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This example demonstrates how children learn and enjoy in a child-initiated outdoor learning environment at Norcot Early Years Centre. The ‘learning through nature’ programme complements everyday outdoor provision and is based on the Norwegian philosophy that children’s development is enhanced through regular and extended periods of time in a natural environment.
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‘To build on our high standards and improve teaching further we researched programmes that would focus on outdoor learning. We heard about successful outdoor practice in Norway and sent some staff there to train. They saw how well children developed their social and cooperative skills by learning in this way, as well as their physical development and stamina. 

We introduced it “back home” and monitored the children’s learning and development. We were pleased to see that “learning through nature” had an impressive impact on raising standards. There was a significant increase in levels of personal, social and emotional development and in physical development. We were surprised and delighted to see that children’s communication, language and literacy skills also showed rapid improvement, particularly in language skills. These improvements have been sustained for each subsequent cohort.’
Diana Heath, Headteacher
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Getting started
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The provision is delivered either in a nearby wooded area that is a short walk away or onsite in a dedicated outdoor ‘natural’ space. Sessions take place twice each day and all children go out in their keyworker groups of about 12 children over each two week cycle. Staff and keyworker groups were reviewed to release staff from the classroom. The adult:child ratio is 1:2 when offsite (including qualified staff at a ratio of 1:4) and 1:3 onsite: trained practitioners always accompany the group, and vetted students and parents and carers provide additional adult support. Each session lasts a total of two and a half hours, with about one and a half hours spent outdoors.

Parents and carers were informed about the change in provision through events, such as ‘Family Learning Saturdays’. Now, information is routinely shared as part of the induction process so that parents and carers are confident to allow their children off-site, knowing they will be kept safe.

Waterproof clothing is provided and is replaced each year. A comprehensive bank of donated wellington boots and sunhats is available for those occasions when someone forgets their own! Rucksacks enable children to take responsibility for carrying their own water bottle, map, magnifying glass, or whatever else they think they might need. Dedicated fundraising takes place to cover these expenses. 

Children make the decisions 
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In January 2012, inspectors said: ‘Learning through nature exemplifies the high priority given to child-initiated play in the nursery’. ‘The key is to empower children to make collaborative decisions’ says coordinator Jayne, explaining that it is important to be prepared for some days to work better than others; accepting that ‘if it works, it works’ because there is no predictable outcome. Children take the lead and decide the focus of each session as they get ready for the outdoors. As they pull on their wellingtons, they chat about what they might find outside, be it a dragon, a ‘hungry’ caterpillar, or their favourite ‘big hill’ or mud-slide. 

Children develop independence by helping to decide what to take when teachers ask them ‘do we need anything today?’ The staff listen carefully to children’s ideas before venturing outside, and make sure that all have a chance to contribute their thoughts. They also extend the children’s ideas: if children talk about dragons then staff might ask where dragons live, and this might lead to conversations about nests and eggs; if the children mention slopes and hills, then they take the climbing ropes; and if the children mention anything that might require a den, the ‘den-building kit’ is packed. 

Onsite or offsite – both work well

Children also stay onsite and use a small outdoor area that has been left in its natural state, with sticks, logs and mud. Here, children can make a campfire (with some adult help) and toast marshmallows, build a den from natural materials, supplemented by a tarpaulin, or do any number of things that result from encouraging their imaginations. 
Safety first
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The children have an exceptionally good understanding of keeping themselves safe because they regularly risk assess their own activities and have learned safe practices and to assess their own capabilities. When offsite, they stop at kerbsides and cross roads safely; and they do not run off through the fields, because they understand the need to ‘regroup’ at well-established stopping points, such as a park bench or a fork in the pathway. They have learned through watching their older peers, and by practising the use of stopping points during onsite ‘learning through nature’ activities. As a result, all children are clear about when and where they must wait for their friends. Campfires are a frequent and popular activity. Fire safety is well-embedded in children’s understanding because clear boundaries are set, and children understand the risks of getting too close to the fire. 

Not much planning, but a lot of assessment
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The reactive form of the provision means that no planning is done before groups go out. Children create their own activities, whether it is building a fairy tower for princesses out of mud ‘bricks’ and water ‘cement’, or exploring a natural hole ‘where dragon flies live’. Staff rarely write observations while activities are going on but they take lots of photographs. On their return, keyworkers evaluate the session and write up observations, using the photographs to prompt their memory and detail the learning. Nursery learning journals show the wealth of assessment information that is gathered in this way to support the next steps in children’s learning and development.  

‘Learning through nature’ is good fun!

Children enjoy their outdoor learning because they are properly clothed to keep warm and dry, and they are free to try things out. As a result, children challenge themselves and this leads to outstanding progress in their learning and development. For example, children climbed a muddy and steep hill, pulling themselves up using the exposed tree roots, with no need to use the rope. It was a strenuous and challenging activity and children shouted advice to one another as they climbed. They were utterly delighted when they reached the top, one child broadly smiling and repeating, ‘I did it!’ over and over again. And they talked about their successful climb all the way home. 
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Norcot Early Years Centre is a maintained nursery school for children aged between three and five years. There are about 140 children on roll. Most children attend on a part-time basis, although some are full-time. There is breakfast, lunch and after-school provision, and childcare provision for children aged below three years of age. The site is shared with a children’s centre.
Letting children make the decisions in a natural environment: Norcot Early Years Centre
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Overview – the provider’s message





 





The good practice in detail
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Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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