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Between nature kindergartens and Forest School: Forging
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Integral to the global nature play movement, nature play programs have flourished over the
last decade, both in Australia and internationally. Internationally, there ate two prominent
schools of thought in this movement, Danish Nature Kindergartens, and British Forest
Schools. The underpinning philosophy of Danish Nature Kindergarten programs has been
translated  wortldwide, raising questions about implementation, and possible
decontextualisation, post-translation. Specifically, there are claims that the British translation
known as Forest School, has become a marketable commodity and a ‘McDonaldised’ set of
practices that educators have been trained in wotldwide, including Australia. In this review
article we examine Australian outdoor, nature play programs in early childhood education
(ECE) settings to identify the relevance of these claims to Australian ECE contexts. These
contexts appear to be diverging from the two international schools of thought, forging a
uniquely, Australian ‘Nature Play’ pathway contextualised to social, cultural, political and
educational landscapes. However, we acknowledge the limited Australian nature play
program research to date has only been conducted in government regulated ECE settings.
In such settings, legislation mandates that early childhood (EC) qualified educators
implement programs underpinned by philosophy and pedagogy. Although not infallible, this
likely minimises the potential for commodification. Whereas among private-for-profit,
outdoor, nature play programs without the same legislated requitements, we argue the
potential for commodification may be greater. We identify the need for research to examine
the philosophical and pedagogical basis of such private-for-profit programs. As there is no
Australian research in these settings, we recommend a research agenda to explore this gap.

Introduction

Over the last two decades, a nature play educational movement has evolved internationally
with impacts for Australian settings. This movement is often framed as a response to decades
of risk averse approaches (Harper, 2017), increasing urbanisation (Planet Ark, 2013), the
influence of modern technologies (Rhodes, 2017), and the parallel decline of unstructured,
nature-based, outdoor play around the wortld (Clements, 2004; Brussoni, 2012). As the
negative impacts of modern lifestyles have become well known, concern for children’s health,
development, and wellbeing has increased (Tremblay et al., 2015; Vanaken & Danckaerts,
2018). These concerns have been promoted internationally alongside the popularisation of
‘Nature Deficit Disorder’ (Louv, 2005) and emergent nature play research literature which
makes clear the benefits of nature play for children (Elliott & Chancellor, 2014; Knight, 2013;
Malone & Waite, 2016). There are two prominent schools of thought in this movement:
Danish Nature Kindergartens and British Forest Schools. As the benefits of nature play have
become more widely known, the philosophy that underpins Danish Nature Kindergartens
has been translated globally (Harwood, 2019; Hindmarch, 2021; Inoue et al., 2019). However,
there is growing concern about the world-wide translation, specifically the British ‘Forest
School’ translation, of a philosophy that has been culturally embedded for over a century in
its country of origin, Denmark (Blackham et al., 2023; Williams-Siegfredsen, 2017).
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In this review article, we draw on international literature to examine the translation from
Danish Nature Kindergartens to British Forest Schools and factors that have led to
commodification and the ‘McDonaldisation’ of British Forest School practices (Leather,
2018) in the latter. We then reflect upon whether this is occurring in uniquely Australian early
childhood education (ECE) contexts, by summarising the origins of Australian, early
childhood (EC) Forest School programs, and sharing insights about evolving Australian
nature play programs, and philosophies and pedagogical approaches in the ECE based on the
limited current research. We note that natural play programs in these settings do appear to be
forging their own ‘nature play’ pathway contextualised by Australian social, cultural, political
and educational landscapes. However, we are cognisant that all research to date has been
conducted in government regulated ECE settings only, identifying a knowledge gap about
unregulated, private-for-profit, ECE nature-based settings. We conclude by presenting
thoughts about the potential for commodification in Australian, nature play settings, calling
for further research into both regulated and unregulated ECE settings. Particularly, we
highlight that commodification may be more likely to occur in the unregulated ECE sector,
not mandated by Australian legislation and frameworks.

Nature kindergartens

The Scandinavian philosophy, Friluftshiv (free-luft-sliv) is translated as ‘free air life” and reflects
a deep connection to nature (Williams-Siegfredsen, 2017). Friluftsliv is indicative of a culture
that values life outdoors, and prioritises time spent in nature being better for health,
development and wellbeing (Cerino, 2021; Waite et al., 2016). As such, nature kindergartens
were a likely evolution in Scandinavia, originating in Denmark during the 19th and 20th
centuries, before developing in countries such as Norway and Sweden (Arlemalm-Hagsér &
Sandberg, 2013; Hindmarch, 2021). Contributing factors included a change in nature
perceptions (Williams-Siegfredsen, 2017); industrialisation and rising health concerns (Cerino,
2017); the international growth of child-centred and nature-based pedagogies; and, increased
environmental awareness (Dean, 2019). In 1854, the first Danish play and preparatory school
opened, prioritising natural experiences (Williams-Siegfredsen, 2017), and over time nature
kindergartens and their philosophy became firmly embedded in Danish society. This is
reflected in the Danish early years curriculum, which incorporates six key areas, including
holistic and nature-based learning (Williams-Siegfredsen, 2017).

In Denmark, and now further afield, such nature kindergarten programs are mostly defined
by a nature-based, holistic, child-centred approach, viewing children as capable (Williams-
Siegfredsen, 2017). Programs commonly occur in natural environments for regular,
uninterrupted periods of time (Elliott & Chancellor, 2014), in all-weathers with readily
available risky play opportunities (Button & Wilde, 2019; Coe, 2017). During this time
children engage in child-directed play (Barrable & Arvanitis, 2019) as they explore and
experience the dynamics of natural settings, and connect with nature (Elliott & Chancellor,
2014). As children connect with, and learn from one another through hands-on experiences,
they build social emotional skills such as independence, confidence and self-awareness
(Barrable & Arvanitis, 2019; Williams-Siegfredsen, 2017). In Table 1, we build upon this
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definition, combining theories from international research that inform nature play
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philosophy, and briefly consider the relevant aspects of each.

Table 1: Current theories informing nature play philosophy

Play

Play can include creating, constructing, problem-solving, engaging, imagining,
exploring, and inquiring (Zosh et al., 2018). Play, defined by an interwoven
continuum, can flow between child-directed, guided and adult-led (Victorian State
Government Department of Education and Training [VSGET], 2016), as long as
it remains voluntary (Dowdell et al., 2011).

Biophilia

Desctibed as a love of nature (Kellert, 2012), children are considered to have a
biophilic need to connect with nature from birth (Kahn, 1999). Their experiences,
and whether this connection is nurtured by guiding adults can determine whether
they ultimately demonstrate biophobic (fear) or biophilic (love) tendencies
(Beasley, et al., 2021).

Childhood
studies

The ‘new sociology of childhood’ reimagines childhood as socially constructed
and differentiated by time and place (James & Prout, 1997; Leonatd, 2016).
Children have rights and are seen as capable, active, equal patticipants in the
community, and can impact those around them (Corsaro, 2005; Pramling-
Samuelsson & Kaga, 2008).

Place-based
learning

Space becomes place as meaning and value are added through repeated real-life
experiences (Gray & Bitrell, 2015). The repeated immersion in nature for
extended periods builds a connection to that space (Boyd, 2019). Each sense of
place is unique to the individual as they attribute meaning and value (Cannatella,
2007) over time.

Social const-
ructionism

Co-constructs knowledge and reality in social groupings, through shatred group
interactions (Crotty, 1998; Thomas et al., 2014) such as those that take place in
nature play contexts.

Social const-

Focuses on the individual and their constructions of reality based on their

ructivism interpretations of knowledge, acquired through social interactions and experiences
(Schreiber & Valle, 2013; Thomas et al., 2014).

Affordance  Affordance theory is when one is aware of the objects that exist in the immediate

theory environment and possibilities for action or alternative functions (Gibson, 1979).

As children perceive unique environmental affordances, they respond to the
agency of the environment. Affordance is drawn from the functional perceptions
of the person who intends to use the item at that particular time (Gibson, 1979).

Loose parts

Can be natural or synthetic with the potential to be manipulated and employed in
multiple ways by children (Nicholson, 1971), who use them to explore, discover,
invent, create, construct and imagine (Gibson et al., 2017). Natural loose patts
found in the environment include twigs, leaves and stones, while manufactured
loose parts commonly include pots and pans, tyres and pallets provided for
children’s play.

Post-
humanism

Removes the boundary between, recognising that nature and humans can co-exist
in a responsive and equitable relationship (Harwood & Collier, 2017). Post-
humanism questions what we can learn from, with, about and through nature
(Harwood & Collier, 2017), inviting deeper consideration of those existents that
are more than human (Hughes & Lury, 2013).
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New The premise of new materialism is an intra-active stance where the role of nature

materialism  is as important as the role of humans in an equitable relationship (Harwood &
Collier, 2017; Lenz Taguchi, 2009). Nature is a co-teacher, and the agency of
nature can directly influence children’s learning and engagement as they relate to
and, co-construct learning ‘with’, rather than just ‘about’ nature (Harwood, 2019;
Lenz Taguchi, 2009).

Common Underpinned by both post humanist and new materialist theoties, Latout’s (2004)

wortlds common worlds approach asks us to consider the dynamic commonalities
between worlds, increasing our understandings of ourselves, others, and removing
the human/nature divide. This approach reminds us that we ate not only
connected with, and dependent on one another, but entangled, as we continually
shape and learn from one another (Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2013; Taylor & Pacini-
Ketchabaw, 2015).

From nature kindergartens to Forest School

Nature kindergartens and their philosophy were initially translated and redefined as Forest
School in Britain, a term first coined in 1993 by British educators, after visiting Danish nature
kindergarten outdoor teaching and learning programs (Williams-Siegfredsen, 2017).
Subsequently, organisations were established to train British educators in the translated
Forest School model (Forest School [FSA], n.d.a). However, as the Danish nature play
philosophy was both culturally and educationally unfamiliar and foreign, the translation
appeared to be more aligned with Britain’s long history of result-orientated outdoor
education experiences (Cree & McCree, 2012). This is evident in the eatly British parameters
as defined by Knight (2012), which included: weekly half day programs for up to ten weeks,
defined by a beginning and ending, where activities were guided and facilitated by certified
Forest School leaders, although child-led where possible. Hence in contrast to the child-
directed nature play philosophy embedded in Danish nature kindergartens, where a deep
connection to nature is a way of life, this philosophy appears to have been interpreted as an
activity or outdoor experience elsewhere (Dean, 2019). Alongside Lloyd et al. (2018) we
question if nature play philosophy has been ‘dragged and dropped’ without regard for how it
fits within other social, cultural and educational contexts.

It has been argued that the varied international translations incorporate little regard for the
original underlying contextual elements of nature play philosophy which included social,
cultural and educational reform (Bentsen & Jensen, 2012; Lloyd et al., 2018). We question, is
this mistranslation similar to the worldwide translation and often misinterpretation of the
Reggio Emilia Approach (REA)? Like nature play philosophy, the REA has strong cultural,
historical, political and social foundations in Italy, its country of origin (New, 2007). Without
the same underpinnings, or educational, social and cultural reforms, it is suggested that the
Reggio Emilia philosophy may not translate successfully elsewhere (Alsedrani, 2020). We
argue that the same may be true for nature play philosophy, proposing that the 1990’s
implementation of Forest School in Britain was not part of educational, social and cultural
reform. Rather the implementation was to address issues which included low childhood
wellbeing (United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund, 2012), increasing
emphasis on academia (Maynard, 2007) and a risk averse society with minimal outdoor play
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opportunities (Cree & McCree, 2012b). Therefore, perhaps Forest School in Britain is not a
full translation, but a ‘drag and drop’ approach to address these issues, resulting in the
national Forest School model with certified training in a standardised set of practices (FSA,
n.d.a; Harris, 2017).

British Forest School training

Endorsed by the Forest School Association in 2012, anyone with a minimum of two years’
experience leading children’s groups could undertake the certified Level 3 British Forest
School qualification and become qualified to lead Forest School sessions both in Britain, and
wortldwide (FSA, n.d.b; Forest School Training [FSTC]|, n.d.a). This marketable qualification
included certified training in bushcraft, first aid and program delivery (FSTC, n.d.b; Harris,
2018). Whilst a brief overview of Forest School philosophy and pedagogy is included, in-
depth understandings were not integral, and the focus was on procedures and activities
(Harris, 2018; Lloyd et al., 2018) such as fire lighting and tools. The concern is that this
training was neither place responsive, or contextual, and that “lower skilled practitioners who
deliver a range of Forest School activities in a standardised performance, with less developed
conceptions of play, or understandings of the philosophy of Friluftsliv’ (Lloyd et al., 2018,
pll), is conducive to the current commodifiable, standardised British Forest School
approach. An approach that Leather (2018) has critically questioned.

In his critique, Leather (2018) referenced the term “McDonaldisation” (p.11) as “Forest
School activities become more standardised, controllable and efficiently delivered” (p.12).
Waite et al. (2018) corroborated this viewpoint, expressing that Forest School in Britain has
become structured, planned, and increasingly restricted by curriculum objectives.
Furthermore, Hindmarch (2021) in a comparative study identified that whilst a child-directed,
play-based approach was implemented in Norway by qualified Norwegian pedagogues, the
opposite was occurring in Britain. Hindmarch stated (2021, pp. 13-14) that in Britain the
philosophy was not child-directed, and opportunities for self-directed play or self-initiated
activities were limited as educators planned sessions, directed the learning and included
activities with set outcomes and synthetic materials. Like Lloyd et al. (2018) we question was
this because the certified British Forest School training is not based on philosophy and
pedagogy, place-responsive or contextualised, and provides anyone, irrespective of previous
education or qualifications, with a basic set of skills to establish and operate a Forest School?

As the translation of Forest School to Australia occurred over the last decade, Leather (2018)
suggested that Australia has adopted an approach similar to the British Forest School model.
Likewise, Lloyd et al. (2018) argued that “the highly standardised principles and routines of
Forest School are adopted as a ‘drag and drop’ approach” (p.46) internationally. As
professional development is unregulated in Australia, the international training of Australian
practitioners in standardised British Forest School practices (Forest Schools, 2023) could lead
to commodification, in both regulated and unregulated Australian ECE settings. However,
we suggest that commodification is less likely to occur in regulated settings because policy
protections mandate that programs are facilitated by degree qualified teachers and
underpinned by philosophy and pedagogy. We agree with Christiansen et al. (2018) that,
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while these programs are “safeguarded” by policy protections, they are not “failsafe” (p. 8).
As nature play continues to undergo rapid growth in both regulated and unregulated
Australian ECE settings, we are cognisant that with, or without policy protections and
government quality monitoring, commodification is possible. As such we offer insights into
Australian nature play programs and their potential for commodification, acknowledging that
all current research in Australia has been conducted in government regulated settings with
limited numbers of participants.

Nature play in Australia

The first Australian nature play program, ‘bush kinder’ was established in 2011 at Westgarth
Kindergarten in Melbourne, Victoria (Elliott & Chancellor, 2014). We argue that unlike the
implementation of Forest School in Britain, the development of ‘bush kinder’ was influenced
by evolving social, cultural, political and educational landscapes similar to the contextual
elements that bolstered the Danish origins of nature kindergartens. For instance, concern for
children’s health, development and wellbeing escalated (Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare, 2018; Bundy et al., 2011) as the impacts of modern lifestyles had become more
apparent and rates of outdoor play declined (Planet Ark, 2013). Alongside growing
environmental awareness, state-wide campaigns such as ‘Healthy Parks, Healthy People’ in
Victoria and South Australia, advocated for both better access to, and the health benefits of
time spent in nature (Department for Environment and Water, 2023; Parks Victoria, 2020).
In addition, significant changes in education policy occurred, comparable to the
implementation of the early years learning curriculum in Denmark in 2004 (Williams-
Siegfredsen, 2017). The first national curriculum framework, Belonging, Being, Becoming: The
Early Years Learning Framework for Australia [EYLF] emphasised First Nations’ perspectives
(Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island peoples are the traditional custodians and first peoples of
Australia), children’s engagement with the outdoors, natural elements and self-directed
learning through play and risk-taking (Department of Education, Employment and
Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2009).

Furthermore, it advocated for children’s voices and child-directed play with five broad, non-
prescriptive learning outcomes for children (AGDE, 2022; DEEWR, 2009). Simultaneously,
the National Quality Standard [NQS] was designed to ensure that early year’s services
effectively implemented the framework and adhered to quality expectations and regulations
(NSW Government, 2011; ACECQA, 2012). In particular, regulations mandated Early
Childhood Teacher [ECT] qualifications and child: ECT ratios to ensure that ECT expertise,
including philosophical and pedagogical views (Hughes et al., 2021) informed Australian
practices. Consequently, in line with the changing social, cultural, political and educational
landscape, ‘bush kinder’ programs were instigated as an integral component of some
regulated eatly childhood services [ECSs| (Christiansen et al., 2018).

As the benefits of nature play were noticed at Westgarth Kindergarten, other regulated ECSs
rapidly followed in Victoria, New South Wales, and then Australia-wide (Christiansen et al.,
2018; Elliott & Chancellor, 2014). Currently, there are possibly hundreds of nature play
programs around Australia, variously labelled as ‘bush kinder’, ‘beach kinder’, ‘bushwalk’,
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‘forest school’, ‘nature school’ or ‘nature play programs’, where children experience diverse
local landscapes weekly (Christiansen et al., 2018; Hughes et al., 2021). The Victorian Kids in
Nature Network (KINN) report (2018) identified over 300 ECE nature play programs
operating in Victoria alone, both regulated and unregulated. To date this is the only statewide
report available. Alongside the rapid spread of nature play programs in ECE (Hughes et al.,
2021), professional groups were established including: Nature Play Western Australia (2022);
Nature Play Queensland (2020); NSW Early Years Nature Connections (2023); the Early
Childhood Outdoor Learning Network [ECOLN] (n.d.); and the Victorian KINN (2018).
Most recently the Australian Forest School Association (AFSA, 2023), a grassroots network
designed to connect nature play practitioners nationwide, was formed. These groups have
increasingly significant, but varied roles around advocacy, policy, resourcing, partnerships and
practitioner training. As nature play continues to undergo rapid growth in both regulated and
unregulated ECE settings in Australia, we are mindful that commodification is possible, if
practitioners forgo contextualised nature play philosophy and pedagogy training for
marketable, standardised practices imported from elsewhere.

Australia’s emerging nature play approaches

Australian nature play programs are significantly influenced by the previously mentioned
national policies, regulations, and frameworks that incorporate child-directed play, inclusion,
natural environments, risk taking, First Nations’ perspectives, sustainability and community
connections (AGDE, 2022). Hence, in place of the British term Forest School, “immersive
nature play programs” (INPPs) was coined by Hughes et al. (2021, p. ix). Their intention was
for the term to encompass all Australian demographics and landscapes with potential to be
commonly used to describe nature play programs. They argued that Australian ECTs are
translating programs to localised natural spaces with respect to Australian social, cultural,
political and educational contexts, not simply ‘dragging and dropping’ (Hughes et al., 2021).
They also contended that Australian programs are unique and based upon localised
topography, vegetation, wildlife and communities, often incorporating local First Nations’
perspectives (Hughes et al., 2021). Within this context they proposed three key practice
themes as integral to the foundation of INPPs: Education for Sustainability [EfS], First
Nations’ perspectives, and Community. Hence, whilst ‘bush kinder’ was based on the ideals
of Scandinavian nature kindergartens (Alexander, 2012; Elliott & Chancellor, 2014, 2017),
these themes account for the suggestion by Lloyd et al. (2018) that “different environmental
factors, history and Indigenous cultures” (p. 46) must be contemplated in localised contexts
and demonstrate that regulated Australian nature play programs are place responsive. They
are contextualised to Australian social, cultural, political and educational landscapes, and not
standardised like their British counterparts.

Education for sustainability

For two decades, Australia has been at the forefront of EfS in ECE (Inoue et al., 2016). Early
Childhood [EC] EfS aligns with contemporary images of children as agentic and active
citizens who are enacted when educators explore sustainability issues through formative and
empowering pedagogies (Davis & Elliott, 2024). Through EfS, children move beyond surface
level environmentally aware practices, learn to listen to the environment, observe
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environmental changes, question current practices, and identify sustainable solutions (Elliott
& Young, 2016; Phillips, 2014; Prasetiyo, et al., 2020; Sulistyarini et al., 2022). The intent is to
guide children’s deeper understandings and empower beliefs about sustainable practices
(Inoue et al.,, 2016). EfS is being incorporated in INPP contexts as children are repeatedly
immersed in natural environments. As they explore, they question and notice the different
roles of natural elements in play, learning with and from them. For example, when a tree falls
over in a local nature space, rather than exerting our agency and removing it, educators may
engage in deeper conversations with the children to provoke critical thinking about why the
tree should be left in situ and learn with it as the new roles of the tree become apparent
(Hughes, 2020).

First Nations perspectives

The connection to land is deeply regarded within many Australian INPPs, because
“Indigenous ways of seeing, being and knowing country remain firmly embedded within the
roots of our cultures” (Hughes et al., 2021, p. xii). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island peoples
are the traditional custodians and first peoples of Australia. First Nations people are strongly
connected to the land, acknowledging the interrelatedness of the land and humans, ensuring
each is accountable to the other (Harwood et al., 2020; Tuck et al., 2014). As children spend
time in outdoor spaces, their awareness of, and connection to the land may deepen
(Cumming & Nash, 2015). Embedding these perspectives within INPPs may occur through
local community partnerships and relationship building with First Nations peoples (Lloyd &
Gray, 2014). This may cultivate knowledge of First Nations perspectives about local flora and
fauna with advocacy and sustainability outcomes (Beasley, et al., 2021; Hughes et al., 2021).
Furthermore, elements of First Nations cultures may be incorporated through indigenous
guests, professional learning, acknowledgement of country rituals and storytelling (Masters &
Grogan, 2018; Ziemer & Lee, 2021).

Community

Regulated Australian ECSs are developing nature play programs as integral to both the EYLF
(AGDE, 2022) and their community-based philosophy, and not as an add on program
offered by external experts (Christiansen et al., 2018). The foundations of these programs
and relationships within them are strengthened when local community capacities are
acknowledged (Elliott & Chancellor, 2014; 2017), for example, staff, parents or grandparents
that may share local flora or fauna knowledge or identify as First Nations peoples. This
establishes links to the wider community, and expertise from beyond the regulated ECS is
included in the program (Hughes et al., 2021).

In summary, INPPs are just one example of how qualified ECTs in regulated settings are
facilitating Australian nature play variations informed by philosophy and pedagogy.
Australian ECTs appear to be diverging from British standardised commodifiable Forest
School practices, uniquely defining programs in Australian landscapes.
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Current pedagogical approaches evident in Australia

Beyond the three emergent INPP practice themes, the limited Australian nature play
literature documents multiple pedagogical principles and nature play theories across the
regulated Australian nature play programs. Like the INPP themes, these align with Danish
and Norwegian philosophies through “a pedagogy of play, of child-initiated interactions and
a holistic approach to learning” (Hindmarch, 2021, p. 12). Whilst play-based learning
pedagogies are not new, according to Hindmarch (2021) they differ from those currently seen
in British Forest Schools. She argued that more adult-directed outcomes and less play-based
learning is occurring in Britain compared to Norway where the nature play philosophy has
been embedded for decades. Current Australian research literature (Christiansen et al., 2018;
Hughes et al., 2021) and policies (ACECQA, 2018; AGDE, 2022) suggest Australian settings
are more aligned with Scandinavian countries such as Norway and Denmark. In Australian
regulated settings, facilitation by degree qualified ECTs with a focus on philosophy and
pedagogy is considered highly influential (ACECQA, 2018, 2020; Christiansen et al., 2018;
Robinson, et al., 2021). Rather than drawing on a set of standardised practices and skills, the
ECTSs’ approach is often informed by their unique educational background and perspectives
(Speldewinde et al., 2021). The pedagogical approaches which most often inform play-based
learning (Hughes et al, 2021) in these settings include: unstructured, scaffolded, child-
directed, emergent, intra-active, place-responsive, naked and inquiry-based approaches
(Figure 1).

Unstructured

Naked

Pedagogy Emergent

Place PLAY-BASED Inquiry-
Responsive L EAR N I N G based

Intra-active Scaffolded

Child-
directed

Figure 1: Key play-based learning pedagogies evident in Australian nature play programs.
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As Australia is a geographically and ecologically diverse continent, pedagogy can be described
as place-responsive in these unique environments, and not adherent to a standardised set of
practices (Lloyd et al., 2018; Masters & Grogan, 2018). Within these settings, naked pedagogy
prioritises natural elements, affordances and loose parts as educators bring minimal tools and
art supplies, or none at all (Christiansen et al., 2018). Rather than being directed by adults,
children direct the learning, frequently engaging in a process of learning through inquiry as
they explore, experiment, and investigate (Elliott & Chancellor, 2017; Lloyd et al., 2018). The
curriculum can be emergent as children’s interests take precedence, and educators follow
their lead, responsively altering their pedagogical approaches (Campbell & Speldewinde,
2019). Through play-based approaches to learning, educators may capitalise on nature play
teachable moments in negotiation with children (Christiansen et al., 2018). These may
translate to moments of scaffolded, intentional inquiry or direct instruction extended by the
educator’s expertise (Speldewinde et al., 2023), and not be outcomes focused.

The concept of unstructured play is integral here because alongside nature, peers and
educators, children may co-construct learning ‘in the moment’ (Lloyd et al., 2018; Masters &
Grogan, 2018). Nature provides “playspaces, resources and provocations” (Hughes et al.,
2021, p. 64) and is the co-teacher (Piersol, Russell & Groves, 2018). As children learn with
nature, intra-active pedagogies emphasise the relationships between the human and non-
human (Lenz Taguchi, 2009). These relations become more equitable as agency shifts from
being child-centric to including the agency of natural materials (Lenz Taguchi, 2009). The
intra-action between children and environmental affordances, weather, nature and natural
materials, and a reciprocity of agency between the human and non-human are integral in
shaping the learning taking place (Lenz Taguchi, 2009).

Whilst these pedagogies do suggest that Australian nature play programs are more aligned
with Danish rather than British practices, we reiterate this is based on limited research, in
limited settings, within Australian regulated ECS contexts. Christiansen et al. (2018) called for
more in-depth research within a variety of Australian ECE contexts, both regulated and
unregulated, to explore Danish alignments. Integral to such research should be consideration
of imported British Forest School training in Australia. We argue that in addition to policies
and theories, a key factor informing Australian philosophical and pedagogical principles is
additional British Forest School training that practitioners may undertake.

A path to commodification?

As the Australian nature play movement has expanded, targeted training has become a
priority. Initially, Australian educators travelled overseas, witnessing Danish or British
programs, in an effort to inform Australian-based programs (Elliott & Chancellor, 2017). In
recent years, localised Australian training and professional development has been established
through both state networks, and unregulated ECE businesses. However, these options are
fragmented and not accredited in comparison to their British and Canadian counterparts
where national Forest School associations offer accredited training (Child and Nature
Alliance of Canada, 2023; Harris, 2017). Hence, similar to Canada (MacEachren, 2018), we
speculate that the more significant influential growth factor in Australian nature play contexts
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has been the importation of British based Forest School training which qualifies Australians
as Forest School Leaders (Forest Schools, 2023; Lloyd, et al., 2018). As nature play programs
rapidly evolve beyond regulated settings in Australia (KINN, 2018), we wonder how many
practitioners, in both regulated and unregulated ECE settings have been informed and
certified by imported British training. Based on the authors’ anecdotal observations we
recognise that Australian practitioners trained in British practices are leading both regulated
and unregulated ECE nature play programs. We question if this is the best way forward, and
whether these standardised British practices align with the contexts and curriculum
frameworks within Australia.

Whilst Leather (2018) drew attention to Australian nature play programs sharing the same
model as British Forest Schools, the limited research available demonstrates that
commodification is not currently occurring in regulated Australian settings (see for example
Christiansen et al., 2018, Masters & Grogan, 2018). Thus, echoing Christiansen et al. (2018)
we call for more research to construct informed understandings. We suggest that although
ECTs in regulated settings may be trained in standardised British practices, they are still
mandated to facilitate programs based on EYLF philosophy and pedagogy (AGDE, 2022),
which prioritises process over outcomes, in direct contrast to British Forest School practices.
However, no such mandates for unregulated ECE settings exist. In the authors’ anecdotal
observations across Australia, the unregulated EC nature play practitioners have minimal
place-based training, or at best, British imported training around a standardised set of
practices. Alongside such training, we question how unregulated EC nature play programs are
emerging beyond Australian ECS policies and regulations in the privatised market.

Philosophy dragged and dropped.
Mis-interpretation of approach.

Not place based or contextualised.

Lack of social/cultural/education reform.

(Alsedrani, 2020; Dean, 2019; Harris, 2017; Lloyd et al., 2018)

Translation

« Standardised skills based training.
« National model not place based.
National FS « Marketable qualification.

Sssocalos (FSA, nd.a; Harris, 2017; Leather, 2018; Lloyd et al., 2018)
« Education qualifications are not a

prerequisite.

POTENTIAL . ﬁkitllslbased and fast paced. lised
e Trainin * Not place responsive or contextualised.
INFLUENCES ON g « Insufficient pedagogy/philosophy.
co MM OD | FICATI o N (Forest School Learning Initiative, n.d; Forest School Training

[FSTC], n.d.a; Harris, 2018; Lloyd et al., 2018)

« Minimally qualified staff.
) « Standardised practices.
Rapid « Philosophy/pedagogy not embedded.
Growth « Experience not a philosophy.
« Restricted by curriculum outcomes.

(Leather; 2018; Lloyd et al., 2018; Waite et al., 2016)

« Value for money.
Privatisation « Consumers devalue play.
« Diluted philosophy/pedagogy.

(Breathnach et al., 2016; Humberstone & Stan, 2012;
Parsons & Traunter, 2020; Preston, 2015, p.1)

Figure 2: Potential British Forest School factors influencing commodification
(use 'zoom in' function in web or PDF reader to view)
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As nature play programs continue to emerge in unregulated EC settings, they may be
influenced by market forces. Parents can drive uptake in a competitive marketplace (Pyper et
al., 2016) and may hold consumer expectations that devalue play and seeck more tangible
outcomes (Breathnach et al., 2016; Parsons & Traunter, 2020). Humberstone and Stan (2012)
argued, the move towards privatised educational experiences can dilute philosophy and
emphasise outcomes, forcing privatised institutions to attach monetary values to everything
they do and “justify their existence according to the remorseless and nightmarish logic of the
markets” (Preston, 2015, p. 1). Whilst privatised institutions can be both regulated and
unregulated, we question what is happening in EC settings beyond regulatory policy
protections. There is a legitimate Australian concern that alongside rapid growth, philosophy
and pedagogy may be lost as unregulated EC, nature play programs establish in a competitive
market, with minimally qualified staff, perhaps only certified with standardised British Forest
School practices. Figure 2 illustrates a combination of professional anecdotal information and
referenced literature to document the factors influencing British Forest School
commodification, which atre informative for Australian contexts.

Whilst the nature play philosophy in Australia is anecdotally evident across both regulated
and unregulated ECE settings, the only research insights we have around philosophical and
pedagogical approaches are in regulated settings (Christiansen et al., 2018; Hughes et al.,
2020). In these settings, we suggest that uniquely Australian nature play practice is often
informed by international nature play philosophy and pedagogy, but we reiterate the narrow
research scope and minimal participants. This lack of literature and the commodifiable state
of Forest Schools in Britain, raises concerns for both regulated and unregulated EC
Australian nature play programs, specifically, considering claims that Australia may be
following the British Forest School approach (Leather, 2018). As the number of unregulated
EC Australian nature play programs increases (KINN, 2018), we argue that a research focus
on the philosophies and pedagogies evident in unregulated ECE settings is both timely and
warranted.

We reflect on these programs, and wonder if they are offering a ‘McDonaldisation’ (Leather,
2018) of British Forest School practices as certified by British training, or are they
contextualised to the local landscape and underpinned by nature play philosophy and
pedagogies? We propose that, although not failsafe, without regulatory protections
mandating practices underpinned by philosophy and pedagogy, commodification of the
British Forest School approach may be more likely to occur in unregulated ECE Australian
settings, where a marketable nature-based commodity is identified.
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