NOTES FOR ABCs OF HIKING WITH CHILDREN – YES!
       This presentation will always be a work in progress, because power point programs are easy to add to, and improved. The original version will be available on the Hike Ontario website, for anyone interested in promoting the idea of hiking with children to appropriate groups.  This program is offered on the understanding that it will always be shown free of charge. If you think of a better topic for any letter go ahead and add or change it – the version you use should suit you.  (Hopefully you would share this kind of change with me – we would possibly even include it in the HO version.)

    I decided to base this presentation on the same idea as Hike Ontario’s “Introduction to Hiking, A to Z,” because it seemed like an adaptable and enjoyable format to both build and watch. I changed a lot of the focus words for the letters of the alphabet, and sometimes I chose double topics for a letter, because they both ‘worked. Some of the letter-topics even sort of overlap in their focus – but it’s such a rich topic – children are fascination, - so I splurged and went ahead with this approach, as an excuse to enhance ideas as much as possible My heart-felt thanks go to  many hiking friends without whose generosity  this presentation wouldn’t exist. They provided me with most of these photos – very few are my own.

    The best thing about power-point programs is that it is so easy to exchange a photo within the presentation with an appropriate photo taken on your own trail system, or with people from your community, as they become available.  There isn’t a limit to the number of photos you can have with each topic – you might have only 1 or 2 to illustrate it – or several. However until you get the chance to make the changes, you still have this  viable presentation on hand, to use with groups wanting this information.  If you add in photos from your own community, please be sure that you have permission from the people  who are subjects of your photos , (especially the parents.) 
  Here also is a copy of the speaker’s notes, (up to this point)  These too, you are free to adapt, according to your needs – so long as the changes maintain a positive, encouraging attitude towards this topic.

I have also included below,a series of articles on this topic published several years ago

Wendy Hoernig
811611 Grist Mill Line, R. R. #4, Goderich, N7A 3Y1
(519) 524-6976
w.hoernig@gmail.com
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THE A.B.C.s OF HIKING WITH CHILDREN

I started out by numbering all of the slides in the collection– but soon realized that every time a phot was added, the numbering had to be adjusted – a cumbersome and time consuming task. Since every slide doesn’t need a comment, this made automatic number changes unworkable. So –instead, I used an a) b) c) system for identifying the comments for the phots under each topic.    N.C, = ‘no comment’ 
 
INTRODUCTION
a) NC      b) NC
c) This group is just getting redy to set out. Notice the little girl at the front – SHE is certainly ready…she has her hat, her walking stick, her water bottle, her check-off list and a big grin.
d) Of course, these hike won’t always be in big groups – any number works –even with just one adult, 
e) No child is too young to go along – whether in a ‘snuggli’  type carrier
f) …or in an on-the-back kid-carrier, of which there is a great variety.  By the way, if you have a fussy baby – take him/her on a hike…they almost always sleep through the excursion!

A   -  ADVENTURE
 a) A hike with children is an adventure for both kids and adults. 
b) For children, going to new places is always exciting. 
c) no matter what their age. For the adults, planning adequately to make it a positive experience is a large part of the ‘adventure’.
The possibilities of something happening that is an ‘adventure’ to a child, are endless

B   -  A BRIDGE TO NEW EXPERIENCES
 a)  A hike can be seen as a bridge to new experiences because what a child sees or experiences on a hike can be (and has often been) the beginning of a life-long passion – whether it is bird watching, photography, as an environmental watchdog, or just because it’s  an activity that they find they really like!
b) These four young ladies seated on this boardwalk ‘bridge’ look eager to set out. We can tell that it’s the beginning of their hike because…
c) look at how clean those shoes are! (They likely won’t stay that pristine!)  
     
C   -  COMPANIONSHIP
  a)  An  experience is more fun when it is shared. Whether it is with a) a group of g similarly aged friends,  
b) younger siblings or pals,     c) as a family(including your pooch…..OR  basically with anyone who wants to come along on the outing.    It’s just usually better, together! 

CURIOSITY
  a)  This is a natural ingredient of childhood – one that we want 
    to keep alive.  This child had ‘bright eyes’ and spied an 
    unusual caterpillar on this tree.
b)  How to examine or observe wildlife without harming it is 
   one of the vital lessons children learn on hikes. Some adults
   carry plastic specimen boxes with them to make these lesson
   easier.  Here the boy gently put a large stick close to the 
   caterpillar, nudged it, and the caterpillar walked along the 
   stick.
c)  After all had had a good look at this truly fascinating
   specimen, it was released carefully.
d)  Sometimes children insist on carrying a ‘find’ with them.  With inanimate objects, this is sometimes okay, but with a live critter, help them to choose a safe location for it, in its ‘own home’ 

D   -  DISCOVER ’COOL’ THINGS
    Kids are usually incredibly observant. It really slows the pace down, but LET IT.  
They are also usually very keen to see what each other has found. This slows things down even more. LET IT.  They are thinking, wondering, examining,  comparing, learning.  Encourage  questions.  Ask a few of your own. 
a)  Sometimes they can get the chance to gently touch creatures (if these can be safely captured, without their being harmed)   - then of course, release them in a safe location.
b) These discoveries lead them to ask themselves ‘what’, why’,’ how’
c)  If you happen upon jewelweed, when its pods are ripe, you will likely spend a long time there – when touched, their pods explode dramatically. Here the kids are busy popping pods. A couple of minutes later, the adults were doing the same thing – it was as  hard to get them to move on, as it was the kids. After exploding, the pads curl into a tiny sculpture – an example of nature as an ‘artist’.
d) No-one wants to miss moments like this
e) or this! 
f) Here the adult is showing the child the flower, but more often than not, it is the kids who spy and point out the interesting  things to see.
g) More wondering…an eagle? A wild turkey?

Discoveries with Dad.
a) Hikes are often great opportunities for super one-on-one experiences.
b) However this is one that would , of course, come with a lesson  on how to travel safely along tricky or  potentially dangerous ‘trails’ and that this one is only done with an adult.
c) Of course, with a ‘hiker’ of this age, Dad carries any supplies they need – no backpack yet for this little guy! 

E   -  ENVIRONMENTS – SO MANY!
These are self-explanatory, but you are free to add your own comments to any of them. 

F   -  FITNESS
Again – they are self explanatory.


F  -   FOOD
a) This is an essential part of every outing with children…lunch time is always a very welcome part. 
b) Even on short walks, at some point there should always be a snack interlude.  Preferably, eat small amounts at frequent intervals. (i.e. ’fun fruit’ type mini snacks work well.)
    
G   -  GROSSING  OUT ADULTS
Self explanatory.

G – Gathering information
There are good quality light binoculars.  Many children enjoy close up views of birds and animals.  Cameras (a good use for disposable ones, if there is a fear of loss or damage. ) can he attached to a lanyard.

H   -  HELPING EACH OTHER
a) Hikes are great opportunities for kids to learn the importance of helping each other.  (mostly through seeing others do so)
b) There is no age limit on being the helper.
c) Sometimes there is a fine balance between independence and the  need of a helping hand.

I   -  INFORMATION – TO IMPRESS (SELF AND OTHERS)

I  -  INDEPENDENCE
As well as there being  lots of chances to learn skills that lead to being independent – there are  places to show off that  ‘I can do it by myself”.
J   -  JOYFUL JOURNEYS
Fun should be a part of every hike. a) It is warm out  – but this lingering snow was found in a sheltered spot. He is heading over to these last remnants so he can  throw the last snowballs of the season. .
b) Two cousins singing merrily they head down a long trail - note her camera

K -   KIDS KIDDING AROUND
More examples of fun on the trail…a) b)  c)  d)   No explanations needed.

L   -  LOVE OF LIFE
a) Pure contentment, ambling along, chatting about this and that. I think the adults would have been loving life, seeing these two ahead of them.
b)…as well as watching these two.  Hiking present so many moments in which life feels  great.

M   -  MYSTERY
A chance for your own comments.

N   -  NATURE – KNOWLEDGE
a)These were high-school students on an all day hike, carrying out several environmental studies assignments. This is an era in which kids readily use modern technology to enhance their learning. They snap a photo of anything unknown  - plants, birds, insects, e tc. - hen research them when they get home.
b) This was undoubtedly a teaching opportunity about not tasting berries unless a grown-yup says they are edible.
c) The rapid movement of water beetles fascinates kids.
d) Finding out what things feel like, smell like –or sound like are all
     valuable experiences that enhance hikes for children.

O-  OPEN MINDS TO NEW DIRECTIONS
This child found out that when you collect interesting natural items, you can turn them into works of art. Hiking can also inspire other creative arts – photography, drawing, plaiting, music, acting…

P  -  PUSHING LIMITS

a) Hikes can be a time to do this safely, with an adult on hand to guide and encourage. This child is experiencing a first time at climbing a rock face.
b) Trying out a variation on the theme of ‘climbing’ a tree.
c) & d) What kid can resist the lure of a fallen tree trunk

Q   -  QUESTING – IN NEW PLACES
a)under rocks, at the river’s edge, near a pond
b) Or - new place to eat lunch…these children chose the fork of this huge willow as their picnic site.
R   -  RELAXATION
a)   Like kittens and puppies, kids can relax anywhere.
b)  The end of a very long hike on a hot day…their bodies were 
      more relaxed than their tongues.
c)  Even the side of the trail can be a good spot.
d) Maybe this was pushing the limits of a comfortable place to rest.

S   -  SHARING DISCOVERIES
 a) This is where eavesdropping on their observations can be very entertaining – and even instructive!
b)As always, it is returned to it’s environment unharmed 
c) “Look what I fund!” 

S  -  SELF RELIANCE SKILLS
 a) With the encouragement of peers and parents, kids can try out skills such as walking barefoot over the ‘interesting’ textures  of the river rocks.
b) This child wasn’t too sure whether he wanted to risk what might swim around his legs (or nip them) in the deep water.
c) Learning how to find your route using a compass.
d)The pride of having taken a chance, tried out something difficult, and finding it was not only fun – but he could do what the bigger kids were doing. 

T   - TRIBUTE TO TEENS
a)Teens sometimes reach the stage in which they don’t want to do activities with adults. However the right choice of destination can make a great difference. .. challenging environment often holds the right appeal.
b) “Knowing the ‘daring-do’ of young males, can you guess what he is saying?
c) And once in a while, they will even choose viewing techniques that don’t raise the stress levels of their accompanying adults. 
d) Derelict  buildings appeal to the imaginations of this age group.

U   - UNDER (the delights of being ‘under’
(such as finding a suitable topic for ‘u’ )
a), b), and c)  - no comments needed
   
V - VARIETY OF ENVIRONMENTS
(another variation on the theme of possibilities)
a). b), c), d), e), and f)  No comments  – supply your own if you wish. 

W  -  WONDERFIL WATER

a)  Water is an element that always heightens the pleasure of a hike. 
b) It provides an endless source of sensations and discoveries. 
c) Even when the source of water is from above, it can be memorable occasion – things look so different when they ae wet. (The key of course, is that the hikers themselves are warm enough and dry.
d)  As well, it can slow down the pace of your hike somewhat…but is worth the pause.

· WONDERFUL WINTER

a) Winter walks are a great way to appreciate the full benefits of  this season. Again, the key to success is the right clothing and footwear.
b) When the snow is deep enough, snowshoe hiking is another way to enjoy our outdoors together. (You can make such great patterns with your snowshoe tracks!

X   -  EXERCISE

a) This is a super photo – parnents, grandparents, and kids all enjoying a walk together. Obviously, this isn’t a rugged natural environment trail, but there are many trails in parks where the route is fairly level, and hikes with carriages, strollers and wagons are possible -  sometimes even wheelchairs can be used. 

Y -  YOUTH + THE YOUNG AT HEART

Another example of a cross-generation group, enjoying a picnic lunch in the middle of a day of hiking. No strollers possible this time.

Y  -  YUCKY!

a)One thing is certain – there is a good chance that there will be extra laundering needed after a hike.  But the fun that they had will be worth it! 
b) Even those older kids aren’t immune to mud! 

Z   -  ZEST FOR LIFE

a) Okay – this title is a duplication of an idea – but an appropriate repetition, because hiking with kids can enhance the quality of our lives to an enormous degree. It takes a bit more planning, but the extra effort reaps huge rewards.  
b) Scenes like this little crew who are on a trail – but from afar, look engulfed in flowers,  will provide you with experiences and memories that will enrich your life. 

So – Happy trails to you! 


The following are revised versions of four columns that I wrote a few years ago for our Maitland Trail Column “Trail Talk” that is published in a bi-weekly local newspaper “Focus” which is distributed to most households in Huron County. (Focus contains mostly advertising but also features recent local news-stories and special topic columns.)
You are welcome to re-use this material although if you repeat it pretty much as is, I’d prefer it if you include an acknowledgement to me for having written it. (i.e. Thanks to the Maitland Trail Association’s ‘Trail Talk’, written by Wendy Hoernig …or ‘This material is adapted from’  etc’ ) If you have new ideas that would benefit other users of this program (this is far from the ultimate knowledge of this topic) please share them with me so that we can add them to the H.O. Version.
[bookmark: _GoBack](Wendy Hoernig, 91161 Grist Mill Line, R.R. #4, Goderich, Ontario, N7A 3Y1, w.hoernig@gmail.com)



HIKING WITH CHILDREN 
 Part 1

By Wendy Hoernig 

   Hiking with children can add a whole new dimension to your experience. They’re often more observant than adults and young, eager minds see things in a different way that can refresh and stimulate the grown-up viewpoint.

A hike isn’t a romp, however. If what the kids mostly need is a release of energy and some action, then it’s better to head for the park or the soccer field. Children racing along a trail, shouting, whacking at things with a stick, shoving or playing ambush are a potential hazard both to themselves and to the environment. Despite the most diligent trail maintenance, there will be protruding rocks and roots; storms often drop debris in unexpected places; wet areas can cause a slip and crash. An injury will not enhance the experience. Moreover, any nearby wildlife will certainly go into hiding, thus robbing you of an important part of your enjoyment.  

    Respect is probably one of the most valuable lessons that filters into young minds along the trail – respect for the environment, for the enjoyment of other hikers and for each other. So, the best approach is to set the tone for a positive experience right at the start. 

     First of all, start small – or rather, short. A successful brief hike will leave the kids willing to go on another. Praise is also a valuable aid to happy hiking. The low key, indirect kind often works best. Try it with relatives or neighbours, giving information like, “Grandma, would you believe that this kid hiked 4 km today, and still had energy to spare?” or “Mr. Neighbour, guess what our little hiker saw on the trail today – 5 different kinds of wildflowers!” If you direct praise to a child personally, keep it sincere, honest and brief . Kids have excellent ‘bullshit radar’ and over blown praise will work against your goal of introducing them to the pleasures of hiking. i.e. After a short successful hike,  NOT “You’re the most fantastic little hiker I’ve ever seen – you are simply amazing!”  but rather something like “I can see that you have the makings of a good hiker. If you hadn’t pointed out that butterfly (strange tree trunk formation, pretty rock) I’d have missed seeing it. I’m glad you were with us.” 

     Many kids get a big kick out of keeping a record of how far they have hiked. Plan a family celebration of your own choice when you’ve all hit the 25 km, 50 km, 100 km. levels etc. with rewards such as double dips at the local ice cream parlour, or going to buy the child’s own hiking water bottle or for a major goal – his/her own hiking back pack. (Many kids have backpacks for their school supplies, but having one especially for hiking expeditions indicates the value you put on the enjoyment of this activity. 

    Kids being kids, some disinfectant and a supply of Bandaids in various sizes should be the very minimum first-aid equipment that you take along. Other essentials are a whistle, hats, sunblock, bug spray, water or juice, a snack, and facial tissues or toilet paper. (Save your almost finished toilet rolls, flatten them and put them in Ziplock bags)

     Floppy shoelaces may be the “in” thing at school, but sorry kids, they are a forbidden fashion on the trail. Sturdy, well-tied footwear is a must to help prevent stubbed toes, sprained ankles and body scraping tumbles. 

     Mum or Dad should not be the designated “Beast of Burden” lugging along the supplies for all. Junior hikers can carry their own light backpacks containing a personal supply of drinks, snacks, TP and hopefully a small sketchbook and a pencil. If they are really lucky, a small pair of binoculars or a disposable camera are great. Then they can sip or munch when they wish. Caution them at the outset to only sip and nibble at intervals. Some will, of course, ignore your advice (what do parents know?!) Experience will teach them that gulping and gobbling everything early on will leave them feeling hungry and dry later. A side note, because is it a great reward/birthday present to encourage a keen young hiker: Although it is a bit expensive, one of the best aids to happy hiking for kids is a hydration bag. This is a strongly constructed water bag that fits inside the backpack, that also has a connected tube that leads out of the top of the backpack, over the carrier’s shoulder and is attached at the front. This tube ends with a bite-valve that releases the water when the wearer bite down on it lightly and sucks. This unit allows the wearer to drink water any time, without having to stop, and dig out or open water bottles. Whereas a child is inclined to chugalug a drink-supply contained in a water bottle long before the trip is over, a hydration pack encourages frequent little sips, which result in the supply lasting the whole trip. And kids of all ages (even 70 year old ‘kids’) love them…they are ‘cool’. 

  One thing is certain, enough to drink is absolutely essential to keep up the energy levels and good spirits of all hikers. And happy hikers is what this is all about. This is too broad a topic for just one column – more tips next time. 



HIKING WITH CHILDREN
 PART 2

Your plan of action has worked so far, and your family is at the start of the trail that you have chosen, eager to head out. All have been anointed with sunscreen, and are sporting a nifty hat and sunglasses. Each has a small backpack with drinks, snacks, T.P., and a few other essentials, and everyone has remembered to use the washroom before leaving the house. You really want this to be an enjoyable outing, so what ARE those tips for the trail?

   One good approach is to have short simple rules and an agreement that everyone (grownups too!) is to follow them. Such as “Stay on the trail. Keep in sight. Share your discoveries. Respect everyone and everything”

     Before you set out, teach them the whistle signal system: One blast = Stop. Two blasts = Come here (to the one with the whistle.  Three whistles = Come here fast!  (Used in an emergency situation: i.e.  someone is injured and you need help – or at least need them to stay nearby together, or to get them away from a dangerous situation (too close to a cliff edge or deep, running water)  Test these signals at least once every hike. The stop and come here signals can be used to indicate a snack break. Always reward their correct  response to  three whistle blasts with at least praise for remembering the emergency signal. With young children,  open up a package of fun fruits (preferably use the fruit only kind) and reward them, and remind them – or better still, have them tell you a couple of reasons why this signal might be used. (They may come up with unusual reasons – ‘someone is barfing’ or ‘Mummy forgot to bring the lunch.”  Acceptable reasons -  part of what makes having kids along such fun! )

   “Stay on the trail” teaches them that whatever lies beside the trail, be it vegetation, old logs, rocks – whatever – belongs there, is important and is often interesting, therefore it should not be disturbed. It also tells you that this is how NOT to get lost.

   “Keep in sight” is a good rule to prevent anyone from getting lost. On straight, clear stretches, this means that there can be quite a distance between each hiker, but in difficult or winding, dense areas, each will be right behind the next hiker. Let the kids take turns taking the lead – the one who must watch for the blazes to make sure that the group goes the right way. A second person can be the designated “double checker”. You can be pretty sure that the double checker will be anxious to catch anything the leader missed! And the leader will NOT want to be caught missing a blaze. This way you get very diligent leaders!   Change your junior leader every 15 minutes or so; the new position will keep everyone ‘on the ball’.(Taking turns is a concept every child is familiar with.) By the way, it is an absolute rule in every group outing: NOBODY ever goes ahead of the leader.

   “Share your discoveries” is a great way to encourage everyone to be observant and almost always results in a richer experience. With many pairs of eyes and ears, all eager to be the one to discover something, it is amazing how much you will find. Accept all discoveries that the kids find interesting – fungi, flowers, rocks, patterns, things with wings, scales or hair, or that are smooth, prickly, fuzzy, squishy – everything! (If someone’s fascinating bug or pebble is ho-hum to you, pretend! Or, look again – you might find it is rather interesting after all.) Ask your child why she likes it. You’ll get wonderful insights into how a child thinks, and may even refresh the way you see things.

    Have them sketch any unknowns so that they can look them up when you get home. (You do it too – remember that you are their role model.)  This is easier on the condition of your books, and lessens that load to be carried. If you feel lost without your field-guides, try specializing with one book per hike, and sketching anything else. Identifying things really does make hikes more interesting, but it should be treated more like a game. Your will see a great many worthwhile things, but aim to actually learn only a couple per hike.  On the first hikes especially, choose things that they will see over and over again during the hike so that they can’t help but remember them (such as trilliums or red-winged blackbirds on a spring hike) Then later, boast to anyone available. (“Those kids of ours saw hundreds of trilliums – and they knew what to name them!” – make sure they overhear, of course. Just don’t overdo it.  Remember – sincere and honest.) Your children’s pride in their observation skills and their knowledge will increase with every hike.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
   “Respect everyone and everything” will take care of most other problem areas. One of the greatest forms of respect is not to leave any sign that you were there – especially at ‘potty time’ (which, like it or not, is inevitable) Any time someone new to hiking is along, it is best to review the procedure at the beginning of the hike – before it is needed: a) Tell an adult you need to take a pit stop. b) Always walk several steps off the trail, scrape a small hole, do what has to be done in the hole, and cover it over completely.  (Boys can find a convenient tree to go behind)  c) The preferred scenario is to supply each person with a small plastic bag for their pack, to store toilet paper, gum/granola bar wrappers, Kleenex, etc – to be taken home and disposed of properly.  Best of all, if you provide water/snack/pit-stop breaks every hour or so (‘Gals head up the trail and find a good spot, guys head down trail…then join the group when you are finished.’) then you will rarely have to worry about the need for unscheduled pit stops.

      The old tried and true saying also works well: “Take nothing but pictures and memories, leave nothing but footprints ( and not even those when it is dry!) and your thanks.

    There are more ideas for another time, and I’d also love to hear the “happy junior hiker tips” that you have discovered. Send them to me and we’ll include them in a later column.’Till then, happy hiking!



HIKING WITH CHILDREN 
PART 3 

More about hiking with kids! Why take them along anyway – they just slow you down, they’re noisy, they’ll complain, they’ll be a nuisance! At least that’s the thinking of some folk. But fortunately, others (the majority, I hope!) realize that there is another more positive scenario possible.

Having children along can really add a wonderful dimension to the excursion. They are usually spontaneous, enthusiastic and above all – observant. They tend to change the focus of the hike because you will see things with them that you will not have noticed on your own. Yes, this may slow down the pace. But, you know what? This isn’t necessarily a problem. We are always hurrying in our modern day life. Being forced to take things very slowly for a wee while, may be the best thing that can happen to you. When you set out, accept that this hike will have its own unique character, and that this is okay. You’ll find yourselves stopping to investigate the ‘spit’ on a grass stem to discover the insect inside, or pausing over the dead body of a mouse in the middle of the trail. How come it is there? Did a bird just drop it? Their eager minds are questing new things – let them! So often, this natural desire gets squelched early in life – when ideally, it should never be even dampened. Those who keep on wondering, may well turn out to be the ones who discover solutions to serious problems in our world. Encourage them!!

      It’s okay to sometimes answer their questions. (Who of us doesn’t like that lovely important feeling of being the one who knows.) However, just as often, try to merely give hints that will lead them to find out more on their own. The resulting pride in their discoveries builds self-esteem, and their desire to learn more will flourish. Moreover, if you don’t know an answer, say so! Not knowing something will not diminish their opinion of you…evading, or worse still, making up a false answer, definitely will. Instead, suggest ‘Let’s make a note of that, and we’ll look it up when we get home”.  And then do so! Not necessarily immediately upon your return…you’ll all probably have had enough for the day. But make a point of planning a ‘look for some answers’ opportunity within the next couple of days.

     They may show you things that you think are disgusting, that repel you or that just plain bore you. Don’t let them know this. You are helping to set life long attitudes – ones that will either feed or starve their intellect. Let them get a bit dirty. Let them find yucky things. (Okay, with maybe some things, like an animal scat (poop), you can suggest they investigate by poking it with a stick. But letting them check out things may result in fascinating discoveries – i.e. a scat can tell you what that animal eats. A dead bird is an opportunity to look (again, without touching) and observe the beak, feet and feathers up close.  They’ll remember that lesson much more readily than if they read it) The poor child who hears “EEK, get that away from me. Put it down this instant” when he tries to show someone an interesting bug, worm – or whatever -  soon learns that Nature’s creatures are disgusting things to be avoided or killed, rather than a fascinating part of our environment that has an important role in the healthy balance of our ecosystem.

      A good practice is to take a small bottle of hand sanitizer (stored where it is readily accessible!) Then when the inevitable happens and something ‘iffy’ is picked up, after they have finished checking it out and put it back where it was found (or relocated to the side of the trail so it doesn’t get stepped on) hands can be cleaned off. Again – be matter of fact: “That - - -  was very interesting, but it may have had some bacteria that humans don’t need, so lets give your hands a quick cleaning.  (The word ‘bacteria’ works better with kids than ‘germs’ – they like big important sounding words.)

    If you hate bugs, worms, snakes etc., just say as calmly as possible something like “Oh, that’s interesting (lively, colourful) – I bet Charlie would like to see it too.” That gets the ‘wriggly’ away from you, while still letting the child learn. Preferably, we should encourage them to admire wildlife where they find it without touching it – this teaches respect for all living things. However some caterpillars, bugs etc. can be gently picked up on a leaf or twig for a closer look, then returned to its habitat. Snakes must be picked up behind the head to provide close up identification of characteristics, but only by those who do so gently, with respect, and in the interest of scientific observation.

The pace will very likely be erratic. Typically they’ll poke along, looking at this and that, then gallop ahead for awhile. Just make the rule that they keep on the trail and in sight (behind the leader), and let them set the pace.

A good technique for a) warning of a hazard on the trail or b) identifying something interesting to everyone, is the “Pass it on” game.  Tell the first child. “:Watch out for the sharp rock. Pass it on” (Or “This is a beech tree. It’s bark looks like an elephant’s leg. Pass it on.”) The first child turns and gives the same information to the second child, and then walks on. The second child gives the info to the third child and then continues along the trail. And so on.

       More, another time. Meanwhile, take those kids along with you. Children who learn to enjoy hikes at an early age are being given a habit that will enrichen their existence throughout their entire life. They will be healthier in mind, body and soul as a result. Lucky kids!


HIKING WITH CHILDREN
Part 4

      Little kids can be pretty amazing in their stamina  However start small, and build up the length of your hikes as your experiences indicate they can handle more. If those first expeditions are successful, you will have built a firm basic attitude: Hiking is fun!

      When planning your first hike, choose a loop trail that has the possibility of a short cut across to a faster route home, in case the distance is turning out to be a problem. We hiked a lot with our grand-daughter from the time she was three....took along lots of fruit juice boxes, and  packages of fun-fruits...to be sucked one at a time. (Keep these for when they are getting fed-up before the trail-end is near: "Let's see who can make their fun-fruit last the longest! " ) On occasion we let her run ahead and hide. To keep a child from running too far ahead when hiding, tell them, I will close my eyes (or turn my back) and count to 20. Then I’ll yell “Time”. You have to be hiding by then. Hunting rule: 'If we pass you and don't see you, you get to scare us by jumping out and yelling 'I win a point' . If we see you first, we get a point.")  This keeps the kid from getting lost. You should also have a rule that they have to hide behind something that is beside the trail (also so they don't get lost)...usually this isn't a problem because most kids want you to find them - or to jump out and 'scare' you if you pass them. Of course, you fake not seeing them sometimes so that the score stays almost a tie. Only play this game with very young children though…and only as a last choice, when a diversion is needed to keeping them happy. Older kids won’t be satisfied with hiding behind something that is right beside the trail. Besides, older kids shouldn’t need this kind of diversion.

      Although in general, being quiet when you hike is best, so that you have a chance of seeing wildlife, when a very little child is beginning to sag, singing often helps. They may be songs that you’ve heard far too many times, but if it works, the repetition is worth it.  When all else fails, tell a story to make the last part of the hike go by pleasantly. (Maybe make up the story – with the child(ren) being characters in the story. Some children like to take turns adding parts to the story.)

    We have found that having other children along often improves the atmosphere of a hike. Many kids behave better when there are other children along. Obviously a good ratio of adults to kids is important – one grownup with ten lively 8 year olds is asking for disaster. But when there are other children present, if one starts whining or too demanding, rather than drawing attention to the negative behaviour, (“Cut it out, Billy-boy, none of the other kids are acting like babies!”)  be creative!  Find a brief diversion. “Lets see how many weird bugs we can see in the next 10 minutes. I’ll time you – 1, 2, 3, start!”  or “ It’s follow the leader time. The leader can skip, pop (little jumps on two feet), hop (on one foot – change feet when one foot is tired) skip, giant steps, tiptoe, sneak along watching for dragons etc. When I blow the whistle, the leader will go to the end of the line and the next person will lead. Joe Blow – you are the first leader. Ready? Start!”  (Don’t use ‘run’  – keep the choices limited to what is safe and not too tiring. Blow the whistle frequently enough to keep the group from tiring or getting bored, and after a half dozen or so choices, announce that it is regular walking time again, and maybe add something like “I wonder who will be the first one to see a woodpecker hole?” or whatever.) It is fair play to have plotted such diversion tactics ahead of time. Remember the boy scout motto “Be prepared”? It works great here too.  However only use such diversions when absolutely necessary. It is a hike, not a games day. 

    Keep a little log (journal) in which you record where and when they hiked and how far, and then you can boast to relatives (when the kids are within hearing!) "These kids are the keen junior hikers - they have hiked XX km, this month (summer/year) With very young children, have them relate to you the events of your hike as you write down their exact words in their log. (Do this the same day, while the memories are fresh -  after you get home, or, if there are two adults in the car and the return trip is longish, the non-driving one can write what the child dictates. They can draw little sketches of special things they've seen in their logs.  If they enjoy doing so, encourage them to tell grandparents or friends about a special sighting. (a turtle on a log in a pond - or whatever THEY think was exciting)  However, no pressure please!  If the child is reluctant at the moment, he or she may do so spontaneously, at a later date.  Take lots of photos and add them to the log....these will remind them of these good times when they are older. A disposable camera is a great addition for an older child – or a responsible one may use your digital camera (ALWAYS carried with a safety cord around the neck, to avoid it being dropped or left behind.)

     When first experiences have been good, then if something goes wrong on a later event, it is easier to chalk it up as a ‘sometimes life tricks you’ situation’ – and that life’s tricks often teach us important lessons. If it was a particularly unpleasant experience, try to build in something that sweetens the memory…do something together to celebrate that you all got through that tough slog…preferably something that is out of the ordinary. i.e. a double dip ice-cream cone instead of the usual single one, or supper at a ‘real’ restaurant, not a fast food one, or go to a movie theatre to see the most recent good children’s film…even though that film would have been something you would have preferred to avoid. Either do this right away, or plan it right away (and carry through with that plan) so that it becomes a memory that they look back on with pleasure – despite the rough experience. It is actually quite amazing how often horrible experiences can become fond memories years later. There is a special pride in having ‘survived’ something that most other people haven’t.

    When you are finally safely home and recovered, then it’s important to discuss the event together. “Golly, that hike sure wasn’t much fun for a while, but you know what? You toughed it out, and in the end we all got back safely. We’re proud of you. What do you think we should do next time, so that we don’t have that problem?”  (Watch the weather reports, don’t forget the insect repellent/head nets, bring more snacks…whatever.)  It may actually have been something that your planning couldn’t have foreseen – but that could turn out to be one of their most important lessons: Life often throws really mean tricks at us, and we just have to deal with them as best we can. But doing so can make us stronger and wiser in the end.

    Do find a way to hike with your kids - you'll be building some great memories, and will have started your child(ren) on the path towards becoming healthy, open minded, environmentally responsible adults. When traveling during holidays, plan hike-interludes in the areas you are passing through. This is not only a good way to experience that new environment, it also will get rid of pent-up energy from sitting in the car for long periods. The local travel bureaus should be able to supply maps and advice that will help make these little hikes into mini trip-enriching events. 

    Don’t despair if, when they hit the teen years, your kids treat the idea of a hike with scorn. This is probably just part of that indefinable trail towards finding their independence and individuality. In this case, be cool. Express your disappointment that they aren’t in the mood this time, try again when the possibility seems more favourable, and trust that those childhood memories will lead them back onto trails later on, when they have survived those tumultuous teen-years. There is a very good chance that they will.  

     Besides, you all will have those logs, photos and memories to nourish your later years.
The rewards are infinite.  Happy hiking!  
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