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“Playing in natural spaces supports a child’s sense of self, allowing children to recognise their independence alongside an interdependence and connectedness with their ecological worlds.” Stuart Lester and Martin Maudsley, Play, naturally: A review of children’s natural play
This is an outdoor area of a nursery, it’s a natural play space with many areas for development and learning. 
In this area children can learn and develop many skills and areas of their own development. For example, in the mud kitchen against the back fence. There are endless opportunities of play surrounding the 7 areas of learning. The children can use it for numeracy play, weighing items and adding them together to make a ‘mix’ of their own. Pretending to cook a cake or a meal for their friends. They can add items and add them as they add them together, again developing their numeracy skills by adding and counting different ingredients that have gone in together. While playing naturally also the children just adapt to it, by coping other children or mimicking the adults they are playing with, and this comes naturally to them through play. 
Froebel believed that simple, open-ended materials help children to represent their ideas, feelings, and experiences. They allow children to explore different areas of meaning. Froebel called these ‘forms of knowledge’, ‘forms of life’ and ‘forms of beauty’. So, any one representation may include aspects of knowledge such as scientific or mathematical understanding, aspects of the child’s own life, and aesthetic aspects such as pattern, shape, or symmetry, ‘Simple playthings that allow children to feel and experience, to act and represent, and to think and recognise’ Froebel cited in Brosterman, 1997:51.

There are several scientific experiments, learning and development you can also take from an outdoor area like the one pictured, from mixing different elements from outside to see what happens, you learn about things that grow outdoors, for example conkers, a fallen conker on the floor, the children would wonder and be intrigued what this item is and will want to find out more. They will do this by experimenting with the conkers, hitting them against things, maybe each other, using them as bouncy balls, trying to break them open, and this is their form of learning that has developed from their curiosity of ‘what is it?!’
‘Nature breeds curiosity; it helps to grow explorers rather than robots. It reminds us that we are part of something bigger, it grounds us, calms us.’ Dr Ben Palmer Fry

There are many different learning activities and play’s that children are able to get out of a natural play area like this one that is photo’d above, 

Children also have a right to play as part of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, UNCRC

Being outdoors enhances all aspects of children’s development: social, physical, creative, cultural and personal. Children with these skills well-developed are better able to learn and to retain that learning. Placing greater emphasis on the use of the outdoor environment as a resource for learning benefits children in so many ways, Outdoor Learning Handbook, Yr Adran Plant, Addysg, Dysgu Gydol Oes a Sgiliau Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills

“The environment must be rich in motives which lend interest to activity and invite the child to conduct his own experiences.” Maria Montessori
From growing your own bulbs, to painting with water and mud on the surfaces, outdoor play has a range of different activities and developmental skills to offer children. Outdoors is where their imagination ahs more room to roam, help itself build and develop its own way. It’s full of different things and ways where children can adapt themselves to different tasks to encourage and develop their risk-taking skills, as well as skills to help them through day-to-day life. 
Dr. Montessori believed that the outdoor environment is a natural extension of the classroom. In our outdoor environments, children are able to build on their classroom knowledge through the sensorial experiences of nature and through constant contact with the seasons and the natural world. Outdoor Learning | Montessori Community School | MCSDurham.org
There are a number of different elements you could build play on while being outdoors in a natural area. There is a lot of opportunity for structured as well as imaginary play. 
Children are free to run outside, and this is something they are unable to do inside a setting. Large play environments such as swings, slides, climbing apparatus can be used and played on outdoors, while they are too big and dangerous inside due to the flooring and the space, not only using this apparatus, the children can mimic using any one of these with the items they have in their outdoor area. For example, in this picture, there are logs beside and under the tree which the children can climb and jump from, they can also climb the tyres. It would also be easy to develop this outdoor area by adding a tyre swing to the tree also for the children.  These apparels allow the children to develops and build their confidence and risk-taking skills. All elements of play do tend to have a risk element, but it’s important to risk assess those risks as caregivers and ensure that the children can play with the least amount of risk to ensure they are safe during their play. ‘No child will learn about risk if they are wrapped in cotton wool’. Health and Safety Executive UK 2012
 ’A child who does not know his strength and the demands made on it who is likely to venture beyond his experience and run into unsuspected danger’ Froebel in Lilley 1967:126
Outdoors the children also have the opportunity and space to develop their mass motor skills, such as riding a bike, or scooter. All of which children love to explore, and they tend to happily go back and forth to different ‘wheeled toys’ happily in their play. 
The numerous amounts of activities that are possible outside have a big benefit on children’s motor skills development and physical development. As well as independent and free play there are several planned and structured games, play and activities that caregivers can plan to ensure the best opportunity of outdoor play. 
While building their confidence in their physical manner, outdoor play is also positive on their mental wellbeing also, especially through outdoor play. More so for learning we call ‘kinaesthetic learners’ who do tend to find learning indoors a struggle, being outdoors does tend to boost their confidence and self esteem and their natural development. 
Mc Millan and Isaacs have theorised on how important outdoor play is and their importance between physical activity and the children’s health. “The best classroom and the richest cupboard is roofed only by the sky” McMillan 1925.
Margaret McMillan realised the potential of outdoor learning over one hundred years ago. The above statement sums up the perspective of one of the pioneers of nursery education.  In her book ‘The Nursery School’ (1919), McMillan describes the development and organisation of her setting in great detail, paying particular attention to the importance of children being outdoors for health and wellbeing. “To feel one’s life in every limb, that is the life of early childhood” (McMillan, 1919).
Isaacs believed on a ‘hands on’ experience with the outdoors. This includes animals such as pets as well as wildlife animals, spiders, ants etc. Lifecycles of animals and plants through studying nature and gardening. Helping children explore, ‘what’, ‘where’, ‘how/’ and why’ questions. 
Froebel noted that a young child, hardly six years old ‘can tell you things about the wonderful organism and movement of a beetle which you have never noticed before’ (Froebel in Lilley: 1967:127)
‘The child who has cared for another living thing… is more easily led to care for his own life’. (Froebel in Lilley 1967:128). 
Outdoor play will help children become intertwined in the natural world and its features, they will explore the natural elements, they will explore a number of natural things in their play environment, they will learn about risks and harms. For example, they will learn to like/dislike be frightened/careful around certain natural things, nettles, flowers, spiders, bees, birds, worms, animals, trees etc. 
The outdoor play area is a large shopping store full of natural resources. Which can be used and adapted by the children or caregivers in a variety of different activities and play scenarios. 
Natural resources such as stones, woodchip, leaves, grass, pinecones etc can be used at random, for example in the mud kitchen pretending they are ingredients for a cake, for planting, some children enjoy planning natural objects to learn if they grow or not, this is them experimenting. They can also be used in set activities such as art and craft and science experiments, float or sink, etc.  Children learn about the richness of the natural world and how they can use it.
It's fun, educational and beneficial to play outdoors in all seasons and weathers of the year. For example, playing with the snow, ice and frost in the winter. Children are left to explore and experiment with the snow, frost and ice on different parts of the outdoor area and the effect they have on the different areas. 
Play especially outdoor play allows the child to be themselves and develop at their own speed. ‘In play, a child is always above his average age, above his daily behaviour, in play, it’s as though he were a head taller than himself.’ Lev Vygotsky 1978
Greenfield (2004) states that eliminating risk from playgrounds entirely often leads to inappropriate risk-taking in a fearless and destructive manner in an attempt to make 
play more exciting. Imposing such limits on children’s play also denies them the opportunity to learn about risks and risk management in the real world.

The disadvantages of excluding risk taking include compromised development, decreased physical exercise, increased risk of obesity and limited play opportunities Little & Wyver, 2008
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	How will young people BENEFIT from this activity?
	Hazards and risks
	Who is at risk?
	PRECAUTIONS in place to reduce the risk of injury
	Overall risk RATING: L/M/H

	Tepee
	Children can enter the tepee to communicate with their peers, read, have story time, to hide, to play house.
	Hitting heads on the tepee sides or top as entering or when in the tepee.
Trying to climb up the sides and on top of the tepee
	Children who are playing
	Keep a watchful eye on the children playing in or around the tepee, allow them to explore and play independently, but ensuring that staff are keeping an eye if a child tries to climb or if they do hit their head.
	L

	Tree
	Children can roam around the tree, learn about the different cycles of a tree. Using the tree as a den, or a counting post to play tag or hide and seek, imaginary play, using the tree as a home while acting out like birds etc.
	If the children slip into the tree while running, if they attempt to climb the tree too much and end up falling. Parts of the tree that may fall off if broken, damaged or too old, splinters.
	Children who are playing
	Ensure the tree is risk assessed daily for any damage to after any sort of weather, ensure nothing is nesting in the tree that can cause harm to the children. Staff to ensure all ‘sharp’ and ‘dangerous’ bark and bits off the tree to be removed before children go and play near the tree. Talk to children about the risks of falling, but encourage them to still play and learn but to be cautious of risks. Staff to monitor children playing around, in or on tree.
	L

	Logs
	Seats for circle time, seats for Caffe or dinner table play. Used as tables as children sit on the floor around them. Climbing, hoping from one to another like an obstacle course. 
	Dropping a log if a child attempts to lift or carry one, falling off while jumping off or stepping onto another log, log tipping over as they are using them as tables, splinters. 
	Children who are playing
	Ensure the logs are checked daily for smoothness, make sure no parts are ravelling to produce splinters, make sure they are steady and sitting correctly onto the floor, indented as it were to ensure they are not easy to move by the children. Monitor the children, but allow to play to experience their own risks. Again, talk about risks and dangers if uncareful playing, and allow them to help you see the risks themselves., 
	L

	Materials in tyres
	Sensory play, building play, imagination play, gardening
	Children eating and swallowing the items in the tyres, splinters if they contain woodchips, faeces from animals if the tyres contain sand, contaminated dirt or water.
	Children who are playing in area
	Ensure that all tyres are covered nightly, to ensure no animals or items can blow in from the wind. This is to make sure the materials are ‘clean’ well as they can be, as they are natural messy play materials. Staff to monitor to make sure the children know not to eat or taste the materials. Changing the materials regularly to ensure they are safe and clean to play with. 
	M




Learning does not be monotone and only happening in the indoors, it is important for children to use and develop their numeracy and scientific skills outside in the fresh air. 

Outdoor play is one of the plays that really characterise childhood, most of the children’s best memories are playing outdoors. When playing outdoors, some caregivers just tend to play ‘indoor toys’ but just outside. But outdoor play should as be very different. 
General outdoor play is usually the ‘norm’ outdoor play, such as climbing, bug collection, natural experiences and den building, these activities full of opportunities for children to develop, grow, discover and explore with the open air of the outdoors. 

As we go ahead and develop different skills in the outdoors through activities, such as numeracy and the sciences,
“…said that man’s mind was mathematical by nature, and that knowledge and progress came from accurate observation.” Montessori, 1988. Montessori described it as a mind that has the spontaneous ability to organise, classify and quantify patterns and relationships within the context of daily experiences. She recognised that the characteristics of the mathematical mind, order – observation, precision and imagination – can be sharpened with careful nurturing, and nature provides us with the means to do this. Maths in the great outdoors, Michelle Wisbey | May 2018
As we develop numeracy and scientific activities outdoors, we use the skills and reflect on this we have learned inside and we learn and adapt to change these activities to extend them to the outdoors, enhancing the provision of the outdoors and the materials at hand outdoors. Celebrating the unique qualities of the outdoor area of play. 
The most important role for the adult or caregiver is creating and then developing upon a stimulating environment of learning for the children in their care, enriching the areas of the provision.    
In the outdoor area of play it means recognizing the different opportunities to identify and adapt the area and materials to enhance the learning provision. For example, choosing items from outside for a sink or float experiment, measure outdoor areas and items by using different ways of measuring, hands, feet, leaf etc. Measuring and tipping water, soil and sand within measuring jugs. In the mud kitchen, measuring, mixing and different ‘ingredients’ to bake a ‘cake’
“Play is an effective vehicle for fostering Mathematical concepts and developing positive attitudes to mathematics… Adults in the pre-school setting should seek to extend informally the mathematical experiences the children have already had in their home environment.” (Curricular Guidance for Preschool Education) 
It's important for adults or caregiver to ensure that when playing outdoors with the children, they are there as a child as it were themselves, they should co-play with the child, attempting and adapting the play ever so slightly while not leading to extend the child’s learning while playing their ‘game’. Play is not a supervisory, ‘hands off’ role, it is a take part and play role. It’s important for the child and the adult/caregiver to experience the play together, from this you can learn much more about the children’s needs, skills and their development. 
All through the play it is vital for adults/caregivers to ensure they are using and carrying the correct model of play, model of behaviour, specific and correct vocabulary. As the children will more than likely want to mimic them as the play extends.  Helping, adapting and learning numeracy outdoors, is giving the children numeracy opportunities that are messier, bigger, noisier, fun way of learning. 
Adults/caregivers tend to try and make the planning that little bit out there and complicated, when it really doesn’t have to be. When you have decided on the skill and intended lesson or development for that stint of learning, plan experiences, different but of the same context to the indoor and outdoor area.  Use and adapt activities that the children enjoy outdoors then further develop and adapt it to work and be that little bit more different and fun outdoors. 
For example, if inside we were sorting patterns, follow the pattern card or what comes next patters with beads and a string. We could take that activity and adapt it to go outside, or by taking the activity as a whole outside but the idea of the activity outside. The children could go on to develop more patterns outside using different materials they have found, leaves, twigs stones, acorns, conkers etc. You could even throw in some physical education along with your numeracy, but allowing them to play out a pattern game such as creating a pattern from an obstacle course, so the follow and adopt on from the next pattern.  Jump, jump, hop, skip, frog etc. 
Nature and it’s Influence on Children’s Outdoor Play, Kellie Dowdell, Tonia Gray and Karen Malone. 

Reggio Emilia, believed and theorised in the child’s led approach, allowing the child’s curiosity and exploration and connectivity to the world around them to help them with their development, “Influenced by this belief, the child is beheld as beautiful, powerful, competent, creative, curious, and full of potential and ambitious desires." Hewitt, Valarie (2001). "Examining the Reggio Emilia Approach to Early Childhood Education". Early Childhood Education Journal 

Children drive their development of play by their needs, wants and interests, through the questions they have and for the world around them. 

“The world is your playground. Why aren’t you playing?” – Ellie Katz

All the materials that children need to develop an explore their own play development are available to them in the outdoors. It allows the children to use the wonderful tool of their imagination to build on their play and development and they can turn absolute anything into everything to be able to play.  For example, you can take rocks and use them as plates, or if they are small, you can adapt them and get the children to paint them as foods to use in the mud kitchen to make their own ingredients or paint/draw them as different bugs and animals to play. There are endless possibilities for development and learning with natural resources and the outdoors. 
When and as a child goes to play, they unintentionally build on their social skills by interacting with their peers and adults/caregivers. This allows them to work on their communication skills, language skills and also terminology on things they are learning about or developing through the play. 
Through developing language through social interaction, science and numeracy are also explored and developed, alongside with creativity, they all go side by side. 


Allowing the children to have the freedom to play and explore they learn so many different and exciting things which just entices their ability and want to learn more, learn why. For example, if a child goes outside and start playing with water, experimenting with it, throwing different objects in and watching what they do, they are experimenting and learning about what can float or sink, and this is something they have come up with themselves to do and they are learning through the play, experimenting with objects and materials they find outside to adapt their knowledge on how things work. 

According to the Reggio Emilia approach there is a specific role in place for the adults/caregivers who are caring for the child in the setting. They note that teachers should know every child as they are, ad their own individual and build a relationship trusting with the child for learning to be able to take place. The adult is purely in place to attend to the child’s needs and support them through their learning development, encouraging them to question more, to develop on the, why.  It is important for the adult to observe the children, for them themselves to be able to attend and know the child, their developmental needs. The Emilia approach believes that the adults should not willingly intervene with play, but to be on side if the children require their support. 

Cadwell (2008) the fundamental principles of the Reggio Emilia approach, which include children being leaders and co-operators, the environment as the third teacher, the teacher as a guide, documentation as a communication tool, and the significance of family involvement.

Emilia’s approach which was founded by Loris Malaguzzi (1920-1994) who believed that the children’s rights first and forward came first before all. They have the right to make mistakes and learn from them, they need and deserve the chance to be able to learn how to problem solve and to be confronted. All of this is theorised to help the development of children all around. 
The most important job the adult/caregiver is required to do is to be the lead researcher as it were into the way all the children learn, s they all learn in totally different but fantastic ways. These research which is collected and documented through work pieces completed by the children, from a drawing to a collage to observation of al the activities they attempt, fail or complete. 

The role of a teacher is a caretaker, not a leader. They have a constructionist view when teaching at the schools. In this way the teacher does not spoon feed the children knowledge, but helps the children create their own knowledge. Student, parent and teacher roles - The Reggio Emilia Approach (google.com) 
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