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Introduction:
After an open discussion with the teachers we collaborated ideas of what areas in the
centre we felt needed enhancement, specifically the outdoor environment.

Why? I am often the outside teacher and felt that the children had a variety of
resources and play spaces inside but these were not abundant in the outside. I wanted
to investigate deeper and find out what aspects create an optimal outdoor
environment, and how teachers can use the environment to further optimise
children’s learning .
Methodology: Action research, the steps taken to achieve my action research followed
the spiral of Cardnos’ phases; these phases provided me with guidance to follow
through my investigation on my question.

My question: “How can teachers use the outdoor
environment to further optimise children’s learning?”

Phase one: Investigation and Analysis phase (25 April, 2013)

I had planned for a focus group meeting with the teachers’. We gathered together in a quiet,
accepting and respecting space to share one another’s perspectives on what aspects creates
an optimal outdoor environment for our young learners. I gathered the following data from
the focus group questions and am presenting the data in charts and tables.

Did the teachers overall have a positive experience in the
outdoors?

Do teachers view the inside and outside
environment equally?

25%
100%
Yes

75%

Yes

No

Figure 1: The teachers had an overall positive experience in
the outdoors

Do teachers think it is important to
communicate and consulate with the children to
see what resources, places and spaces they would
like in their outdoor environment?

Figure 2: Teachers’ perspectives was that the indoor and
outdoor environment should be equally important.

Do teachers think natural resources are important
for the children’s learning and curiosity?

100%

100%
Yes

Figure 3: Collaboration between adult-child to create a
successful and respectful outdoor environment.

Yes

Figure 4: Teachers’ perspectives on why natural resources are
a value to children’s holistic development.

What are the teachers’ perspectives on what to include in the physical outdoor
environment to support children’s learning and development?
• A place for quiet areas
• Reflective areas
• Areas for risk taking
• Challenging experiences
• Open-ended, versatile, natural resources
• Experiences that supports cognitive development
• Experiences that supports physical development
• Areas that provide solitary and peer play

These points confirm the perspectives of the teachers’ and what they believe is needed to
create an optimal outdoor environment.

Phase two: Planning and action
Strategy for intervening in current practice in order to improve it.
• Firstly there was a focus group meeting to discuss and agree the
purpose of the implementation.
 They suggested creating new outdoor spaces, such as
interactive gardens.
 They also liked the idea of integrating the interactive gardens
inside, as this will make the flow from the indoors to the
outdoors more sufficient.
 The common interest from the children at the time is fairies,
so the teachers thought this would be a great opportunity for
them and the children to design and create new areas
outside and the inside environment to enhance the
children’s curiosity and imagination.
As we go through the presentation you will see the before and
after photos of how the outdoor environment was altered and
how these changes have been supported by research and
literature.

Figure 1: Shows a bare and unusable
space for interactions or exploration.

Figure 2: I had attached two glass
butterflies to the ceiling; you can already
see the interactions that took place from
these to simple resources that were added
to the environment.

Figure 3, 4 &5: The process of adding new resources
over an extended amount of time to the fairy grotto.

Figure 6: Child A was threading some
bamboo and silk leaves to create vines
for the fairy grotto.

Figure 7: Children gathered together in the fairy grotto,
collaborating with one another and sharing ideas. This area
has created opportunities to facilitate the children’s interest
in fairies, creativity, imagination and fantasy play.

Figure 8, 9,10 &11:The
children are making fairy
doors using natural
resources that was
collected outside, the
children created and
designed their own
doors they would like for
the fairies. With Teacher
A’s support and guidance
she assists them when
they are using the hot
glue gun when
necessary.

Figures 12,13,14&15: The new areas in
the outdoor where the children can
discover, wonder, explore and extend
their curiosity on fairies.

Figure 16: Child E made some pixie dust out of
chalk and glitter then blew it across the fairy
garden, he said “so the fairies know where to
go home”.

Figures 17&18:These two photos show the process of creating the outdoor
fairy gardens into the indoor environment. Teachers’ feel that both indoor
and outdoor environments, need to be equally as important.

My Findings:
There was convincing evidence from my findings that teachers play a crucial part in creating
and further supporting children’s optimal learning and development in the outdoor
environment. Four key themes emerged through my data analysis.

Theme one
Theme two

• The role of the teachers' creating outdoor
spaces for physical and cognitive
experiences for children’s learning and
development.

• Integrated indoor and outdoor
environments

• The importance of nature to children

Theme three
• Relationships and collaboration

Theme four

Theme one: The role of the educator creating spaces for physical and cognitive experiences in the outdoor
environment that can further support children’s learning and development.

My research shows :
•

•

When teachers provide opportunities,
resources, spaces and places for children to
extend their interests, it can create a fulfilling
and successful environment that supports a
child’s whole being. Curtis and Carter (2005)
argued and highlighted the importance of
teachers creating “environments with a vision
for childhood ... a time of wonder and magic
when dreams and imagination get fuelled”
(p.34).
Teachers having positive attitudes, beliefs and
practice will support in guiding and creating
an optimal outdoor environment.

Information gathered from the focus group
meeting also supported this, because the
teachers felt that a safe, reflective, supportive,
accepting, resources, natural environment,
challenging, and areas that provide opportunities
to explore and wonder is the significance part of
developing a holistic environment that captures
the imagination of the child and stimulate
curiosity to want to learn more.

Theme two: Indoor and outdoor environment.

•

•

•

Teachers’ perspectives were that they
felt that both indoor and outdoor
environments need to be equally as
important.
From the collaboration of ideas of the
fairy gardens, we wanted to
incorporate the outdoor fairy gardens
into the indoor environment.
Teachers have created and developed
the understandings that spaces need to
be seen as equal opportunities in which
children can strive and learn, the
environment contributes to children’s
overall whole being and communicates
its special purpose to the learners.

This concurs with Bilton’s (2010) belief that
“inside and out need to be seen as one
space, inside being a half and outside being
a half, together making a whole” (p.85).

Theme three: The importance of nature to children.
White & Stoecklin’s (2012) suggests that teachers
need to create discovery play gardens in the
outdoors. They see this as providing children with
opportunities to manipulate the environment,
explore and discover, to wonder and experiment,
fantasy and imagination play, to understand
themselves, and to interact with nature, animals and
interesting insects and with their peers (White &
Stoecklin, 2012).
•

Teachers decided after a collaborative discussion
on ideas that could be implemented in the
outdoor environment to further optimise the
outdoor play spaces and provide opportunities
for rich learning experiences.

•

The teachers have developed a deeper
understanding that they need to be able to be
imaginative themselves to be able to understand
and create optimal experiences for the children.

Evident in the photos you can see the transformation
of the outdoor environment and you can see the
interactions the children had with the environment
itself, the teachers, peers and even a lizard that was
exploring through the gardens.

Theme four: Relationships and Collaboration.

The teachers all agreed that play in the outdoors is a crucial part in supporting and creating an optimal
outdoor environment. Majority of them believed that teachers and children respecting one another is
at the heart of empathy. This impacts on practice because teachers need to respect and meet each
individual needs.
To meet each individual needs you need to:
• Build and maintain a responsive and reciprocal relationship with the children.
In summary, the discussion has highlighted the importance of an outdoor environment where the
design of the outdoor play space provides for and supports the multiple and varied opportunities
necessary for the holistic development of children.”Children’s learning and development are fostered…
if there is a strong connection and consistency among all aspects of the child’s world (Ministry of
Education, 1996, p.42). All four themes are closely interwoven; together they combine ideas, practices,
and values that create an optimal outdoor environment for our young learners.

I have discovered through this research:
Teachers’ need to use their imagination and picture
looking at the outdoor environment through a
kaleidoscope, because it’s rapidly changing form, creating
patterns and continually shifting relates to the aspects of
what makes an optimal outdoor environment for
transforming children into critical thinkers and creative
dreamers (Harris, 2007).

How this research has been applied in my current
practice…

Further implications that have followed my professional teaching practice after my
research investigation:

Reference:
Bilton, H. (2010). Outdoor learning in the early years: management and
innovation. New York, NY: Routledge.
Curtis, D., & Carter, M. (2005).Rethinking early childhood environments to
enhance learning. Young Children, 60(3), 34–39.
Greenfield, C.F. (2007). A case study of children’s and adults perceptions of being
outside in one early childhood centre (Published master's thesis).
Massey University, Palmerston North, New Zealand.
Harris, K.I. (2007). Re-conceptualizing spirituality in the light of educating young
children. International journal of children’s spirituality, 12(3). 263-275.
Ministry of Education. (1996). Te Whariki: He whariki matauranga mo nga
mokopuna o Aotearoa: Early childhood curriculum. Wellington, New
Zealand: Learning Media.
White, R., & Stoecklin, V. (2012). Children's Outdoor Play & Learning
Environments: Returning to Nature. Retrieved from
http://www.whitehutchinson.com/children/articles/outdoor.shtml

