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Part Four
This activity was designed in the safe and child friendly location of the playgroup garden. This was done knowing that it would be easy to get the children to this area, that all the children were familiar with the setting and that there would be very few, if any safety issues here. In the current Covid climate, keeping the children away from areas where the public can go meant there was not a need for extra PPE.
Addison (no date) explained that Froebel believed that there should be an emphasis on the outdoor environment, that nature had a positive impact on young children. Tovey (no date) expanded on this stating that Froebel believed that a garden for children where they could learn about the natural world, they would appreciate and take care of it.
 Bagot, Allen, & Toukhsati (2015) wrote that allowing children to play and be outside can help their attention and wellbeing.
Dyment & O’Connell (2013) found that nature provided more varied opportunities for physical play and development, and gave children access to different play and environmental learning. 
Such research highlighted the importance of children being outside, and of having engaging, natural environments that they can interact, play and learn in.
The garden area is compiled of natural resources, it is full of pieces and stumps of wood, soil, sand, real bricks, tiles, blocks and pallets. Using this area allowed time and space outside, where children had the opportunity to engage with nature and learn through hands on experience. McClain (2016) explains that the Reggio approach has an emphasis on the environment and that the natural world is the third educator. 
Planting plants and then watching them grow over subsequent weeks helps children understand the life cycle, growth and development. This comes under the natural environment section of Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (2008). Planting vegetables and fruits comes under the consumption and waste section of the ESDGC, having the children grow their own food would help with the setting's carbon footprint as less food would have to be bought from supermarkets that have it driven and flown over from far away countries. Growing food would also come under the health section of the ESDGC as the setting would be promoting healthy food choices, which is good for the children’s heart, muscles and lungs. Planting vegetables is also under the UNCRC Act (1989) Article 24 health and health services. McCarthy (2018) explained that children being outside does help their physical health. Natural sunlight gives children vitamin D which helps with immune system development. Exercising helps with lung and heart development it also aids with muscle growth. Being outside also exposes children to fresh air and helps them with their holistic development. All these benefits are not limited to the children; staff benefit from being outside too.
To make the activity accessible to small children the correct sized tools were needed, such as trowels and forks. This is supported by the Montessori approach. Montessori Group (no date) explain that Montessori was the first to have all furniture and equipment created in children’s sizes. She found that having child sized equipment allows children more independence and a greater sense of achievement.
The outdoor environment combined with independence also offers opportunities for adults and children to work together, through sustained shared thinking.  This activity of planting seeds and bulbs can offer rich interactions and language, allowing SST to take place. Adults and children can learn together seeing how plants grow, how to care for them and how vegetable and fruits develop. Howard et al. (2018) Explained that the Sustained Shared Thinking and Wellbeing scale (SSTEW) is used in childcare settings to measure the quality of interactions. This is a modern interpretation of collaborative play which was first written about by Vygotsky in 1978. Gredler (2011) stated that Vygotsky used collaborative play as part of his Zone of Proximal Development, that children were shaped by those around them.
An improvement to the experience may have been going to a new location, such as the woods, or a meadow or grass area. Here children could have observed a more natural location, with new sounds, sights and smells to experience.  This could have extended the experience, if not replacing it entirely.
Forest schools combine the experience of wild nature with children’s learning. Dean (2019) found that forest schools help children with their mental and physical development and aid’s children in understanding and managing risk. Loughborough University (2019) state that forest schools allow children to develop skills that they may not encounter in the classroom, such as resilience and negotiation. However, some, such as Lambert (2020) are now stating that forest schools are becoming too adult led and are losing the freedom of their Scandanavian roots. Lambert explains that forest school qualifications can now be obtained in a short amount of time and this has begun diluting the true ethos of forest schools. There is also some concern from parents about children taking risks in these environments. Little et al. (2011) explained the importance of children learning to understand and take risks. If there are not risks being taken, then children will not learn how to navigate them. Parent’s fears have led to the institutionalisation of childhood, with bare plastic filled playgrounds, where risk and challenge are removed to avoid all possibility of injury.
Robinson and Barlett (2012) state that the outdoors can be a sensory rich environment, which is especially beneficial for children with Additional Learning Needs. A new environment can aid concentration and communication and can help with calming a child with ALN and promote their wellbeing.
Going to a meadow may also have extended the activity by introducing children to new animals and wildlife. The RSPB has been working with the University of Essex to come up with a plan to help get children back to connecting with nature. The RSPB (no date) also stated that with nature under threat now is the time to get children out there before nature has gone. Children are able to understand conservation and can play an active role. An activity such as a litter pick can help children the importance of nature and how people can make small changes to help the environment. Many children have eco groups and clubs at school. Eco Schools (no date) are part of a worldwide programme of schools to help children make positive changes to their schools and their community. There are nine steps on the eco school programme, once complete the school achieves a certificate to the level they have become.
Kuo (2019) found through research that nature improves children’s ability to learn. Kuo, Barnes and Jordan (2019) also discovered that nature can help develop children’s spatial skills, their leadership skills and can help them to become more resilient.
Lack of time outdoors in nature is a current concern for many. The Kaiser Family Foundation (2010) found that children in America are on electronic devises for around up to fifty-three hours a week.
A hurdle in taking groups of children into nature is staffing. Care Inspectorate Wales (2016) explains that in setting the ratio is 1:4. However, when taking young children out into public spaces the ratio goes down to 1:2. Due to this it is difficult to have enough staff for such trips, especially as this will cost the setting more.
Another way in which this could have been enhanced would be if there was more of an experience and less of an activity. Or an activity as part of an experience. An activity has more of an aim, a start and a finish. For this activity the aim was to plant seeds and bulbs. An experience does not have such defined boundaries, it is more about what is happening during the time than a goal at the end. 
Having the children experience nature and the outdoors may have given the children a richer over all time. A substance such as mud is an experience with natural phenomena. Looking at the bugs that live in the mud and soil allows children to explore the non-human world.
In this activity the role of the adult was to watch and observe, to offer advice when needed or asked for and to be vigilant in the role of health and safety. In ‘A Froebelian Approach’ (no date) Tovey explains that Froebel thought that adults should support children by appropriate interaction, engaging with conversation and to observe them. White Horse Press (2011) explained that Steiner also believed that an adults’ role was to observe and not to interfere with children’s play.
However, often there are restrictions on time in childcare settings. There are so many activities and events that take place during each session that it can interfere with the time adults have to observe children closely. The curriculum can also add to these restrictions. 
Siraj et al. (2014) explained that the Foundation Phase had deficient observations and planning structure. This meant that it was difficult for staff to extend and support children’s learning. 
When used correctly the Foundation Stage can enhance experiences outside. All the areas can be used in outdoor play, not just physical development. The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009) explains that there are different types of observation that can be used in an outside environment, these include timed observations, focusing on areas, group and individual observations. 
For children to experience nature and growth they need to be outside in all seasons and weathers. The role of the adult is to facilitate this by taking children outside with a positive attitude to all weathers and seasons. Some staff can have a negative view on being outdoors, especially in winter when it is cold or is raining. While it is important for everyone to be outside the correct clothing and footwear is vital. Being outside in the cold without a coat is not enjoyable and can lead to illness. At the other end of the scale being outside in the heat without a hat, sun cream and water is just as dangerous. Maslow (1943) in his Hierarchy of Needs explained that if children’s basic needs are not met such as being warm and dry then they cannot go on to reach the top and fulfil their potential and self-actualisation. 
The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009) explains the importance of being outside in the rain stating that it is a multi-sensory experience, one that children may not experience during time at home. It can also help with children’s immune systems.
Steiner’s (1919) approach prominently featured the outdoors, De Bruycker (2015) explained that a significant amount of time should be spent outside as Steiner believed that it had therapeutic value. Steiner also believed that a lack of time outside contributed to a loss of critical thinking and evaluating risk and problem solving. 
Bilton (no date) stated that the outdoors had freedom for children that cannot be replicated elsewhere, that children learn through their movement and that some children can become less inhibited outside. 
Ouvry (no date) explained that the outside environment helps children with learning to move, this is about more than muscles, it can aid children’s growth and development. Nature can help children understand their place in the world, where they fit in, that they are not the centre. Being outside can stimulate children's minds and bodies. It also gives children time to learn to pretend, presenting children with open ended play opportunities.
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