

regardless of their individual circumstances?  After all, shouldn’t that be the point? In Metz 

(2011) journal article, he too raises similar questions when thinking about 21st century youth 

learners,  

In the rush of daily life and work in the 21st century, it's easy for teachers 

to get wrapped up in grades, lesson plans, meetings, e-mail, and day-to-day 

business. But it's important to occasionally step back and address the core 

questions: "What do students need to learn, value, and be able to do?" and "Are 

we preparing students for the world they will face upon graduation and beyond?" 

(p.6) 

By necessary skills,  I am speaking of life skills that youth learners will need to provide 

them with opportunities to be fully engaged in their learning, building the skills and developing 

the attributes they will need to compete for and create the jobs of tomorrow. The attributes of 

perseverance, critical thinking and creativity are the ones that I will be focusing on providing 

youth learners with so that they will have foundational skills to utilize as future workers and 

actively engaged citizens (Larson, & Miller, 2011).  

 Freedom to Learn vs. Standardization in Education 
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 I believe that how we teach should be relevant, purposeful and engaging.  What is 

relevant, purposeful and engaging in our current time is creating a curriculum that embodies 21st 

century skills, Growth Mindset and Constructivist pedagogy in order to provide youth learners 

with the attributes of perseverance, critical thinking and creativity. When thinking about the 

design and  

implementation of the curriculum, there are so many components that are interwoven together 

that create a finished product.  When I first started out on the journey of receiving my Masters in 

Education, I envisioned myself teaching within the walls of a classroom.  Creating the space 

within the walls where my students could learn all that I set out to teach them.  As I moved along 

the journey I came to the realization for myself that teaching and learning do not always need to 

happen within the four walls of a classroom. Learning can take place outside of a classroom, 

making the outside world the classroom for all learners and teachers.  If we take the walls away 

what does that look like?  

Outdoor schooling  

As I started looking deeper into outdoor schooling I found it provided the framework for 

the camp model I wanted to create.  The research was overwhelmingly positive, there cannot be 

enough said about the importance of being outside in nature. (Maller, 2004). It provides 

academic as well as health benefits such as vitality, for those that are immersed in it. ( Ryan, 

Weinstein, Bernstein, Brown, Mistretta, & Gagné, 2010), (Freeman, 2005). 

 With more and more reasons for people to stay inside it is more imperative than ever to 

get youth learners and adults out in nature.  Increasing evidence demonstrates the many benefits 

of nature on children's psychological and physical well-being, including reduced stress, greater 
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physical health, more creativity and improved concentration. (Flett, Moore, Pfeiffer, Belonga, & 

Navarre, 2010) "The basic finding seems to be yes, nature does seem to be really good for kids," 

says Frances Kuo, PhD, founder of the Landscape and Human Health Laboratory at the 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Today’s children and families often have limited 

opportunities to connect with the natural environment. Richard Louv (2005), called this 

phenomenon, “nature-deficit disorder” in his book, The Last Child in the Woods, and opened the 

nation’s eyes to the developmental effects that nature has on our children. Louv documented how 

modern family life has changed dramatically in the last two decades. Children spend more time 

viewing television and playing video games than they do being physically active outside.  

The statistics look bleak, the newest policy statement was released by the American 

Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) on Oct. 28 2103 in the journal of Pediatrics stating that: The 

average 8-year-old spends eight hours a day using various forms of media, and teenagers often 

surpass 11 hours of media consumption daily, according to the authors of the AAP statement. 

More than three-quarters of teenagers have cell phones, and teens ages 13 to 17 send an average 

of 3,364 texts per month. (p.958-961) 

With that being said, it doesn't seem that it leaves much time for youth learners to be free 

to play outside. I feel that as a society we are in the process of making a giant mistake on behalf 

of youth learners.  Where has unstructured free time gone? Child development experts, like 

psychologist Peter Gray (2014), are sounding the alarm bells about our kids’ rapidly diminishing 

unstructured play time.  Gray defines unstructured play time as the open play that moves forward 

without any outside rules, objectives or set expectations from parents, coaches or teachers. 

Today’s youth learners need ample time and space to develop their imaginations, and the ability 
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to make something out of nothing—the very heart of innovation and competitiveness (Gray, 

2014).  

Beyond the health and cognitive benefits children may gain from free and unstructured 

play outdoors, nature also provides them with a sense of wonder and a deeper understanding of 

our responsibility to take care of the Earth, says Richard Louv, author of "Last Child in the 

Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature Deficit-Disorder" (2005).   Erin Kenney of Cedarsong 

nature school has been teaching all outdoor immersion programs since 1998 on Vashon island. 

Her passion for the outdoors stemmed from her childhood where she was free to be in the 

outdoors much of the time.  Her story reminds me of my own childhood, hours and hours of 

unstructured play outdoors every day.  I am still passionate about being outdoors and I feel that I 

have my childhood to thank for it.  

“I have always been a nature girl. I have always had a core need to be 

outdoors. I was always the one going barefoot, listening to the birds, seeking the 

trail less traveled. Being a born naturalist I am fortunate enough to have had a 

mother who was my first naturalist teacher. When I was a kid we were not 

allowed inside on a sunny day, my mother saying “it’s too nice to be indoors; you 

kids need to be outside”.  My mom was the kind of person who knew the names 

of all the birds, would always stop to look at a beautiful flower, or an interesting 

insect. She taught us early it was important to stand up for the environment when 

she organized her seven children to hold hands and block a road building crew 

from taking down a beautiful huge old beech tree. The road was subsequently 

rerouted and the tree lived for many more years. (Kenny, 1998) 
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Being in the outdoors reminds us that learning is possible at any age and that education 

does not need to be confined to a classroom. We can learn so much from being outdoors in 

nature and connecting to the environment that it provides. When out in nature it provides us with 

unlimited possibilities to use our creativity and imagination.(Torsney, 2008)  Almost all of my 

favorite childhood memories take place outside.  Whether I was playing in the park with friends,  

making forts in the bushes outside of my home, catching bugs and making them my pets (I have 

a distinct memory of having lots of snails in a coffee can and training them to do tricks, I was so 

confident in my snails abilities that I would take them to school and share their talents with 

others), or just staying outside and doing nothing until the street lights came on.  It was the 

freedom that I craved.  The freedom to be myself without my parents being around telling me 

what to do, and watching me every move.  If I was inside for too long I would go crazy, spinning 

around and making my parents crazy until finally they would say, “Go outside!”  Erin Kenney of 

Cedarsong nature school has an insightful thought, “Children can not bounce off the walls if we 

take away the walls.” (Kenney, 2014) 

Standardization 

In thinking about what could create the circumstances in which a youth learner bounces 

off the walls in the traditional classroom I am reminded of the current Common Core 

standardized testing standards.  I know I would be bouncing off of the walls if I were subjected 

to the standardized testing regimen that the Common Core has placed on youth learners in 2015. 

As a youth learner myself we had standardized tests with a scantron sheet. I was handed a 

number 2 pencil and asked to fill in bubbles.  The worst I could do was to either not fill it out at 

all or to color outside of the circles.  On a good day, I would apply myself and on a bad day I 
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would make designs like trees or flowers out of the bubbles on my scantron sheet.  The current 

Common Core testing does not allow for that type of creativity, all of the testing is performed on 

computers. (Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium. n.d.).  

  In the book titled Out of Our Minds: Learning to Be Creative, Sir Ken Robinson, spoke 

about the pitfalls of standardized testing, “Learning happens in the minds and souls, not in the 

databases of multiple-choice tests.”   As an intern in a first grade classroom during the spring of 

2014 at a school that was piloting the Smarter balanced testing,  I had the opportunity to observe 

first hand the pitfalls of the Common Core standardized computer testing.  The tests were a part 

of the every six week testing cycle that the children of the school I was at had to endure.  As far 

as I saw and heard none of the children wanted to take the test.  Many of them had tears before 

during or after the test.  

The test would change according to the answer given.  Somehow one of the students had 

guessed in such a way that made the test produce double-digit multiplication problems.  The 

teacher and I found ourselves consoling the student, but we were not allowed to give her any 

help or suggestions.  I found myself breaking that rule just a bit after watching her sit and cry at 

her computer for a while.  She was frozen, unable to make a choice.  The test are not timed you 

have to finish them.  She had to move forward to get out of the jam she was in.  I said to her, 

“just choose anything”, you are being asked to do math that you haven't even learned yet, your 

only choice now is to guess.”   What is the purpose of a test if it is not testing what you should 

know?  If a student does not get a passing grade, who is at fault? Is it the student, the teacher, the 

way the student feels that particular day, or is it the public school system at large? Those are big 

questions that time and testing will answer as the Common Core begins testing youth learners 
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throughout the 2015 school year.  But, my biggest question about all of the focus on testing is, 

how is it preparing youth learners to be active participants in society in the 21st century?  

21st Century Skills  

On the website titled, GLOSSARY OF EDUCATION REFORM the author S. Abbott 

(2014) defines the term 21st century skills:  The term 21st Century Skills refers to a broad set of 

knowledge, skills, work habits, and character traits that are believed—by educators, school 

reformers, college professors, employers, and others—to be critically important to success in 

today’s world, particularly in collegiate programs and modern workplaces and careers. Generally 

speaking, 21st century skills can be applied in all academic subject areas, and in all educational, 

career, and civic settings throughout a student’s life.  

While the specific skills deemed to be “21st century skills” may be defined, categorized, 

and determined differently from person to person, place to place, or school to school the term 

does reflect a general—if somewhat loose and shifting—consensus.  

The following list provides a brief, illustrative overview of the knowledge, skills, 

work habits, and character traits commonly associated with 21st century skills: 

Critical thinking, problem solving, reasoning, analysis, interpretation, research 

skills and practices, interrogative questioning ,creativity, artistry, curiosity, imagination, 

innovation, personal expression,perseverance, self-direction, planning, self-discipline, 

adaptability, initiative, oral and written communication, public speaking and presenting, 

listening, leadership, teamwork, collaboration, cooperation, scientific literacy, technical 

reasoning, using the scientific method, environmental and conservation literacy, 



Running Head: FREE TO LEARN  
20 

ecosystems understanding, health and wellness literacy, including nutrition, diet, and 

exercise. 

(Hidden curriculum (2014, August 26). In S. Abbott (Ed.), The glossary of 

education reform.  

The above-mentioned skills are the ones that I will be addressing in the Camp Roots 

curriculum that I create.  The youth learners that attend Camp Roots will be exposed to many 

opportunities on a daily basis to cultivate their own set of  21st century skills through 

collaborative group work, unstructured play, hiking, wilderness immersion, the National Wildlife 

curriculum, Growth mindset practices, MindUp practices, and crafting of many sorts.  The article 

titled Why We Need to Teach 21st Century Skills-And How to Do It speaks of the positive effects 

of teaching youth learners the 21st century skills that they need to thrive in todays society. 

"Students begin to see themselves and their abilities differently," says Stemple. "By activating 

the creative side of the brain, students improve their learning and thought processes." And, she 

adds, "While they're developing their critical thinking skills, they're also developing marketable 

technology skills."(Regan, 2008) 

In a 2007 poll (www.21stcenturyskills.org/documents/ P21_pollreport_singlepg.pdf) 

conducted on behalf of the Partnership for 21st Century Skills (www.p21.org/), an overwhelming 

80% of voters say that the kinds of skills students need to learn today are different from what 

they needed 20 years ago. And a virtually unanimous 99% of voters say that teaching students 

21st century skills is important to our country's economic success. As educators, we need to 

clarify what these skills are--and figure out how to teach them. (Regan, 2008 p. 10) 
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Teaching and providing learning environments that foster 21st century skills is no easy task.  It 

shifts the framework from industrialization to a holistic view of 21st century teaching that 

incorporates technology and collaborative classroom work. 

From the website titled Partnership for 21st century skills they speak of the importance of 

acquiring the 21st century skills: 

Learning and innovation skills increasingly are being recognized as the 

skills that separate students who are prepared for increasingly complex life and 

work environments in the 21st century, and those who are not. A focus on 

creativity, critical thinking, communication and collaboration is essential to 

prepare students for the future.  Every child in the U.S. needs 21st century 

knowledge and skills to succeed as effective citizens, workers and leaders. This 

can be accomplished by fusing the 3Rs and 4Cs. There is a profound gap between 

the knowledge and skills most students learn in school and the knowledge and 

skills they need in typical 21st century communities and workplaces.  To 

successfully face rigorous higher education coursework, career challenges and a 

globally competitive workforce, U.S. schools must align classroom environments 

with real world environments by fusing the 3Rs and 4Cs: 

The 3Rs include: English, reading or language arts; mathematics; 

science; foreign languages; civics; government; economics; arts; history; 

and geography. 
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The 4Cs include: critical thinking and problem solving; 

communication, collaboration; and creativity and innovation.” 

(www.21stcentury skills.org) 

We are used to seeing the 3Rs in the public schools where they are teaching other 

subjects and core content. The 4Cs are what the national organization P21, as well as myself, 

seek to provide the youth learners that join Camp Roots, they are the skills needed for success in 

college, career, and life.  They are the skills that the children of today need to be immersed in so 

that they will be prepared for what their future holds.  

  My youngest son will be graduating high school in 2030 and I have no clue what type of 

world to prepare him for, but when looking at the framework that P21 speaks of it provides me 

with a sense of calm.  The 4C’s that my four children will need for success in the 21st century 

are ones that can be taught.  They are skills that each of my children and every other child should 

have access to learning.  Through the Camp Roots curriculum that I will implement I will be 

providing learners with ample opportunity to explore what it means to be a 21st century learner. 

The overarching goal of the curriculum is to be able to, teach students how to think, not what to 

think.  

A “Growth” Mindset  

“Becoming is better than being”  ― Carol S. Dweck  

The growth mindset model as most recently spoken of by Sal Khan the founder of the 

Khan academy an online non-profit personalized learning resource for learners of all ages.  Sal 

Khan provides his learners with a framework with which to use their most valuable learning tool, 

their brain.  He introduced the concept of Growth Mindset on August 19th and 28 days later 
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there were over 17 million people that joined the movement he has titled, “You can learn 

anything.” Khan, S. (2014, August 19). Khan Academy. Retrieved September 16th, 2014, from 

https://www.khanacademy.org/youcanlearnanything 

In his web article titled, The Learning Myth: Why I Will Never Tell My son he is Smart, 

Kahn (2014) brings up many valuable points worth considering:  

Researchers have known for some time that the brain is like a muscle; that 

the more you use it, the more it grows. They’ve found that neural connections 

form and deepen most when we make mistakes doing difficult tasks rather than 

repeatedly having success with easy ones….What this means is that our 

intelligence is not fixed, and the best way that we can grow our intelligence is to 

embrace tasks where we might struggle and fail…..People with growth mindsets 

correctly believe that capability and intelligence can be grown through effort, 

struggle and failure….People with a growth mindset, however, embraced 

challenges, and understood that tenacity and effort could change their learning 

outcomes….The good news is that mindsets can be taught; they’re malleable. 

Khan, S. (2014, August 19).  

The instant access that youth learners have to the internet and other technology in the 

21st century is a valuable tool for someone with a growth mindset. Between Khan Academy, Ted 

Talks, Massive Open Online Course (MOOCS), Youtube, and others, there is unprecedented 

access to endless content to help youth learners grow their mind. With having a growth mindset, 

the world becomes an open book where youth learners can discover for themselves what they are 

passionate about learning.  
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To speak of the mindset is to speak to a particular way of thinking, a person's attitude or 

set of opinions about something. The mindset is shaped at a young age and continues to be 

influenced by individuals and occurrences in one’s surroundings, environment, and life. In Carol 

S. Dweck’s  2006 book Mindset the new Psychology of Success she speaks of the mindset as she 

sees it,  

“ This growth mindset is based on the belief that your basic abilities are 

things you can cultivate through your efforts.  Although people may differ in 

every which way-in their initial talents and aptitudes, interest, or 

temperaments-everyone can change and grow through application and experience. 

Do people with this mindset believe that anyone can be anything, that anyone 

with proper motivation or education can become Einstein, or Beethoven?  No, but 

they believe that a person’s true potential is unknown (and unknowable); that its 

impossible to foresee what can be accomplished with years of passion, toil and 

training.” (pg.7) 

The terms Growth Mindset (GM) and Fixed Mindset (FM) are like two sides of a coin. 

On one side, there is The GM that sees learning in one way and on the other is FM where it is 

just as valid as GM. They are like a coin in that each side is touching, I see it as the human in the 

middle.  The human has the choice of the GM or FM with every thought and action they take. 

When seeing the world through the  FM, one is only as good as their performance, and their 

sense of self-worth is on the line with everything they do, so failure is something to avoid at all 

costs. In a GM, one embraces challenging opportunities because they know that they can reach 
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their highest potential only by consistently pushing their outer boundaries. Someone with the 

GM knows that working hard is the best way to tap into their potential and ultimate success. 

One societal pressure that shapes the mindset is intelligence testing such as the IQ test.  

The IQ test was never intended to measure “unchangeable” intelligence. In fact, the test was 

invented by a man named Alfred Binet to discover which children were not benefiting from the 

public school system in Paris, France during the early twentieth century, so that the new 

educational programs could be designed to get them back on track. 

A quote from one of his well-known books called, Modern Ideas About Children, in 

which he summarizes his work with hundreds of children with learning difficulties:  

A few modern philosophers….assert that an individual’s intelligence is a fixed 

quantity, a quantity which cannot be increased.  We must protest and react against this 

brutal pessimism...With practice, training, and above all, method, we manage to increase 

our attention, our memory, our judgment and literally to become more intelligent than we 

were before.(pg.5)  

 Piaget another well known and respected Swiss developmental psychologist and 

philosopher known for his epistemological studies with children developed his theory of 

cognitive theory of development of children while collaborating with Theodore Simon and 

Alfred Binet.  The purpose of the tests were to measure a child’s intelligence (think I.Q. test) and 

make connections between a child’s age and the nature of their errors. While Piaget was working 

with the test, he became more interested in learning more about the way that children learn. Over 

time, Piaget ultimately decided that the test was too limiting. In a revised version, he allowed 

children to explain the logic of their "incorrect" answers. In reading through the children’s 



Running Head: FREE TO LEARN  
26 

explanations, he realized that children’s power of reasoning was not to be seen as a negative. In 

the areas where children lacked any life experience as a point of reference, they logically used 

their imagination to compensate. I believe the following quote speaks to the essence of what I am 

striving for. 

The principle goal of education is to create men who are capable of doing new 

things, not simply of repeating what other generations have done—men who are creative, 

inventive, and discoverers. 

The second goal of education is to form minds which can be critical, can verify, 

and not accept everything they are offered. The great danger today is of slogans, 

collective opinions, readymade trends of thought. We have to be able to resist 

individually, to criticize, to distinguish between what is proven and what is not. 

So we need pupils who are active; who learn early to find out by themselves, 

partly by their own spontaneous activity and partly through material we set up for 

them, and who learn early to tell what is verifiable and what is simply the first 

idea to come to them. Duckworth (1964) 

MindUp 

Learning about our brain and how it works makes us more aware and in tune with how to 

use it, that is the fundamental concept behind Growth Mindset.  Along the lines of Growth  

Mindset, there is another great bit of valuable research on how teaching about how our brain 

operates and how to use it takes learning to the next level.  In her 2011 book titled, 10 Mindful 

Minutes: Giving Our Children--and Ourselves--the Social and Emotional Skills to Reduce Stress 

and Anxiety for Healthier, Happy Lives, Goldie Hawn presents elements of the MindUP program 

that parents can use in daily life with kids. Hawn explains that mindfulness helps children 

develop social and emotional intelligence, resulting in greater self-awareness, less stress, and 

http://quoteinvestigator.com/2014/06/04/education/#
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higher levels of happiness and empathy. Hawn explains how to help children use mindful 

breathing and focused attention to become more reflective and self-aware to gain greater 

emotional control. In “Reflections” throughout the text, Hawn looks back on her own childhood 

and shares her personal experiences as a mother and grandmother. Goldie Hawn’s gentle, 

heartfelt approach to mothering and her mission to help children develop happier, healthier lives 

will be both useful and inspiring for parents.  

“Accredited by CASEL, MindUP™ equips children, educators and parents 

with vital social and emotional literacy skills, helping them increase focus, 

improve academic performance, reduce stress, gain emotional resilience and 

optimism. Rooted in neuroscience, the program teaches self-regulatory behavioral 

control while offering engagement strategies for learning and living.” ((n.d.). 

Retrieved February 17, 2015, from http://thehawnfoundation.org/mindup/)  

  When do youth have 10 mindful minutes?  Minutes that they are taught social and 

emotional skills that they will need to lead a well-rounded and fulfilling life.  There is such a 

lack of social and emotional skills present in our school curriculum and from our community at 

large. (Elias, 2014)  Youth today are showing signs of distress, you see it in the media and you 

see it in your community.  I believe that with all that a child has to sift through in our ever 

changing technological world that it is more important than ever to help them build a sustainable 

connection not only with themselves and for themselves but for the community in which they 

live. In Elias’, 2014 article titled Social-Emotional Skills: Can Boost Common Core 

Implementation: Students Can More Easily Meet the Common Core's Tougher English Language 

Arts Standards If They Develop Critical Social-Emotional Learning Skills before or as They Go 
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Along, he speaks poignantly about the imperative importance of teaching social and emotional 

skills in school.  

We know from an analysis of college dropouts that such outcomes are less 

the result of intellectual shortcomings and more due to deficiencies in the 

social-emotional and character competencies necessary for dealing productively 

with the challenging life situations of college and of just about every other 

schooling situation (Fink & Geller, 2013; Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 2012; Zins 

et al., 2004). ( Elias, 2014) 

Ultimately, we are preparing students for more than college and 

careers. We are preparing them to be productive members of society and 

valued members of their families and workplaces. We want students to 

adopt a collaborative stance, embracing diversity and being ready for the 

increasingly globalized and interconnected world that they inhabit. I'd 

name this College-,Career-, and Contribution-Ready. To meet this 

benchmark, students need more than academic skills. (Elias, 2014) 

It is an irony but also a great potential opportunity that the same skills being 

neglected in the implementation of the Common Core are those that are ultimately most 

beneficial for success outside of school. Fortunately, there is emerging agreement about 

the skills students must possess to successfully master the content of the Common Core 

and to find themselves advancing in college and/or careers (ASCD, 2012; Blackwell, 

Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007). Students must: 
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* Be able to elaborate their reasoning clearly, support their own arguments, and 

challenge their classmates respectfully; 

* Apply strategic thinking, including analyzing their own strategies and 

developing metacognitive skills; 

* Believe in the value of hard work and resilience and possess a mindset 

supportive of perseverance in the face of difficulty; 

* Be oriented toward independence and responsibility for learning and believe 

that they ultimately are responsible for what they do with their learning, which requires 

integrity (and this transfer needs to be encouraged through distinguished teaching); and 

* Possess social and emotional competencies. (Elias, 2014 p. 58) 

  As referenced above our ability to learn is directly linked to our overall state of 

well-being and mental health.  The MindUp program allows teachers and students to take the 

time to connect with themselves and the community around them and to disconnect from the 

technology that distracts them.  The MindUp, program, is the result of 10 years of collaboration 

with neuroscientists, educators, psychologists and experts in the field of mindful awareness 

training.  What they have found from their research is that being mindful works.  Being in tune 

with yourself and others around you makes you a happier, more fulfilled and with a better overall 

state of being.  On the website, thehawnfoundation.org, Hawn speaks of why she decided to take 

her passion to the next level and share it with the world.  

“I have always been fascinated by the limitless potential of the brain and have 

seen first-hand the positive impact of “heart-mind centric” education for children and 

educators. Embarking on my own journey exploring neuroscience, positive psychology, 
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mindful awareness training and it’s impact physically and emotionally on human beings, 

led me on a larger quest, as a children’s advocate, to improve their overall state of 

well-being.  It is now my life’s work to see that it can continue to grow and bring 

children around the world the tools they need to survive and thrive.” Hawn, G. (n.d.). 

Message from Goldie. Retrieved February 17, 2015, from 

http://thehawnfoundation.org/about-us/message-from-goldie/ 

Constructing Authentic Learning  

 Constructivist pedagogy, as spoken about by John Dewey, brings together the 

educational theories of 21st century skills, Growth Mindset, and MindUP through constructing 

the visual and mental framework in which the learner can experience authentic learning. 

Learning by doing was a core theme of John Dewey's work. It is as important today as it was in 

his day. We don't want to teach our students about science, we want them to become scientists. 

Textbooks alone can only get us part of the way there. With the varied resources available today, 

students can get closer to the source of information than they could before. They can collect data 

themselves, analyze the results using sophisticated techniques, present their results, and discuss 

these results with experts from around the world--all within the confines of their desks. 

Dewey's emphasis on problem-solving and critical thinking are particularly important 

today. Students now are awash with unvetted "information" they find on the web. Group work 

and social skills, vital to the functioning of a globalized economy, need to be honed through 

collaborative learning projects. Social responsibility and integrating community-based projects 

into the daily curriculum enhance student awareness of life beyond school. And the fundamental 

principle of progressive education holds true: 21st-century skills must be an integral part of 
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teaching and learning of all academic subjects, not add-ons to the curriculum. (Regan, 2008 p. 

10) 

In 1938 John Dewey published Experience and Education, it is an analysis of both 

traditional and progressive education. Where traditional education focused upon curriculum and 

cultural heritage for its content, progressive education focused on the learner’s interest and 

impulse, unconstrained by the educator (pg. 9). According to Dewey, neither of these systems is 

adequate. Traditional education consists of a rigid regimentation, ignoring the capacities and 

interests of the learner. Progressive education allows excessive individualism and spontaneity 

which Dewey says is “a deceptive index of freedom” (pg. 10).  

In Dewey’s (1938) preface, he lays out the fundamental difference between how we see 

education and how we should provide an education. 

“It is in this context that I have suggested at the close of this little volume 

that those who are looking ahead to a new movement in education, adapted to the 

existing need for a new social order, should think in terms of Education itself 

rather than in terms of some 'ism about education, even such an 'ism as 

"progressivism" For in spite of itself any movement that thinks and acts in terms 

of an 'ism becomes so involved in reaction against other 'isms that it is 

unwittingly controlled by them. For it then forms its principles by reaction against 

them instead of by a comprehensive, constructive survey of actual needs, 

problems, and possibilities. Whatever value is possessed by the essay presented in 

this little volume resides in its attempt to call attention to the larger and deeper 

issues of Education so as to suggest their proper frame of reference.” (preface) 
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 The goal of Camp Roots curriculum is to create learning environments that are rich with 

authentic experiences that foster perseverance, critical thinking, and creativity.  

 In an experience, interaction occurs between an individual, objects, and 

other people. The experience becomes what it is because of this transaction 

between an individual and what constitutes his or her environment. The 

environment consists of whatever conditions (objects or people) interact with an 

individual’s internal personal needs, desires, capacities, and purposes that create 

the resulting experience (Dewey, 1938, pp. 43-44).  

 Dewey (1938) believes the two principles of continuity and interaction intercept and 

unite. He claims they are the longitudinal and lateral aspects of experience. In their relationship 

with each other, continuity and interaction provide the educative significance and value of an 

experience (pp. 44-45).  His constructivist view thrives on the concept of being free to learn. The 

freedom to learn from each experience gained due to being involved in the process. 

   The Idea of “Free to Learn” 

In the 2009, 2010 book titled,  Free-Range Kids: How to Raise Safe, Self-Reliant 

Children (Without Going Nuts With Worry) the author Skenazy speaks to the importance of 

allowing our children to be free.   The freedom to learn from interacting with the world around 

them.  Trusting in the process and the self lead journey in ones life, Skenazy focuses on how 

giving children the independence they need to grow and to thrive in society is what they need in 

order to become productive, confident and self-reliant people.  Skenazy attempts to debunk many 

of the myths (like razor blades in Halloween candy) and the unnecessary fears that parents face 
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when allowing their children to have freedom.  The author looks at the research and asks the 

question, Is it any more dangerous now than it was when we were kids?  

When the author was a child she was allowed to be out in the streets playing until the 

street lights came on, she had many hours of unstructured and unsupervised play time.  She 

allowed the same freedom to her 9 year-old as she had when she was 9 and supported him in his 

strong desire to ride the subway in NY where he lived.  She made national news due to writing 

an article about her son's journey.  She was called, “World’s worst mom” and she received a lot 

of negative attention for her parenting choices.  She now, 5 years later has a reality television 

show where she works with families helping them to allow their children to have a more free 

range childhood.  

“...The best way to keep your kids safe is to worldproof your baby. 

Or at least worldproof your growing children.  That way they are safe even 

when you are not there next to them, busy trying to turn the world into one 

giant womb...Society has spent the past twenty years or so trying to 

convince us parents that our job is to make life into one smoothie for our 

kids: no lumps, no bumps, just sweet perfection served up daily.  The goal 

is to raise kids who go from colic to college without ever experiencing any 

frustration at all...The question is, Do we really want to raise kids so 

addicted to ease?” (xii)  “That’s not really how we want to raise our kids, 

is it?  It’s time to believe in them again-and in our neighborhoods.  And in 

our neighbors.  And in our own ability to raise safe, happy kids without 

bubble-wrapping them like hand-blown vases.”(xix)  
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 What does it mean to be “Free to learn”?   Free to learn about a different way of 

learning, free to be yourself,  free to be a learner, and free to play.  In Peter Grays book (2013), 

Free to LEARN,  

“He argues that our children, if free to pursue their own interests through 

play, will not only learn all they need to know, but will do so with energy and 

passion. Children come into this world burning to learn, equipped with the 

curiosity, playfulness, and sociability to direct their own education. Yet we have 

squelched such instincts in a school model originally developed to indoctrinate, 

not to promote intellectual growth.” (pg. intro)  

Peter Gray is a developmental psychologist  who currently occupies the position of 

research professor of psychology at Boston College. He is the author of a widely used 

introductory psychology textbook, Psychology [2], now in its sixth edition.  

“Drawing on evidence from anthropology, psychology, and history, Gray 

demonstrates that free play is the primary means by which children learn to 

control their lives, solve problems, get along with peers, and become emotionally 

resilient. This capacity to learn through play evolved long ago, in hunter-gatherer 

bands where children acquired the skills of the culture through their own 

initiatives. And these instincts still operate remarkably well today, as studies at 

alternative, democratically administered schools show. When children are in 

charge of their own education, they learn better—and at lower cost than the 

traditional model of coercive schooling.” (pg. Intro) 
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What is play, then? Gray’s (2014) operational definition of play was generated from the 

previous work of philosophers and researchers such as Johan Huizinga and Lev Vygotsky, who 

he acknowledges in the references.  

(1) Play is self-chosen and self-directed; (2) play is activity in which 

means are more valued than ends, (3) play has structure or rules that are not 

dictated by physical necessity, but emanate from the minds of the players; (4) play 

is imaginative, non-literal, mentally removed in some way from “real” or 

“serious” life; and (5) play involves an active, alert, but non-stressed frame of 

mind.(p. 140)...“When children play imaginative games together, they do more 

than exercise their imagination.  They enact roles, and in doing so they exercise 

their capacities to behave in accordance with shared conceptions of what is or is 

not appropriate. They also practice the art of negotiation… Getting along and 

making agreements with others are surely among the most valuable of human 

survival skills.” (p.124) 

Gray (2014) outlines the importance of play throughout his book.  As I read through the 

pages of his book I felt hopeful.  I found myself nodding my head and underlining something on 

most pages. Thinking about play as something with so much value and importance is something 

that I believe in and it is refreshing and validating to see that there are many others that feel the 

same way.  

A meta-analysis by, Erika Patall et al. (2008)  shows  “Research studies have 

shown repeatedly that adults who have a great deal of freedom as to how and when to do 

their work commonly experience that work as play, even –in fact, especially– when the 
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work is difficult. In contrast, people who must follow others’ directions, with little 

creative input of their own, rarely experience their work as play. Moreover, dozens of 

research studies have shown that when people choose to perform some task, they perform 

it more fully and effectively than when they feel compelled by others to perform it.” Gray 

(2014) (p. 142) 

 

In closing I would like to share with you a quote from Sir Ken Robinsons 2013 interview 

with Forbes magazine about finding your Element, it speaks of digging down and finding your 

own Roots buried beneath the surface.   At Camp Roots it is our goal to provide the youth 

campers with the opportunity to explore who they are and to get in touch with their endless 

supply of resources right inside themselves.  

Whether or not you discover your talents and passions is partly a matter of 

opportunity. If you’ve never been sailing, or picked up an instrument, or tried to 

teach or to write fiction, how would you know if you had a talent for these things? 

Human resources are like the earth’s natural resources: they’re often buried 

beneath the surface and you have to make an effort to discover them.  

(Schawbel, 2013. p.1) 
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Data Findings 

With the curriculum that I am creating I am looking to synthesize and bring to life all that I have 

learned through my extensive research that was guided by the question, How can I provide 

learning environments for all ages of learners that foster perseverance, critical thinking, and 

creativity? 

 

 

“It shouldn't just be a teacher at the head of the classroom telling students, "Do this, do 

that." The students should teach their teachers. Learning between grown ups and kids should be 

reciprocal. The reality, unfortunately, is a little different, and it has a lot to do with trust, or a lack 

of it.” -Adora Svitak 

 

Adora’s words inspired me.  Upon hearing the thirteen-year-old girl articulate what I 

have felt all along both as a student myself and as a mother of four school-aged children, I was 
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compelled to do more.  I wanted to create a curriculum where children felt that they were trusted 

to learn.  Where the learning could be authentically reciprocal between the children and the 

adults.  The curriculum that I created blends the theories of 21st Century Skills, Growth Mindset, 

and Constructivist pedagogy with the intent of providing a learning environment that fosters 

perseverance, critical thinking, and creativity.  

There are curriculums that have been created based on years of research that are being 

currently used with great success.  The ones that I incorporated from to create my Camp Roots 

curriculum are: Framework for 21st century learning, Mindset works-Brainology program, The 

Hawn foundation's- MindUP Curriculum,  Skenazy’s Free range Kids pedagogy, Peter Grays’ 

Free to learn pedagogy, and last but not least Outdoor schooling pedagogy.  I took bits and 

pieces from each curriculum that I researched.  They each stand alone as a solid curriculum but 

together they create a holistic curriculum that provides the students with well rounded authentic 

learning experiences.  

21st century learning 

The Framework for 21st century learning is a curriculum that focuses on 

presenting an “holistic view of 21st century teaching and learning that combines a 

discrete focus on 21st century student outcomes (a blending of specific skills, content 

knowledge, expertise and literacies) with innovative support systems to help students 

master the multi-dimensional abilities required of them in the 21st century and beyond.” 

Framework For 21st Century Learning(2014). 

The pieces that I took from the 21st century Framework are what they call 

Interdisciplinary Themes: 
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● Health literacy 

● Environmental literacy  

Learning and innovation skills increasingly are being recognized as the skills that 

separate students who are prepared for increasingly complex life and work environments 

in the 21st century, and those who are not. A focus on creativity, critical thinking, 

communication and collaboration is essential to prepare students for the future.  

● Creativity and Innovation 

● Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 

● Communication and Collaboration 

 Framework For 21st Century Learning (2014)  

The above-mentioned skills are found to be some of the necessary tools that the children 

of today will need to succeed in their ever changing,  fast-paced, collaborative, and technological 

world.  These skills are implicitly and explicitly interwoven with the threads of our being and 

through creating a curriculum where each child will have the opportunity to  acquire each skill 

they will have many opportunities to build on their experiences and become stewards of the 21st 

century.  

BRAINOLOGY 

The Brainology® online program was developed by one of the world’s leading 

researchers in the field of motivation, Stanford University professor Carol S. Dweck, 

Ph.D., and her colleague Lisa Sorich Blackwell, Ph.D. Their mission has been to research 

http://www.mindsetworks.com/about/carol.aspx
http://www.mindsetworks.com/about/carol.aspx
http://www.mindsetworks.com/about/lisa.aspx
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what helps students to achieve highly and to apply those lessons learned to improve their 

motivation and achievement. They discovered that developing a growth mindset -- the 

core belief that abilities are malleable and not fixed -- is critical to adopting a 

learning-oriented behavior. Brainology is based on this research which they have pursued 

for more than 20 years. (Brainology, About Mindset WorksÂ®, n.d.)  

The curriculum was designed to teach brain science to youth in 5th through 9th 

grades.  The brain science is designed to show each student how to develop a Growth 

Mindset.  Students in higher and lower grades have used the program successfully, but it 

depends on the students’ level of maturity and their openness to the  content. 

(Brainology(FAQ). (n.d.).  

Students that are exposed to the teachings of Growth Mindset are at an advantage over 

those that do not participate with Growth Mindset.   In a 2007 study with adolescents,  

Blackwell and her colleagues divided students into two groups for a 

workshop on the brain and study skills. Half of them, the control group, were 

taught about the stages of memory; the other half received training in the growth 

mindset (how the brain grows with learning to make you smarter) and how to 

apply this idea to their schoolwork. Three times as many students in the growth 

mindset group showed an increase in effort and engagement compared with the 

control group. After the training, the control group continued to show declining 

grades, but the growth-mindset group showed a clear rebound in their grades. 

(Blackwell, L., Trzesniewski, K., & Dweck, C.S. (2007). Implicit theories of 
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intelligence predict achievement across an adolescent transition: A longitudinal 

study and an intervention. Child Development, 78. 246-263, Study 2). 

(Brainology,  The Science. (n.d.)  

In Carol Dweck’s 2006 book called Mindset: The New Psychology of Success she speaks 

of her profound findings on the impact that having a growth mindset (GM) vs a fixed mindset 

(FM)has on an individual.  In a GM, there is the belief that basic abilities can be developed 

through dedication and hard work - where brains and talent are just the beginning. A love of 

learning is cultivated. Those in a GM don’t just seek challenges, they thrive on them. Those in a 

FM are too busy confirming their intelligence or talents rather than developing them. The belief 

is that talent alone creates success without putting in any effort. If there is no try - there is no 

reason why; with no effort put forth there is no need to explain the failure (nothing ventured 

nothing lost). Research investigating this phenomenon has been conducted by the 

world-renowned Stanford University psychologist Carol S. Dweck Ph.D. In one such study, 

4-year-olds were given an easy jigsaw puzzle and then given a  choice between redoing the easy 

puzzle or choosing a harder one. The children who exemplified a FM chose to do the easy puzzle 

over and over again, and those with a GM chose to do the harder puzzle. (pg.17) Children are 

exuberant learners. Normally they stretch their skill sets daily - in fact some of the most difficult 

skills in a lifetime, like learning to walk and talk. What would make a child not want to choose 

the more difficult puzzle? To not want to continue to learn? A child with a FM is not even aware 

of how to solve a difficult task. As soon as a child is able to evaluate themselves, many become 

afraid of challenges, of not being smart enough to meet the challenge. They would rather go with 
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the safe choice of a puzzle they have already done to make sure they succeed, rather than take a 

risk on becoming smarter and maybe failing in the process. 

Praising a child’s intelligence and abilities is not really building their self-esteem, and 

may actually jeopardize their success. (pg. 72-73)  As parents, we think we are doing the right 

thing by praising our students children when we do something well or right.  In order to help 

build their GM we need to praise them in the struggle.  Praise them when they are persevering 

through something.  There is power in the struggle. New neural pathways and new strategies are 

formed when choosing the more difficult puzzle. Individuals with a GM are happiest when 

stretching themselves beyond their comfort zone, some actually stretch themselves so far they 

achieve the impossible.  

A 2013 report from the Department of Education laments that kids are learning to 

"do school," but aren't learning the skills they need in life.  Brainology® raises students’ 

achievement by helping them develop a growth mindset. When students have a fixed 

mindset, they believe their intelligence is just fixed—they have a certain amount and 

that’s that. This mindset makes them afraid to look dumb and curtails their learning. But 

when students have a growth mindset, they understand that their intelligence can be 

developed. Instead of worrying about how smart they are, they work hard to learn more 

and get smarter. Brainology makes this happen by teaching students how the brain 

functions, learns and remembers, and how it changes in a physical way when we exercise 

it.  Every child can benefit from a better understanding of how the brain works and the 

implications of that process.  ( Brainology, The Science. (n.d.)  

http://www.ed.gov/edblogs/technology/files/2013/02/OET-Draft-Grit-Report-2-17-13.pdf
http://www.mindsetworks.com/webnav/whatismindset.aspx
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Mary Cay Ricci wrote a book in 2013 called Mindsets in the Classroom-Building 

a culture of Success and Student Achievement in Schools, in this book she provides 

lessons plans as well as research and background knowledge on the why and the how of 

building a classroom culture that embodies a GM.  In the book, she provides many lesson 

plans as well as speaks to the importance of providing opportunity-rich environments for 

youth to experience critical thinking and growth mindset together.  She sees that having a 

growth mindset and a critical thinking mind go hand in hand, they are both a process with 

varying strategies (p.57).  The strategies required to solve a problem vary depending on 

what the problem is, but having a growth mindset and a critical thinking mind will 

provide the youth learner with opportunities to embrace a challenge.  “Critical thinking 

and a growth mindset go hand in hand. We can expect students to embrace challenge only 

if we make it available  to them on a consistent basis.” (p. 65)  

A big part of having a GM is the feeling that you are learning through failure as opposed 

to being a “failure” because you failed.  Those with a growth mindset will see failure a challenge 

to work through and to learn from.  Those with a fixed mindset will see failure as a personal 

failure and attribute it to their lack of knowledge or skills and not usually preserver to finish or 

work through the challenge.  

 It can be difficult to watch someone fail, especially if there was a lot of 

effort put forth for the endeavor.  Think about the child who dedicated herself to 

studying for a test, working on a paper, or practicing a skill and then the reward is 
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failure.  Reward?  Yes, failure can be a reward, for it is through failure that we 

can learn the most. ( Ricci, 2013) ( pp. 67) 

The lessons that she presents throughout the book are for all youth learners and adult 

learners alike.  Camp Roots will be incorporating many of the lessons from this book into the 

daily rhythm of the created curriculum. They lessons can be differentiated to fit each student's 

needs, to meet them where they are at  and to respond to each individual's needs.  She provides 

learning for the teachers/facilitators so that they will be able to be good role models that use 

growth mindset and critical thinking  strategies and share their experiences with the youth 

learners so that they can learn from them.  The following quote sums up what her curriculum 

speaks to and the “why” for the curriculum she provides throughout the book.  

It is imperative that teachers develop a climate in their classroom where 

failure is celebrated and students learn to reflect and redirect so that they can 

approach a challenging task in a new way or with more effort.  Teachers can 

model this behavior themselves in the classroom.  The famous entrepreneur and 

entertainer, Walt Disney, saw the potential for taking risks: “Around here, 

however, we don’t look backwards for very long.  We keep moving forward, 

opening up new doors and doing new things because we are curious, and curiosity 

keeps leading us down new paths.” ( Ricci, 2013) ( pp. 69) 

MindUp  

The MindUp program which is published by Scholastic Inc. consists of 15 

comprehensive lessons, which are developed for pre-K through middle school students. Each set 
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of curriculum delivers a set of social, emotional and self-regulatory strategies and skills, for the 

teachers and the youth learners to interact with and authentically learn mindfulness from.  At the 

heart of my Camp Roots curriculum is mindfulness. Mindfulness within myself creating the 

curriculum and mindfulness about the how and why of the curriculum for the youth learners of 

Camp Roots. It is my goal and intention to bring mindfulness into the lives of all of my campers. 

Through creating an environment where my campers are able to be themselves and learn in an 

open and self-directed way I am looking to provide them with opportunities.  The opportunity to 

make connections to themselves and the environment around them.  The opportunity to explore 

different thoughts, the wild of the outdoors, the calm of being with your own thoughts. 

 On the website http://thehawnfoundation.org/mindup/ , the results of the MindUP 

program in schools are quite compelling.  It was introduced as a pilot project to the Momentous 

Institute in February 2011 and was completed after five months in June of 2011.  This study 

looked at changes in student executive functioning as well as peer acceptance for students ages 3 

through 3rd grade, their results are eye opening.  The impactful and profound results below 

speak volumes. 

Positive Teacher Response: 

100% of teachers reported that the MindUP™ program had a positive effect on the 

students in their classes this year. 

Executive Functioning- BRIEF Results (Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive 

Functioning 
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96% of 3 year-olds increased inhibitory response 

54% of 2nd and 3rd graders increased inhibitory response 

Over ⅓ of all students demonstrated greater emotional control 

73% of 3rd graders showed improved planning and organizational skills 

Improved Well-Bein 

78% of all students and 100% of all Kindergarten students said MindUP™ helped them 

to be more relaxed. 

⅔ of all students and 100% of all 3 year-olds said MindUP™ made them feel  happy 
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Improved Pro-Social Behavior 

56% of all students and 92% of all 3 year-olds reported greater peer acceptance 

64% of all 4th and 5th graders demonstrated increased empathy 

90% of all students feel MindUP™ helped kids get along better 

As a mother of four children and an advocate for children everywhere, I am encouraged 

and inspired by the results that the MindUp program is bringing to the schools.  I am encouraged 

by the results to keep going with my Camp Roots curriculum and my way of teaching.  I am 

inspired by the results to bring more mindful awareness into everything that I do for myself and 

for my camp.  With the encouragement, I am looking to bring the constructivist style of teaching 

to a wider audience, to bring my way of teaching and seeing the world of education to youth 

learners everywhere.  

 
Constructivist Pedagogy 

Skenazy, Gray, National Wildlife federation and Cornell 

Skenazy 

As a young child I was allowed to play outside until the street lights came on at night, my 

mom knew I was outside somewhere  and that I would come in when the street light came on. 

Beyond that, I was free to do whatever I wanted and play at different neighbors houses as I 

pleased.  I spent many days and hours playing in my imaginary world in the bushes and trees out 

front.  In contrast, my children have to get permission before going outside and they are to let me 

know when they have arrived at a friends house and if they are leaving there what their plans are. 
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It’s not that I am trying to squash their freedom, it is the expectation that I have as a parent to 

keep up with my children at all times.  In 2013, when I created my summer camp curriculum I 

added fort building to the list as a possible activity one day.  We did that activity on the second 

day.  The kids loved it!  They went off into the woods and spent hours creating their house with 

their new housemates and were making new friends and being creative in the process.  They 

asked at the end of the day if they could have time to play in their forts the next day they loved it 

so much.  I let them know that they could do it as much as they wanted.  They were so excited at 

the thought of it.  They created a world where they were in charge, they made their houses, 

picked their housemates, and made their own rules.  I was told by many of the campers that 

making the forts was their favorite part.  

Reading Skenazy’s book influenced the freedoms I gave the campers and will continue to 

influence the freedoms that I incorporate into my curriculum and Skenazy also has a website 

called freerangekids.com, her book has inspired a following.  Her one article in the New York 

Sun about her 9 year-old sons solo subway journey home, something she did routinely as a child 

prompted the Free Range Kids movement.  Overnight she was cast into the spotlight as 

“America’s Worst Mother” by the media and her wise words as she was being interviewed stick 

with and help inform my choices as a parent and as a director of Camp Roots.  

“ A lot of parents today see no difference between letting their kids walk 

to school and letting them walk through a firing range. Any risk is seen as too 

much risk. But if you try to prevent every possible danger or difficulty in your 

child's everyday life, that child never gets a chance to grow up. We parents have 
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to realize that the greatest risk of all just might be trying to raise a child who 

never encounters choice or independence.” Skenazy, L. (n.d.). Free Range Kids.  

Peter Gray 

Peter Gray is a visionary that inspires me as an educator. With the curriculum that I am 

creating I am looking to synthesize and bring to life all that I have learned through my extensive 

research that was guided by the question,  What does it mean to be “Free to learn”?   Free to 

learn about a different way of learning, free to be yourself, free to be a learner, and free to play. 

In Peter Grays book (2013),  Free to LEARN,  

“He argues that our children, if free to pursue their own interests through play, 

will not only learn all they need to know, but will do so with energy and passion. 

Children come into this world burning to learn, equipped with the curiosity, playfulness,  

and sociability to direct their own education. Yet we have squelched such instincts in a 

school model originally developed to indoctrinate, not to promote intellectual growth.” 

(pg. intro)  

Peter Gray is a developmental psychologist  who currently occupies the position of research 

professor of psychology at Boston College. He is the author of a widely used introductory 

psychology textbook, Psychology [2], now in its sixth edition.  

“Drawing on evidence from anthropology, psychology, and history, Gray 

demonstrates that free play is the primary means by which children learn to control their 

lives, solve problems, get along with peers, and become emotionally resilient. This 

capacity to learn through play evolved long ago, in hunter-gatherer bands where children 

acquired the skills of the culture through their own initiatives. And these instincts still 

http://www.worthpublishers.com/gray/
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operate remarkably well today, as studies at alternative, democratically administered 

schools show. When children are in charge of their own education, they learn better—and 

at lower cost than the traditional model of coercive schooling.” (pg. Intro) 

The name of my school/camp is Camp Roots.  I came up with this name through the 

desire to bring those involved with the camp back to their roots.  To the root of who they are 

through getting back to the basics of playing.  Camp Roots is a place for children to connect with 

nature, and reconnect with the spirit of summer.  Campers are given the opportunity to explore a 

variety of different activities during the day that are of interest to them.  At Camp Roots we are 

learning through our experiences, we believe in the importance of play.  We are outside 

connecting with nature, hiking in the woods, playing with friends and having an authentically 

driven experience.  

What is play, then? Gray operational definition of play was generated from the previous 

work of philosophers and researchers such as Johan Huizinga and Lev Vygotsky, who he 

acknowledges in the references.  

(1) Play is self-chosen and self-directed; (2) play is activity in which means are 

more valued than ends, (3) play has structure or rules that are not dictated by physical 

necessity, but emanate from the minds of the players; (4) play is imaginative, non-literal, 

mentally removed in some way from “real” or “serious” life; and (5) play involves an 

active, alert, but non-stressed frame of mind.(p. 140)...“When children play imaginative 

games together, they do more than exercise their imagination.  They enact roles, and in 

doing so they exercise their capacities to behave in accordance with shared conceptions 
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of what is or is not appropriate. They also practice the art of negotiation… Getting along 

and making agreements with others are surely among the most valuable of human 

survival skills.” (p.124) 

Gray outlines the importance of play throughout his book.  As I read through the pages of 

his book I felt hopeful.  I found myself nodding my head and underlining something on most 

pages. Thinking about play as something with so much value and importance is something that I 

believe in and it is refreshing and validating to see that there are many others that feel the same 

way.  

A meta-analysis by, Erika Patall et al. (2008)  shows  “Research studies have 

shown repeatedly that adults who have a great deal of freedom as to how and when to do 

their work commonly experience that work as play, even –in fact, especially– when the 

work is difficult. In contrast, people who must follow others’ directions, with little 

creative input of their own, rarely experience their work as play. Moreover, dozens of 

research studies have shown that when people choose to perform some task, they perform 

it more fully and effectively than when they feel compelled by others to perform it.” (p. 

142)  

Along with Grays belief in the importance of play for youth he also believes strongly in 

allowing the space and time for self-directed learning. Gray describes self-directed learning as, 

6 things needed for children to self-direct learning 

1. understand learning is up to them 
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2. unlimited opportunity to play 

3. opportunity to play w/tools of culture 

4. access to adults who are helpers not judges 

5. age mixing 

6. immersion in a stable, moral, demo community 

Gray, P. (2013, February 6) 

 

Outdoor Curriculum 

There are so many good resources out there for parents and teachers that are wanting to 

provide outdoor experiences for children.  The National Wildlife Federation is one of the very 

good resource for updated information and research.  

National Wildlife Federation works to provide educators with 

easy-to-implement, trusted curriculum and activities that help inspire the 

next generation of environmental stewards.  

According to studies, children’s academic performance in science, 

math, English and social sciences increase when they have hands-on 

experiences with nature and the outdoors—not to mention their sense of 

ownership and responsibility to their surroundings. (Lesson Plans - 

National Wildlife Federation. (n.d.).  

 As a federation they have worked to connect children and youth with nature for decades, 

inspiring children through age appropriate outdoor magazines like Ranger Rick, working with 

educators to get kids learning outdoors by providing free curriculum to use, and helping parents 
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find new ways to engage their children outside by providing them with ideas for games and 

activities.  I find the National Wildlife Federations website (http://www.nwf.org/)  to be an 

invaluable tool, they have a collection of essays on nature, parenting, and education showing us 

that getting outside in nature daily is something that we need to do for our own health and for the 

health of our planet.  Recent research shows that children who spend significant time immersed 

in unstructured play in nature are more relaxed, better at problem-solving and critical thinking, 

more focused, and exhibit more cooperative behavior and teamwork. (Children & Nature 

network. (n.d.).  

Cornell 

Joseph Cornell’s book called, Sharing Nature with Children is filled with many valuable 

lessons in teaching outdoor education and stewardship.  The book provides 52 lessons that 

immerse youth learners in lessons that provide opportunities to gain a greater awareness of the 

natural world around them.  Joseph Cornell began his teaching journey as a naturalist in the 

1970’s and he wrote this book so that he could share his passion with working in nature with 

others.  

When I began teaching as a naturalist in the 1970’s, I remember 

discovering how dynamic and effective nature activities can be.  The experiences 

I had while teaching nature games thrilled me because I saw how they enabled 

people to have their own direct experience of nature.  (Cornell, 1998) (pp.11) 

The book that I am using is the 20th anniversary edition and since the inception of the 

book it has been used in every country of the world.  It is valued for its wisdom in-depth way 

http://www.nwf.org/
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that it addresses the many different aspects of nature.  Cornell shares his five theories of outdoor 

teaching that have helped him work with youth learners lively energies.  

1. Teach less, and share more.  Children respond to my observations much 

more freely than they respond to textbook explanations.  I believe it is 

important for an adult to share his inner self with the child.  Only by 

sharing our deeper thoughts and feelings do we communicate to, and 

inspire in others, a love and a respect for the earth.  When we share our 

own ideas and feelings it encourages a child to explore, respectfully, his 

own feelings and perceptions. 

2. Be receptive.  Receptivity means listening, and being aware.  It is one of 

the most richly rewarding attitudes you can cultivate while working with 

children.  Be sensitive: every question, every comment, every joyful 

exclamation is an opportunity to communicate.  Be alert to what nature is 

doing around you and the present moment.  

3. Focus the child’s attention without delay.  Set the tone of the outing right 

at the start.  Involve everyone as much as you can, by asking questions, 

and pointing out interesting sights and sounds.  

4. Look and experience first; talk later.  Children have a marvelous capacity 

for absorbing themselves in whatever they’re looking at.  They will gain a 

far better understanding of things outside themselves by becoming one 

with them than from second-hand talk.  Children seldom forget a direct 

experience.  
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5. A sense of joy should permeate the experience, whether in the form of a 

gaiety or calm attentiveness.  Children are naturally drawn to learning if 

you can keep the spirit of the occasion happy and enthusiastic.  (pp. 13, 

14, 15) 

The above words of wisdom permeate his lessons as he leads the learners towards 

discovering the minutia of the forest floor to creating art out of nature findings.  There are 

lessons where youth write in journals, learn bird calls, go on scavenger hunts, and build forts. 

The lessons bring each learner and teacher alike closer to the natural world and all of the beauty 

and wonder that nature has to offer.  Cornell blends his knowledge of nature with the warmth of 

his personality to create a learning environment that is very contagious.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Analysis 
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Letting go...and living as if… 

At Camp Roots we provide the environment for you to answer and fulfill your As if… 

As if you…..______________ 

As if you are following your dreams. 

As if you are living your passions. 

As if you are the most creative person you know. 

As if you respect and care for the earth and all of its beings. 

As if you are in charge of your destiny. 

As if you are living each day to its fullest. 

As if you are proud of who you are. 

As if you are the best artist you know. 

As if you are who you dream you are. 

Living life to its fullest is what we are meant to be doing.  Being present.  Celebrating 

who we are for all of the uniqueness we each have to share.  At Camp Roots we create the time 

and the openness to be your highest self.  To take pride in your process. What do you love about 

life, yourself, the world around you? What motivates you?  What drives you? Providing a world 

where youth and adults are able able to authentically connect with each other and share their 

visions is something that we live immersed in.  We are the collective voice.  We CAN create the 

change we wish to see.  

It is time for our youth and adults to be outside, walking, playing, exercising, and 

discovering.  It is time to reclaim childhood, not just for the children but for all of us.  To define 
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what childhood looks like in the 21st century.  Our children live in a world we are only 

beginning to imagine.  

For many previous generations children were given the space and the freedom to be 

children. They had many other adventures with other children.  They learned many of life’s 

lessons from each other with very little adult interventions.  What I am seeing is that children 

need to experience life in their own way.  To experience it fully, to learn through self driven 

inquiry.  

Learning is all about relationships, relationships to what you are learning and who you 

are learning it with.  People skills, relating face to face with another person, groups of people or 

sitting quietly alone in nature.  Taking it all in, hearing what others have to say, relating, 

empathizing, honoring, and accepting. Living in the 21st century we need people skills more 

now than ever.  As we are becoming more isolated within our electronics and I am afraid we are 

losing the people skills that you need to thrive in the 21st century. The skills of critical thinking, 

innovation and perseverance are skills that can be gained through interactions with other humans. 

At Camp Roots we strive to provide a holistic approach to education through providing an 

opportunity to connect.  Connect with yourself, the earth and others around you.  Through 

personal connections we grow.  We grow more resilient, more trusting, more empathetic, more 

creative, more accepting and more?….  

 

 

Camp Roots Curriculum for 21st century learning 
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The Framework for 21st century learning is a curriculum that focuses on 

presenting an “holistic view of 21st century teaching and learning that combines a 

discrete focus on 21st century student outcomes (a blending of specific skills, content 

knowledge, expertise and literacies) with innovative support systems to help students 

master the multi-dimensional abilities required of them in the 21st century and beyond.” 

Framework For 21st Century Learning(2014). 

Camp Roots will be integrating two interdisciplinary themes from the 21st 

Century Framework: 

● Health literacy 

● Environmental literacy  

Camp Roots curriculum will address health literacy through learning about the many 

health benefits of being in the outdoors and the health benefits we give to our body through 

being active in the outdoors.  Camp Roots will provide not only the youth campers with the 

information but their caregivers as well.  The health benefits will be posted on the Camp Roots 

website on the page called, Resources so that the caregivers and youth alike can refer back to  the 

information when needed.  On the resources page as well as at camp there will be a variety of 

information provided from recent studies on the health benefits of being in the outdoors.  Health 

literacy will be folded into each day as a part of our daily conversations and curriculum.  An 

example of what we will have posted,  

According to studies, children’s academic performance in science, math, 

English and social sciences increase when they have hands-on experiences with 
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nature and the outdoors—not to mention their sense of ownership and 

responsibility to their surroundings. (Lesson Plans - National Wildlife Federation. 

(n.d.).  

Environmental literacy will be provided through the curriculum from the National 

Wildlife federation as well as through Cornell’s 1998 book titled, Sharing Nature with Children. 

Each of the environmental education tools provides a variety of ways for youth campers to 

interact with the environment in a variety of ways.  Youth campers will have the opportunity to 

explore the world around them through going on nature hikes and cataloging what they see, 

smell, and hear.  They will be able to spend many hours outdoors each day immersed in nature, 

looking at the bugs with magnifying glasses,  studying the habitats of the creatures that live in 

the woods and becoming more acquainted with the trees and plants that are all around the park. 

Structured lessons from the National Wildlife Federation and Sharing Nature with Children, will 

be implemented daily to engage the youth campers in a variety of lessons to enhance their 

environmental literacy.  

Learning and innovation skills increasingly are being recognized as the skills that 

separate students who are prepared for increasingly complex life and work environments in the 

21st century, and those who are not. A focus on creativity, critical thinking, communication and 

collaboration is essential to prepare students for the future.  

● Creativity and Innovation 

● Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 

● Communication and Collaboration 
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The Camp Roots curriculum will incorporate the above mentioned skills through 

providing the youth with a variety of lessons from a variety of curriculum and pedagogy 

including;  Brainology, Ricci’s 2013 book called, Mindsets in the Classroom-Building a culture 

of Success and Student Achievement in School, MindUp, Peter Gray’s pedagogy and Skenazy’s 

pedagogy.  Creativity and Innovation, Critical Thinking and Problem Solving, and 

Communication and Collaboration will be addressed each day through practicing and learning 

about how our brain works through the Growth Mindset (GM) and MindUP curriculum.  The 

GM curriculum works hand in hand with critical thinking and problem solving.  Critical thinking 

and problem solving is a skill to be learned and to be practiced just as GM is a skill to be learned 

and with practice and learning opportunities the brain will respond.  

According to Willingham (2008), critical thinking is a process that must 

be infused with content; it is not something that you can just check off a list once 

it is mastered.  Why? Well, one reason is that the content being focused on and 

the complexity of thinking critically becomes more sophisticated over time--it is 

always evolving.  The practice component applied to the content knowledge is 

essential to develop learners who can apply critical thinking when they need to. 

Hand in hand with practice is persistence and effort, probably the two most 

important attributes to having a growth mindset! (Ricci, 2013) (pg.56) 

 Creativity, Innovation,  Communication, and Collaboration will be implemented through 

using the pedagogical beliefs of Gray and Skenazy and through using the MindUP curriculum. 

Gray believes that through,  
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Playing with other children, away from adults, is how children 

learn to make their own decisions, control their emotions and impulses, 

see from others’ perspectives, negotiate differences with others, and make 

friends.  In short, play is how children learn to take control of their lives. 

(Gray, 2013) (pg. 157) 

At Camp Roots the youth campers will have many hours of unstructured play time throughout 

the day where they will be able to be free of adult interaction and be free to make their own 

decisions on how they would like to spend their time.  Skenazy believes that youth need the 

opportunity to explore the world around them without adults intervening into their life and 

through the youth having their own interactions it builds their confidence, creativity, innovation, 

and collaboration with others.  

Camp Roots will take time each day to implement the MindUP lessons provided in the 

MINDUP curriculum books provided by Scholastic to focus the youth campers on mindfulness, 

perseverance, communication and collaboration.  The MindUP curriculum that is provided is 

geared for youth ages Pre-K through 5th grade although it can be used for any ages of youth. 

The MindUP curriculum addresses learning obstacles such as stress, anxiety, conflict resolution, 

problem solving strategies, discussion strategies and being joyful in your learning environment. 

The MindUP curriculum for grades prek-5th has 15 lessons that are split up into four units:  

●  Unit 1: Getting Focused-How Our Brains Work, Mindful Awareness, 

Focused Awareness: The core practice 
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● Unit 2: Sharpening Our Senses-Mindful Listening, Mindful Seeing, 

Mindful Smelling, Mindful eating, Mindful Movement 1, Mindful 

Movement 2 

● Unit 3: It’s All About The Attitude-Perspective taking, Choosing 

Optimism, Appreciating happy experiences 

● Unit 4: Taking Action Mindfully-Expressing Gratitude, Performing acts of 

Kindness, Taking Mindful Action in the World 

Camp Roots-Agenda 

7:30am-9am- Wrap around care-Free choice time, outdoor play time and getting Camp Roots set 

up for the day. 

9am-10am- Arrivals, Free choice time, Snack time and Circle time ( During circle time we will 

introduce the Nature learning and Growth Mindset/MindUP topic of the day and take time to 

check in with each other.) Bathroom break before taking off on our adventure. 

10am-11:30am- Out exploring the park and hiking on the trails- Nature learning time 

11:30-11:45-Bathroom break and hand washing for lunch 

11:45-12:15- Lunch time 

12:15-2:00- Unstructured free choice time around Camp- Crafting, Games and Fort building 

  
2:00-3:00- Nature learning time & Growth Mindset.MindUp Learning/Reflection time 
  
3:00-3:45- Snack time and Unstructured free choice time around Camp- Crafting, Games, Fort 
building and Outside play time 
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3:45-4:00- Clean up and get ready to go home 
  
4:00-6:00- Wrap around care- Free choice time-Closing down Camp Roots for the day, Outside 
play time until pick up 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Discussion 
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 The purpose of this study was to bring together current research, theories and ideas to 

develop a curriculum that is responsive to what the youth learners of the 21st century need.  The 

study was a non-participant curriculum development research project where I synthesized and 

analyzed current research in the topic areas of Growth Mindset, 21st century skills, and 

Constructivist pedagogy, to provide insight and guidance on how to create an effective and 

purposeful curriculum.  The question that guided me was, how can I provide learning 

environments for all ages of learners that foster perseverance, critical thinking, and creativity?  I 

used a variety of text, curriculum, and theories as well as my own personal experience to guide 

me towards creating the Camp Roots curriculum that will be implemented this summer for the 

first time at a six week summer camp experience for 1st-12th graders.  The camp will take place 

at St. Edward state park, which is a 316-acre day-use park with 3,000 feet of freshwater shoreline 

on Lake Washington.  It is my goal with the Camp Roots curriculum that has been created 

through this research to provide a curriculum that allows campers of all ages the opportunity to 

explore what it means to be “Free to Learn.”  

At the completion of this study I feel more strongly than ever,  that how we teach should 

be relevant, purposeful and engaging.  What is relevant, purposeful and engaging in our current 

time is creating a curriculum that embodies 21st Century skills, Growth Mindset and 

Constructivist pedagogy in order to provide youth learners with the attributes of perseverance, 

critical thinking and creativity. When thinking about the design and implementation of the Camp 

Roots curriculum, there were so many components that were interwoven together that created the 

finished product.  When I first started out on the journey of receiving my Masters in Education, I 

envisioned myself teaching within the walls of a classroom.  Creating the space within the walls 
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where my students could learn all that I set out to teach them.  As I moved along the journey I 

came to the realization for myself that teaching and learning do not always need to happen within 

the four walls of a classroom. Learning can take place outside of a classroom, making the outside 

world the classroom for all learners and teachers.  If we take the walls away what does that look 

like?  

With the Camp Roots curriculum that was created from this research study I achieved my 

goals of creating a curriculum that will provide them with lessons that include; 21st century 

skills, Growth Mindset, and Constructivist pedagogy.   I see myself not so much as the teacher of 

the lessons, but as a facilitator of the curriculum and of the space to exist outside the walls of the 

classroom.  I see the opportunity for the youth to enhance their lives through gaining mindful 

awareness of how their brain works (Growth Mindset, MindUP), through gaining 21st Century 

Skills, through the health benefits of being outside more hours of the day,  and through feeling 

free to learn out in nature (Gray, Skenazy, Cornell, Robinson).  

I will be implementing the curriculum and camp structure that I have created on a year 

round ongoing basis following the school year structure and providing camps on weekdays and 

holidays that school is traditionally closed.  It is my goal within the first year for Camp Roots to 

become a non-profit that serves as a pilot program for many more programs like it to come.  My 

vision is to provide a converted school bus as the indoor learning space and an outdoor space at a 

local park along with the Camp Roots curriculum as a package that is reproducible and 

self-sustaining.  

I see Camp Roots as providing a much needed service to the youth of my community.  I 

will be able to provide them with the opportunity to spend hours each day outside at beautiful St. 
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Edwards state park.  I grew up in a town that provided a free public park program to 

neighborhood youth.  I grew up in that program from age 5-12.  It was provided from 8am-5pm 

in the summer and from the time school got out to 5pm on school days.  It was open on school 

holidays as well.  I was fortunate enough that my grandparents whom I spent a lot of time with 

lived with their back fence gate opening up to the park.  I was at the park all of the time. I had 

the freedom to do what I wanted and to participate in the group projects.  There were older 

teenagers and younger 20 year olds that ran the program as well as there were junior counselors. 

I lived at the park all summer.  I remember waking up eating breakfast as fast as possible, 

grabbing my sack lunch and towel and heading out to the park for the day.  I want to provide that 

same opportunity to the youth of my community and to communities everywhere.  I want to 

provide them with the opportunity to be kids, just as I was a kid with the opportunity to be 

“FREE TO LEARN”. 

 

Limitations 

In looking back and reflecting on the creation of the Camp Roots curriculum and the 

research study that went along with it I identified three limiting factors, the first major limiting 

factor was live participants, the second was access to education models to observe the curriculum 

in action, and the third was the need for more research to be available on the topics I studied. 

The first limitation of live participants is a huge limiting factor of this research.  The research 

would benefit from a longitudinal study method where there was a 6 week or longer trial of the 

Camp Roots curriculum and an follow up the following summer to see if there were any 

correlations between Camp Roots curriculum and the youth that participated with it.  The Camp 
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Roots campers that are repeats the following year would be able to participate in the longitudinal 

study in a more indepth way.  The second limitation of not being able to observe the curriculum 

in action provided a limitation in that it did not allow me as the researcher to see the curriculum 

enacted live in front of me.  The third limitation of needing more research on the topic speaks for 

itself.  The curriculum that I am sampling from to create the Camp Roots curriculum is from 

2011-2014, so it is too current for extensive research.  

Recommendations for further research 

Based on the results of the study, there are several recommendations for further research. 

First, a longitudinal study of the Camp Roots curriculum and the correlation between 

perseverance, critical thinking and creativity in a variety of socio-economic settings.  It would be 

beneficial to establish this curriculum this year and be gathering data from the youth campers 

and then if they are return campers they will provide a more indepth sample. Second, more 

research on the academic benefits of being in the outdoors.  Expanding this research to include 

learning lessons in the outdoors at your standard public school as well as to include the Camp 

Roots model.  Third, research on Growth Mindset and MindUp working together in one 

program.  The Growth Mindset and MindUP pedagogy and curriculum that has been created 

from it intertwine themselves on occasion throughout the curriculum books that I have 

researched from and it would be beneficial to see how combining the two could reinforce the 

concepts to the youth learners. Finally, I would like to see more research on the effects of 

teaching 21st century skills in the 21st century. As youth living in the 21st century and  born in 

the 21st century it would be of great benefit to know the social and academic outcomes of being 

exposed to 21st century skills in the 21st century. 
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Conclusion- 

In closing, I would like to end with two of my favorite quotes. I have this quote next to 

my front door above where I hang my keys so that I can see it every day.  It inspires me to be 

more, to try more, and to dream more.  

 “Be the change you wish to see in the world”- Mahatma Gandhi.  

With Camp Roots curriculum, I am creating the change I wish to see in the world. I am 

putting action behind where I see a need. With the curriculum that I will be implementing it is 

my goal to create a change that is tangible.  To create a change that is founded in a solid theory 

and an open mind.  With life in the 21st century moving at such a rapid and ever changing pace, 

our education system needs to catch up and assimilate into a fluid system that allows the youth 

learners of today to have access to the education that they desire and deserve.  And lastly I leave 

you with another very wise quote from Adora Svitak during her Ted Talk as a 13 year-old in 

2010 … 

“No matter your position or place in life, it is imperative to create opportunities for 

children so that we can grow up to blow you away.” -Adora Svitak 
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Appendix-A 

 

Camp Roots  

Sample Curriculum 

 
7:30am-9am- Wrap around care-Free choice time, outdoor play time and getting Camp Roots set 
up for the day. 
  
9am-10am- Arrivals, Free choice time, Snack time and Circle time ( During circle time we will 
introduce the Nature learning and Growth Mindset/MindUP topic of the day and take time to 
check in with each other.) Bathroom break before taking off on our adventure. 
  
10am-11:30am- Out exploring the park and hiking on the trails- Nature learning time 
  
11:30-11:45-Bathroom break and hand washing for lunch 
  
11:45-12:15- Lunch time 
  
12:15-2:00- Unstructured free choice time around Camp- Crafting, Games and Fort building 
  
2:00-3:00- Nature learning time & Growth Mindset/MindUp Learning/Reflection time 
  
3:00-3:45- Snack time and Unstructured free choice time around Camp- Crafting, Games, Fort 
building and Outside play time 
  
3:45-4:00- Clean up and get ready to go home 
  
4:00-6:00- Wrap around care- Free choice time-Closing down Camp Roots for the day, Outside 
play time until pick up 
  
 
WEEK 1-Habitat around us and in our brain 
Monday- 

Lesson 1-Cornell-  

Explorers Guide Lesson #1- First Impressions/Making your fort/designing your village 

Materials: Campers Journal, Pencils, Writing Board, First Impressions journal page 

Goals: Be able to define: Habitat, discuss what they noticed about the habitat they chose and how 
they felt being there.  
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1.Select a natural area with a variety of habitats where the group can spread out and each person 
can find a special place.  

2. Inform the group that they will have a certain amount of time, about 45 minutes,  to find a 
special place and to do activities from the Explorer’s Guide, these activities will take place each 
day of camp this week. 

3.  Talk about the activities in the explorers guide and have the youth pass around the guide to 
look at. 

4.  Introduce today's activity: Fort building/Designing your Camp Roots village 

 

Discuss what is a habitat? What does a habitat consist of? 

● You can build a fort by yourself/for yourself or you can collaborate with others. 

● You must respect nature by leaving all living plants and creatures alive and in their home. 
Do not pick/break anything that is alive and growing. 

● Choose a name for your fort. 

● Fill out your First Impressions Journal page 

● Meet back to Camp Roots circle 

 

5. Pass out materials 

6. Start the lesson.. Walk around as needed for support 

7. Meet back at Camp Roots Circle after 45 minutes to discuss findings 

Cornell, Joseph (2012-08-23). Sharing Nature with Children (Kindle Locations 1146-1153). 
Dawn Publications. Kindle Edition.  

 

Lesson 2-MindUP 

Lesson#1-Linking to brain research-Parts of the Brain 

Materials: Campers Journal, Chart paper, MindUP poster- “Getting to know and love your 
brain”, and Brain power activity sheet 
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Goals: Be able to identify the amygdala, the hippocampus, and the prefrontal cortex (PFC) on the 
diagram of the brain.  Be able to give a definition of these parts of the brain. 

 

1. Start with the MindUP warm up- Discuss how we exercise our minds/Brainstorming 

2. Engage: Have a discussion about the parts of the brain and how they function use the 
Getting to know and love your brain poster.  Have the campers discuss, pronounce and 
show where the parts of the brain are on their own head. 

3. Explore: Give each part of the brain you have discussed a role or nickname that is related 
to its function  and is easy for students to remember. Invite the campers to Think Pair 
Share (TPS) with a partner and give examples of when their amygdala alerted them to 
real danger and when it made them nervous/scared about something.  

4. Reflect:  Have the campers TPS and retell in their own words the function of each brain 
part.  Then fill in the part on the activity sheet and explain its function. 

5. Share scenarios to make the concepts more concrete- See MindUP Curriculum book-p.31  

 

Tuesday 

Lesson 1-Cornell 

Explorers Guide Lesson #2- Adventure Hunt/Making friends with a tree 

Materials:Campers Journal, Pencils, colored pencils,Writing Board, Adventure Hunt Journal 
page 

Goals: Be able to draw and identify the “best” view of their fort site, identify 5 nature sounds 
they heard from their fort, Describe a bird call or other nature sound they heard with letters, 
describe a tree, find the warmest and coolest places in their fort, and find three different smells 
and describe them. 

1. Show the campers your favorite tree/fort area, describe the tree and speak to why you 
chose the tree/area.  

2. Discussion about trees and how they support the habitat, TPS with the group 

3. Discuss the learning goals with the group. 

4. Hand out Campers Journal and other materials 

5. Meet back at Camp Roots circle in 45 minutes to discuss findings with the group.  
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Lesson 2-MindUP 

Lesson #2 The Amygdala and Mindful Awareness 

Materials: Campers Journal, Chart paper, MindUP poster- “Getting to know and love your 
brain”, and Mindful or Unmindful activity sheet 

Goals:  Students define and describe the difference between mindful and unmindful thoughts and 
actions.  Campers apply the concept of mindful awareness to their own lives.  

1. Start with the MindUP warm up: Provide each camper with an index card. 

2. Engage:  Reflect on the warm-up.  Connect it to what the campers have learned about the 
brain.  Explain that focusing the attention on what’s happening here and now is a part of 
being mindful, or paying close attention.  The second part of being mindful is being 
nonjudgemental-waiting to form an opinion until you have considered a situation more 
carefully.  Explore the term nonjudgemental.  TPS and Group 

3. Explore:  Help campers differentiate between mindful behavior and it’s opposite, 
unmindful behavior.  Share an example to contrast the two. Pass out the handout and 
read an example from the handout. Encourage campers not to take a critical stance 
against unmindful behavior, but rather to see that recognizing our behavior is lacking in 
awareness is one way to initiate change.  

4. Reflect:  Have campers TPS about a time when they really thought through a decision 
and made a mindful choice.  Group share.  Talk about unmindfulness and how it happens 
to all of us occasionally and we can learn from those times and make more mindful 
choices. 

5. Make a set of “I am mindful” statements to put up in the bus... 

Wednesday 

Lesson 1-Cornell-  

Explorers Guide Lesson #3- The poetry of your site 

Materials: Campers Journal, Pencils, colored pencils,Writing Board, Poetry Journal page 

1. Choose a favorite spot to sit.  Use your senses, be aware.  Notice how each sound, 
movement, color and texture is different.  

2. Write a Vertical poem using a word up and down and describing your fort area or choose 
another way of writing a poem.  

3. Meet back at Camp Roots circle in 45 minutes to discuss findings with the group. TPS 
poems and listen to the ones that would like to share with the group.  
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Lesson 2-MindUP 

Lesson#3 - Controlling our Breathing 

Materials:  Campers Journal, Chart paper, instrument that resonates with a clear, distinctive tone 
for 10-20 seconds.  

Goals: Campers learn an exercise that combines listening and breathing to calm and focus their 
minds.  Campers discover the importance of practicing focusing exercises regularly.  

1. Start with the MindUp warm up-  Talk about the quite mindful time they spent in their 
forts listening and creating their poems.  This lesson they will focus on their breathing in 
a way that helps their brains think more clearly.  Guide the campers through the breathing 
exercise on pg. 45.  Discuss/TPS- How did it feel to control your breathing?  What did 
you notice? How did you keep your mind focused on breathing?  

2. Engage: Play the instrument used in the warm up.  This instrument will be used in our 
daily core practice. Invite campers to comment on the sound and encourage them to 
notice its resonance and duration.  Pass the instrument around.  

3. Explore: Discuss combining mindful breathing and mindful listening.  Follow the steps 
on page 46 

4. Reflect: Guide campers to share their experiences TPS- relate the experiences to the key 
parts of the brain.  

 

Thursday 

Lesson 1-Cornell- Invitations to your fort 

Explorers Guide Lesson #4- Invitation to your site/open house 

Materials: Campers Journal, Pencils, colored pencils, paper 

1. Make an invitation to view your fort site.  Each invitation will be placed in the hat.  Once 
in the hat each person/group will choose an invitation and go visit that fort site. Half of 
the group will go at a time to make sure that someone is home to show off the fort.  

2. Meet back at Camp Roots circle in 45 minutes to discuss findings with the group. TPS 
and group share about the experiences.  

 

Lesson 2-Growth Mindset 
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Lesson#1 - The brain is like a sponge-Guess Box activity 

Materials:  Campers Journal, Box, Chart paper, brain worksheet, Chart used with Guess box 
activity  

Goals: Campers are introduced to Growth Mindset.  Campers will take a brain inventory and 
pre-assess what they know about GM and FM.  Skills practiced: critical thinking, inductive and 
deductive thinking skills.  

1. Preassess what the campers know about GM and FM and how the brain works.  

2. Start the lesson with writing on the chart paper, “Attributes of a____________.” and a ? 
And have out the box. 

3. The task is to find out what is inside the box.  They can only ask questions that can be 
answered with a “yes” or “no”.  The “no” answers are just as important as the “yes”  they 
both give us valuable information.  

4. At the end of the guessing ask the questions:  What question helped you the most to 
figure out what was in the box?  Who asked that question?  Why did you ask it?  

5. TPS- What questions were important to them and why?  What kind of information was 
gained by these questions? 

6.  TPS-What are the three most valuable attributes?  In other words, if we could only 
choose three of these words or phrases to describe this object, what would they be?  

7. Discuss GM and FM and what the campers learned from this lesson.  Write up on the 
chart paper.  

Friday 

Lesson 1-Nature Play day!- Free choice 

Lesson 2- GM- Guess Box:  Lets’ Get Your Brain Working 

Lesson#2 - The brain is like a sponge-Guess Box activity 

Materials:  Campers Journal, Box, Sponge, Water, Chart paper, Chart used with Guess box 
activity 

Goals:  Skills practiced: critical thinking, inductive and deductive thinking skills.  

1. Put a dry flat sponge in a box..Tell the campers that this is something that comes in many 
colors so they do not have to choose a color.  
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2. After filling out the Chart and we have discovered it is a sponge, ask the question:  “How 
is your brain like a sponge?”  Ask campers to think about things that are the same when 
thinking about a sponge and a brain.  

3. Add water to the sponge.. Now its time to use our imagination:  Lets pretend that the 
sponge is your brain and the water represents all of the new things you learn everyday. 
What do you think will happen to your brain when you add all of the new things you 
learn?  

4. Leave the sponge out as an example.  Tell the campers, “Every Time you work hard and 
learn something new your brain grows and gets stronger.  The sponge is bigger and will 
now work better since it is wet.”  Campers can then observe what happens to the sponge 
without water:  It begins to dry and shrivel.  Relate this to what happens to a brain when 
it is no longer being challenged.  

5. Discuss ways we can challenge our brain at Camp Roots. 

 

Week 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 

Monday- 

Lesson 1-NWF/Cornell 

Lesson 2-MindUP 

Tuesday 

Lesson 1-NWF/Cornell 

Lesson 2-MindUP 

Wednesday 

Lesson 1-NWF/Cornell 

Lesson 2-MindUP 

Thursday 

Lesson 1-NWF 

Lesson 2-GM 

Friday 

Lesson 1-Nature Play Day!-Free choice 
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Lesson 2-GM 
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