
New Forest Preschool has launched in Port Townsend 

Three days a week, the students at CedarRoot Folk School’s outdoor preschool, called “Sapling”, 

are completely outside with merely a lean-to tarp shelter allowing for a warm fire when the rains 

are exceptionally hard.  Every week, students are avoiding “nature deficit disorder” by exploring, 

experiencing, and learning from nature on an 100 acre farm near downtown Port Townsend.  The 

programs ancient “curriculum” utilizes research on early childhood education in nature and is 

much more than simply being outside. Sometimes things don’t go as planned. 

A fly on the wall at CedarRoot’s outdoor preschool won’t find a wall or roof or desks.  What the 

fly experiences is students catching pacific chorus frogs, pretending a Scouler’s Willow tree is a 

sailing vessel, making warm tea from wild plants, collecting Douglas fir bark for a shelter, lying 

on their backs watching stratus clouds, making mud pies, catching raindrops in their mouths and 

playing games that reinforce nature awareness and connection.  In essence: being kids.  

 “Our curriculum is not new or original”, says CedarRoot’s Executive Director Scott Brinton “It 

is actually very old.  Students engage in nature and traditional wilderness skills based upon their 

individual passion.  We simply create a space by sand bagging back the often busy and 

increasingly technologically dominant world of modern children.  We allow them to explore 

while feeding innate curiosities about the mysteries of our amazing planet.” 

CedarRoot believes wholeheartedly in the research collected by Richard Louv in his book Last 

Child in the Woods: saving our children from nature deficit disorder.  Louv collates multitudes 

of research regarding the human cost of alienation from nature. Among them: diminished use of 

the senses, attention difficulties and higher rates of physical and emotional illness.  But 

CedarRoot doesn’t feel that simply being in nature is enough. “Our program is much more 

intentional than just being outside” describes Maude Richards, one of the Sapling instructors 

(who are also all trained in Wilderness First Aid).  “We are helping facilitate practical naturalist 

skills while helping students navigate the complex social skills that invariably come up in a small 

group setting.  We hope to inspire, through example, positive relationships with each other and 

the more than human world.”  

Students whisper quietly as they create a “sound map” of their surroundings.  Niall Molston, 

another Sapling instructor is guiding the exercise.  “Helping students relax the interior and 

exterior dialogues and fully utilize their senses is the main focus of many of our activities, but we 

always leave room for the unexpected”, says Molston.  He remembers a day teaching when 

nothing went as planned.  An entire group was memorized by a red tail hawk riding on early fall 

thermals and hunting the farm field. The “lesson” on poisonous plants turned into a tracking 

exercise to find out what the hawk was hunting. Students started exploring vole trails and doing 

basic population studies that led back into a reinforcing food chain game and before they knew 

it, the day was over. “Sometimes you have to throw out the plan and simply facilitate the lessons 

offered by nature”, chuckles Molston. 


