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ABSTRACT: Outdoor play environments offer a wide range of potential
affordances to both teachers and children. Teachers’ pedagogy is a strong
determining factor in children’s ability to utilise the affordances of a particular
environment. This article describes the way in which a group of teachers and
children in a New Zealand education and care centre viewed and interacted with
‘the wild woods’, a nearby large wooded natural environment. All children and
teachers spent time in the woods at least once a week. The researcher spent one
morning a week for 10 months in the centre and accompanied the group to
the woods. The teachers had differing levels of participation and interaction with
the children, and differing beliefs on how much the environment should be
shaped and enhanced. These differing pedagogical approaches had a clear impact
on the children’s experiences. The impact of the differing pedagogies on the
children’s experience of the natural environment are documented and the
implications for teaching and learning in outdoor environments are discussed.

RESUME: Les environnements de jeu de plein air offrent un large éventail
d’affordances potentielles pour les enseignants et les enfants. La pédagogie des
enseignants est un facteur important dans la capacité des enfants a utiliser les
affordances d’un environnement particulier. Cet article décrit la facon dont un
groupe d’enseignants et d’enfants d’une structure préscolaire de Nouvelle-
Z¢lande percoivent et interagissent avec les « bois sauvages », un vaste
environnement boisé naturel tout proche. Tous les enfants et les enseignants vont
dans les bois au moins une fois par semaine. Le chercheur a passé une matinée
par semaine pendant dix mois dans la structure et a accompagné le groupe dans
les bois. Les enseignants ont différents niveaux de participation et d’interaction
avec les enfants, et différentes visions sur la facon d’aménager et d’améliorer
I’environnement. Ces différentes approches pédagogiques ont un impact clair sur
les expériences des enfants. Cet impact est documenté et nous discutons des
implications pour I’enseignement et 1’apprentissage a I’extérieur.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG: Spielplactze im Freien bieten eine breite Palette
herausfordernder Umweltgegebenheiten fiir Lehrkrifte und Kinder. Die
padagogische Titigkeit der Erwachsenen hat einen groflen Einfluss auf die
Fahigkeit von Kindern, Herausforderungen der Umwelt zu meistern. Dieser
Artikel beschreibt die Weise, in der eine Gruppe von Lehrkriften und Kindern in
einer neuseeldndischen Kindertagesstitte den ‘Wilden Wald’, einen nahegelegen
Wald, gesehen und gemeistert hat. Alle Kinder und Lehrer verbrachten
mindestens einmal in der Woche Zeit im Wald. Der Forscher verbrachte zehn
Monate lang einen Vormittag pro Woche in der Kindertagesstitte und begleitete
die Gruppe in den Wald. Die Lehrkrifte unterschieden sich beziiglich des
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Niveaus ihrer Beteiligung und Interaktion mit den Kindern sowie in ihren
Ansichten dariiber, wie sehr die Umwelt gestaltet und verbessert werden sollte.
Diese unterschiedlichen pddagogischen Ansitze hatten deutliche Auswirkungen
auf die Erfahrungen der Kinder. Der Beitrag dokumentiert die Auswirkungen der
unterschiedlichen padagogischen Ansitze auf die Erfahrungen der Kinder in der
natlirlichen Umwelt und diskutiert Konsequenzen flir Lehren und Lernen im
Aullenbereich.

RESUMEN: Los Entornos de juegos al aire libre ofrecen una amplia gama de
potenciales disposiciones??? As affordance does not exist formally...
(reestableci®) a maestros y nifios. La Pedagogia de los profesores es un fuerte
factor de determinacion (en) de la capacidad (para) de los nifios para utilizar (la
hace de) un entorno particular. Este articulo describe la forma en que un grupo
de maestros y niflos en un centro de cuidado y educacién de Nueva Zelanda
visita e interactia con ‘los bosques salvajes’, un entorno natural boscoso grande
y cercano. Todos los nifios y profesores (de) pasa un tiempo en el bosque por lo
menos una vez por semana. El investigador pasé una mafana a la semana
durante diez meses en el centro y acompaiid al grupo a los bosques. Los
maestros tenian diferentes niveles de participacion e (y la) interaccion con los
nifios, y diferentes creencias sobre cuanto y como el entorno debe ser mejorado
(de cuanto deben ser en forma de y mejoradas). Estos diferentes enfoques
pedagogicos tuvieron un claro impacto sobre las experiencias de la infancia. El
impacto de las diferentes pedagogias en la experiencia de los nifios del medio
ambiente natural se documentan y se discuten las implicaciones para la
ensefianza y el aprendizaje en ambientes exteriores.
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Introduction

There has been a marked increase in the literature relating to children’s outdoor play in
the last decade, to the extent that in 2010 an issue of the Furopean Early Childhood
Education Research Journal (Vol. 18, No. 4) was given over to the topic. Much of
this focus has been driven by increasing concerns of a growing dissassociation with
the natural world in children’s lives (e.g. Fjortoft 2001; Palmer 2006; Thomas and
Thompson 2005). In England the growing academic demands are also seen as
having a negative impact on children’s access to outdoor play (Waite and Pratt
2011). Concerns about children’s safety in recent years has also led to a reduction of
the challenges and opportunity for risk-taking in outdoor play (Bilton 2005; Little
and Eager 2010; Palmer 2006).

All outdoor play is structured in some way — by the physical and cultural context of
the setting, the values, whether explicit or implicit, of those who work there, how time
and space are organised and the resources that are provided (Tovey 2007). There seems
to be a general agreement that quality learning in the outdoors depends on the minimis-
ation of these constraints. Tovey (2007) believes that greater opportunities for free
explorative play exist where natural environments are varied and changeable. For a
play space to be effective it needs to provide interest and give the children choices
so they keep revisiting and finding different ways to explore the materials (Canning
2010).

Two theories that have significant import for evaluating outdoor play environments
are those of affordance (Gibson 1979) and Nicolson’s (1971) Theory of Loose Parts.
The concept of the affordances of an environment appears to have originated with
Gibson (1979). He saw the affordances of an environment as being its functionally
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significant properties considered in relation to an individual. Gibson also highlighted
the importance of other people as well as the natural environment. ‘What the other
persons afford comprises the whole realm of social significance for human beings’
(Gibson 1979, 128). Heft (1988) has also emphasised the relationally specific nature
of affordance properties between an environmental feature and an individual’s personal
attributes. Kytta (2002, cited in Niklasson and Sandberg 2010, 486) identified four
levels of affordance; potential, perceived, utilised and shaped. Children and adults
will see different potential uses within the same environment and use it for different
purposes. They also may alter and shape the environment differently as they explore
and work and play within it. Carr (2001) in a study of young children’s technological
processes identified three elements which were important in defining the affordance of
the materials and tools available to the children. These were transparency, challenge,
and accessibility. Affordance then is a possibility for action by an individual. The indi-
vidual needs to be able to recognise the potential and have the skills and motivation to
actualise the perceived use of the environment

Barab and Roth (2006) moved the focus away from the individual with their
concept of affordance networks. This concept situates the individual within a wider
dynamic sociocultural configuration which includes concepts, methods, tools, prac-
tices, commitments, and people and which may extend in both time and space. It is
the common goal which sets the bound of the affordance network. Barab and Roth
use the term ‘effectivity set’, the behaviours an individual can produce to establish attu-
nement to or resonance with the environment, to identify the limits of an individual
within the affordance network. The concept of affordance networks has much in
common with the concept of the behaviour setting (Barker and Wright 1951, cited in
Heft 1988, 31), whereby established patterns of behaviour within an environment
serve to constrain the individual’s utilisation of the potential affordances within it.

The ‘Theory of Loose Parts’ was promulgated by Simon Nicholson. He stated that
‘In any environment, both the degree of inventiveness and creativity, and the possibility
of discovery, are directly proportional to the number and kind of variables within it
(1971, 30). Outdoor and natural settings offer wide possibilities for flexibility and
variety of play and learning opportunities. Environmental complexity and diversity
in nature are highly associated with increased play opportunities and activities (Storli
and Hagen 2010). Wild places lend themselves to transformative learning and shake
up our existing ways of thinking (Waite and Pratt 2011). Children find ways to use
the environment to fulfil their own motivation and motivation to play. Waters and
Maynard (2010) found that the elements that drew children’s interest were the
simple and recurring aspects of the outdoor environment. Fjortoft (2001) believes
that children intuitively perceive the functions of the landscape and use them for phys-
ical challenges and play. An unusual context may reduce reliance on custom and prac-
tice from the more usual site of learning and open another possibility space. It is
possible that novel situations may represent a greater freedom for personal resistance
to and interpretations of general norms ideas (Waite and Pratt 2011).

A number of researchers have addressed the relationship between adult teaching
practices and the nature of children’s outdoor play. Canning (2010) found that the
relationships between the children and teachers was a significant factor that determined
how the children reacted to the outdoor space in terms of their confidence to be inde-
pendent of the teachers, to make their own choices and to problem-solve. Waters and
Maynard (2010) also highlight the way in which the teacher—child interaction impacts
on the resulting experience and associated learning. Bilton (2010) believes that the
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quality of the interaction between adults and children is central to children’s higher
order functioning. She suggests that for outdoor play to be effective it needs adults
to interact, collaborate and when necessary facilitate and interpret in a partnership
role. Cullen (1993) found that teachers in outdoor settings tended to a supervisory
role and she identified the need for greater interaction and sustained conversation
with the children.

Optimum utilisation of the affordance of an outdoor environment would seem to be
dependent on teachers having a community of practice based on a shared, effective
pedagogy for the outdoor environment (Huggins and Wickett 2011). They believe
that attempts to ‘teach’ directly should always be limited and always reviewed very
carefully to consider their suitability. Similarly, Bilton (2010) also believes that tea-
chers need to decide what to teach and what to let the children find out for themselves.
This entails teachers using their observation skills to fine tune the environment, to know
when to get involved in play, to decide what needs to be done in any situation and to
note down difficulties and achievements.

Children experience outdoor environments as places of meaning and significance
(Tovey 2007). The character of a particular space is created by the natural environment
and the common practices, what is seen as normal to do and the underlying discourse
(Waite and Pratt 2011). Maynard and Waters (2007) found that teachers were not fully
aware of the potential uses and benefits of outdoor environments, and they feel that the
use and management of the outdoor space by adults is as important as children’s access.

This article documents how a group of children and adults created their sense of
place in their weekly visit to the ‘wild woods’, a forested area close to their early child-
hood centre. The focus is on the different ways in which children and teachers per-
ceived and utilised the affordances offered by the environment.

Methods

The aim of the research was to investigate the extent to which interactions with adults
influenced children’s use of an outdoor wilderness area. The research focused on the
nature of adult—child interactions in the ‘wild woods’ and how those interactions
impacted on the children’s activities and experience of the environment.

This was an interpretivist ethnographic case study of the nature of young chil-
dren’s play and interactions with adults within a wilderness outdoor setting. A case
study is an in-depth exploration of a bounded system based on extensive data collec-
tion (Creswell 2007). An interpretivist approach is ‘the systematic analysis of socially
meaningful action through the direct, detailed observation of people in natural settings
in order to arrive at understandings and interpretations of how people create and main-
tain their social worlds’ (Neuman 2003, 76). The interpretation of children’s play was
underpinned by sociocultural theory. From a sociocultural perspective ‘effective learn-
ing takes place within “learning communities” where participants co-construct learn-
ing encounters through a process of reciprocal exchanges of meaning’ (Rogers and
Evans 2008, 18). Rogoff’s concept of guided participation provided a focus for the
study, particularly her belief that ‘participation requires a description or an expla-
nation of how people participate in sociocultural activities that are not formed by indi-
viduals alone, but by individuals with other people in cultural communities’ (Rogoff
1997, 266).

The data consisted of field notes, interviews with the teachers, and photographs of
teacher—child interactions and children’s free play. Analysis of the field note and
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photograph data focused how the interaction was initiated, the nature of the interaction,
and the complexity of the ideas and activities occurring within and as a result of the
interaction. Analysis of the teacher interviews focused on their pedagogical philosophy
and explanations of their practice.

Confirmation of my interpretation of the pedagogy and play was sought through
discussions of my initial data with the children’s teachers and my early childhood
education colleagues in the Faculty of Education. The children involved were
also shown photographs of their play and invited to talk to me about what they
were doing in the photographs. I used this conversation to tease out their percep-
tions of their interactions with adults, peers, and the environmental affordances of
the woods. The feedback from the three groups was incorporated in the illustrative
episodes in this article. All the teachers were given the opportunity to read and
respond to the draft of the article and the final version amended in the light of
the feedback I was seeking to provide an authentic narrative that captured the
essence of the play episode and was true to the holistic nature of early childhood
education programmes.

The research was sited in a New Zealand early childhood centre. The day-long
setting was located in a rural location on the outskirts of a provincial city and was
open from 7:30 a.m. until 5.30 p.m., catering to children from six months to five
years of age. Every morning at about 10.30 a.m., weather permitting, a group of
either 10 older children (aged 36 months to 60 months) or a group of six children
(aged 12 month to 36 months) and their teachers walked 500 metres down the farm
track to the ‘wild woods’ on the farm where they spent two hours playing, exploring
and lunching. On the way the children had the opportunity to feed a deer and a pig,
pick wild blackberries, and observe horses and cattle. The main wilderness area was
roughly 200 metres long and 150 metres wide and consisted of a ring of open forest
with large rock formations enclosing a grassed area that included a raised grassy plat-
form and a fire pit. The raised platform had wooden steps on one side and had climbable
rocks on the three other sides. The group also occasionally accessed a much more
heavily forested area with a stream running through it, which was located a further
200 metres down the farm track.

I spent one morning (a Thursday or Friday) from the beginning of February 2011
until the end of November 2011 in the early childhood setting. I initially observed the
play and child—teacher interactions indoors and outdoors at the centre and then
accompanied the group to the woods. On Thursday an older group went to the
woods, and on Friday a younger group went. Although my role was primarily as
an observer I interacted with the children whenever they wished me to. Data was col-
lected through field notes, digital photographs, and audio recordings. At various times
28 children were participants in the research project, as some children went to school
during the year as they turned five, and other children came into the centre. Seven
teachers (six female, one male) who regularly took the children to the woods also
were participants.

There are some clear limitations to the study. Apart from the limited number of
participants and the single setting of the research two other aspects need to be acknowl-
edged. Firstly, although efforts were made to validate the interpretations with the
participants and my academic colleagues, researcher subjectivity must be taken into
account. Secondly, while I was observing a particular adult—child interaction other
interaction may also have been occurring which might have given richer or different
data.
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Ethical considerations

Research with young children poses a number of important ethical issues that need to be
addressed. Although the children were not able to give fully-informed consent, which
was gained from the parent/caregiver, care was taken to explain to the children in terms
that they could understand what was being observed and to make it clear that they could
ask not to be observed at any time. I also looked for non-verbal indications that children
were withdrawing their consent, such as frowns or turning away from me. As this was a
longitudinal study, initial consent could not be assumed to guarantee long-term consent.
On each occasion [ was in the centre [ was careful to explain to the children what I was
doing and to reinforce their rights not to be observed. As parental consent was gained
for all children in the day-long setting, the exclusion of non-consenting children was
not a concern when collecting data.

The unique nature of the setting means that a number of people might feel they
could identify the early childhood centre in any publication and this limitation to the
centre’s confidentiality was clearly established prior to the research beginning. The
relationship with the teachers also raised ethical issues. Although being an outsider
offered a more objective view of their practice, it also meant that I had a lesser under-
standing and could misinterpret what I was observing. There was also a possible coer-
cive influence implicit in my privileged power position as researcher. I spent time
developing personal relationships with all the teachers and endeavoured to act with con-
sideration, fairness and respect in my interactions and observations of their practice.
The confidentiality of the male teacher has been protected by the use of female pseu-
donyms for all teachers. Although it does not read as well I have also used ‘they’ in
place of ‘s/he’. As previously mentioned, all the teachers were given the opportunity
to read and respond to the draft of the article and the final version was amended in
the light of the feedback. Ethics approval for the research was granted by the University
of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee.

Findings

The ‘wild woods’ offered a number of environmental elements to the children that
were not present in the outdoor play area of the early childhood centre. There
were a large number of climbable trees with branches that could be ridden on,
swung from, or joined by rope bridges. There was much greater opportunity for chil-
dren to create secret places and to remove themselves from close adult surveillance. A
greater range of plants and insects were available to explore, as were the impressive
rock formations. The stream provided an opportunity to feed the eels and observe the
aquatic life. They were able to observe a range of larger animals (cattle, horses, goats)
and feed and touch a young deer and a large sow. With the permanent fire pit the
children were able to frequently observe how to prepare and light a fire and to find
appropriate sticks to cook marshmallows on. When in season they could pick wild
blackberries.

The teacher’s interactions with the children could be placed on a continuum that
moved from leaving the children to freely roam throughout the woods and just checking
on their safety, to very teacher-directed activities. The children’s day-to-day experi-
ences were dependent on the particular approach being used by the teachers who had
accompanied them to the woods. Three teachers (Tui, Cedar and Kakapo) tended to
work more consistently toward the hands-off end of the continuum and the other
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four teacher’s (Hyacinth, Rose, Fantail and Robin) normal practice was closer to the
teacher-directed end of the spectrum.

On those days that Tui, Cedar and Kakapo were using a ‘hands-off” approach the
children had more opportunities for taking risks and physically challenging themselves
and to draw the teacher’s attention to specific items that interested them. There was a
greater incidence of climbing trees and swinging on the branches and of clambering
around and playing on the rock formations. Children’s socio-dramatic play also
occurred significantly more often under this approach, but the themes (e.g. princesses,
Santa Claus, boat trips, witches) were no different from those used within the early
childhood centre and the play was not shaped by the physical environment. Tui,
Cedar and Kakapo were careful not to interrupt the children’s play and as a result
most of the teacher—child interactions were initiated by the child. In general these inter-
actions arose from the child wanting a teacher to come and see what the child had found
or look at what the child was doing. This was true of both the younger and older
children.

In general the interaction was brief, with the teacher responding to the child’s
request but not moving into a deeper conversation or joint play. The following
examples are typical of these types of interaction. Samantha (2 years and 8 months)
says ‘Tui, I’'m going to pick some flowers for you.” She pulls a handful of daffodils
from a clump around the base of the raised platform. She holds them up and says,
“Tui, look, come and get your flowers.” Tui moved over to Samantha, took the
flowers and said, ‘Thank you Samantha, they smell nice.” Tui then moved back to
where she had been sitting (field notes 4/3/2011). On another occasion Cyprus (4
years and 5 months) attracted a teacher’s attention by calling out ‘I'm way up high
Cedar, I'm really high. Come and see.” Cedar moved over to the tree and looked up
at Cyprus. She said, ‘You are a long way up, well done’ and then Cedar moved
back to her original position (field notes 17/3/2011).

The children could be quite persistent in their desire to attract the teacher’s attention.
Kowhai (4 years and 9 months) and Rata were rummaging around overturning small
rocks and looking under them some distance away from the adults than the other chil-
dren. Kowhai calls out, ‘Come over here, we’ve found something.” Initially none of the
teachers responded to her command and she persisted in demanding their presence until
Kakapo went over to where they were (field notes 17/3/2011). On a later visit Cedar had
found a fallen tree with unusual mushroom-like growths on the trunk. She called the
children to come and to look at a tree. Kowhai had been exploring on her own, she
resisted the teacher’s request saying, ‘I want you to see my tree first. Follow me, I’ll
show you where it is.” Cedar and four children followed Kowhai to her tree (field
notes 20/5/2011).

A second pedagogical approach used by Hyacinth, Rose, Fantail and Robin was
more didactic and directive. The children were more often directed into activities
and the teachers made greater efforts to direct children’s attention to objects in the
environment and offer factual information about them. The children had less
freedom for independent play but gained more specific knowledge of the natural
world. The following two summaries of visits to the woods are typical of children’s
experiences within this teacher-directed approach.

In the first instance when the children arrived at the woods they were directed to
find wood for the fire. Once they had fetched sufficient wood for the fire pit in the
grassed area they watched as Hyacinth set up and lit the fire. They were then directed
to go and find suitable sticks for toasting their marshmallows. Hyacinth then told
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them they had to cross the rope bridge before they could have their lunch. The chil-
dren waited their turn to inch across the bridge formed by two ropes strung between
trees. They sat on the tarpaullin waiting for Hyacinth to cook the sausages for their
lunch. After the lunch of bread and sausages and fruit they toasted marshmallows
using the sticks they had gathered. During the morning Hyacinth and Fantail specifi-
cally direct the children’s attention to the change of state of the marshmallows, the
fitness for purpose of the cooking sticks, the size, weight and shape of the firewood
and the changing shape and tension of the rope bridge as the children crossed (field
notes 25/8/2011).

The next week the group passed through the central grassed area and proceeded
down through the trees to the creek area. On the way they stopped at a favourite climb-
ing tree and were given time to climb and play on it. Hyacinth drew their attention to
rabbit holes near the tree and showed them and spoke about the evidence of rabbits
using the hole. When the group reached the creek they were led to a place suitable
for feeding eels. Rose scattered cat food into the water and the children and adults
watched a large eel feeding for about 15 minutes. The children’s attention was
drawn to physiological aspects of the eel and Hyacinth and Rose orchestrated a discus-
sion about the feeding habits of the eel. The group then returned by a more direct route
to the usual grass area and had lunch (field notes 1/9/2011).

The children approached the woods in a similar manner to the way in which they
approached outdoor environment in the early childhood setting. There was no discern-
able difference in their play behaviour or interests. It was just another place for explora-
tion of the natural world, and for physical and dramatic play. Although there was much
greater opportunity for hide-and-seek type games and concealment activities this was
seldom a feature of children’s independent play. Much of their play centred on
adult-constructed feature such as the raised platform, rope swings and Punga (native-
log) hut.

Friendship and play groups also replicated the situation existing within the centre’s
indoor and outdoor environment. An area of difference was the emergence of one girl as
a dominant leader of female and mixed-gender group activities. Sparrow was not the
physically largest girl and there were a number of larger boys in the group, but she
was the most energetic and the greatest risk taker of the group. The woodland
setting afforded her with greater opportunities to use these dispositions and to assert
her leadership potential.

Discussion

The woods functioned as an affordance network (Barab and Roth 2006). A child’s
experience of the woods was influenced by the composition of the group, the pedagogy
of the teachers who accompanied them, and the prior experiences, customs and expec-
tations that had evolved over time in the early childhood centre. This was evident in a
number of ways.

The teacher’s pedagogical approach had a direct impact on the childrens’ experi-
ence in the woods. There was not a community of practice based on a shared, effective
pedagogy (Huggins and Wickett 2011). There were two quite evident areas of differ-
ence of opinion and practice within the teaching team. These were to do with modifi-
cation of the natural environment and appropriate pedagagy. Two distinct teaching
approaches were evident that were similar to the monitorial and interactive approaches
identified by Stephenson (2002).
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At those times when teacher’s with a monitorial approach were in charge the chil-
dren had a greater opportunity to explore the environment as their interest took them,
and to develop collaborative play episodes. Tui, Cedar and Kakapo were also much less
likely to move out of the ‘home’ woods and take the children down to the stream and
the denser woodland further into the farm. Although they had more time for free play,
the children missed out on the more structured and focused natural science-related
learning that they experienced when supervised by teacher’s with a more interactive
pedagogy.

The more teacher-directed approach of Hyacinth, Rose, Fantail and Robin offered
the children opportunities for increasing participation and leadership within the ‘wild
woods’ community (Rogoff 1997). As the year progressed the children became more
skilled in selecting appropriate sticks to use to toast the marshmallows. As the teachers’
guidance and advice lessened the older children took the role of advising the younger
children about the suitability of the sticks they had chosen, the best way to attach the
marshmallow and how to toast it. A similar progression was evident in the children’s
discussions about the insect and plant life they uncovered in their explorations. Increas-
ingly the children took over from the teachers in making the identification and describ-
ing aspects of the wildlife.

This move from apprenticeship to expertise by the children was also able to be
experienced in a ‘hands-off” environment. This was particularly evident as children
moved from being supported by others to climb along a large fallen tree trunk into
being confident climbers

It would appear that an interactive approach allows children a greater access to the
affordances offered by a woodland-type environment (Bilton 2010). The more interac-
tive teachers were more comfortable with risky play and often encouraged the children
to physically challenge themselves. Hyacinth, Rose, Fantail and Robin would search
out good climbing trees and look for safe crossing places in the stream for the children
to wade across. They were more likely to modify the environment to provide additional
experiences for the children. The construction of the fire pit and the construction of a
rope bridge between two trees are examples of this.

As different combinations of teachers accompanied the children from visit to visit
the children’s experience of the woods was not constrained by the existence of two dis-
tinct pedagogical approaches. Indeed the opportunity to have both the freedom of
choice at times, and directed full group activities at other times provided the children
with a greater chance to engage with the affordances offered by the environment
than would have been the case if only one pedagogical strategy had been used. An
effective shared pedagogy (Huggins and Wickett 2011) would seem to require a
range of pedagogical strategies situated along the continuum from free play to
teacher-directed activities

The shaped affordances created by adult manipulation in addition to the woodland
setting were viewed differently by the teachers. This difference of opinion was not
aligned with the teaching strategy used. Rose and Cedar felt that these additions
(mown grass, fire pit, swings, stage, dinosaur eggs, log hut, etc.) should not have
been introduced into the woods as they distorted the naturalness of the environment
and distracted the children from exploring and appreciating the plant and animal life
and natural landscape features. Hyacinth and Tui actively looked to enrich the environ-
ment and saw the additions as a means to maintain children’s interest in the environ-
ment by providing new challenges and interests. The bird’s nest was a typical
example of this conflict of opinion.
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In September a Paradise duck had made a nest deep inside the hollowed-out trunk of
a tree in the woods. The children had oberved the nest, but were not present when the
ducklings hatched and the mother removed them from the nest in the tree. The broken
eggshells were found and taken back to the centre. Two weeks later Hyacinth placed a
birds nest with an unbroken egg inside it on top of the taniwha (water monster) made of
rocks that had been constructed on the grass area. The children were interested in
looking at the nest and when one of them touched the egg the three girls who were
with him told him ‘he’d killed the egg because he touched it’ (field notes 20/10/
2011). While Hyacinth, who had placed the nest on the rocks felt that she had
created an object of interest for the children, Rose felt that the nest should not have
been placed there. Rose felt that it provided the children with incorrect information,
in that no bird would naturally nest in that particular environment nor would they
leave an egg unattended. Rose also felt that by placing the nest there it made it less
likely that children would be motivated to explore the woods for evidence of other
nests (field notes 20/10/2011).

Clearly whether or not adults should take the initiative to modify and add to a
natural setting, and the extent to which this is appropriate is a matter of debate, and
an area needing further investigation. It is clear from this particular case that the
adult shaping of the environment had a major influence on the way in which the chil-
dren interacted with the woods environment. More time was spent in activities and
experiences centred on additions such as the fire pit and raised platform than on explor-
ing and investigating the natural environment.

It has been suggested that older children in early childhood settings start to lose a
sense of newness and challenge in the outdoor play area and take more time to settle
into focused play (Storli and Hagen 2010). This did not appear to be the case for the
children as far as the woods was concerned. It was rare for a child to turn down the
chance to visit the woods and the enthusiasm for going was still very high even as chil-
dren reached the age of five and went to school. This may be due to the fact that they
only went once a week as opposed to their daily experience of the outdoor play area. It
is more likely that the affordances of the natural environment with its seasonal changes
and wider variety of plant, bird and insect life and the opportunity to do out-of-ordinary
things such as toast marshmallows and feed eels maintained the enthusiasm of the chil-
dren. However, the adult created additions may also have played a part as they added
new elements with different affordances to the setting.

It is unusual for early childhood settings to have such easy, everyday access to a
wooded area with access to a stream. The visit to the woods was an event that the chil-
dren clearly looked forward to and enjoyed. They were able to experience challenges
and activities that were not available within the centre. However there are a number
of questions arising from this case study that have implications for the use of natural
spaces by early childhood educators. These questions include:

¢ To what extent should the environment be shaped and modified?

o Where is the children’s decision-making in the process?

e Would the children’s experience of natural environments be more authentic in an
non-modified environment?

o To what extent do patterns of behaviour, of ‘what we do in the wild woods’ that
develop over time limit childrens perceptions and utilisation of the affordances of
natural environments?
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e What criteria can teachers use to decide what to teach and what to let the children
find out for themselves?
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