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‘Children who spend all their time in the open 
air may still observe nothing of its beauties. 
The boy sees the significance but if he does 
not find the same awareness in the adults the 
seed of knowledge just beginning to 
germinate is crushed.’  

 Froebel, cited in Lilley 1967 
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How is the Outdoor Classroom different from the 
Indoor Classroom? 

1

David Sobel , in his article Beyond Eco phobia written in 

1998 in warned us ‘ If we want children to flourish, to 

become truly empowered, let us first allow them to love 

the earth before we ask them to save it.’ 

It is a simple message which is being heard by the early 

childhood sector. As adults, as parents, as educators we 

should allow children to build a relationship with the 

natural world. To discover its beauty, its secrets and I might 

argue it’s ugly and dangerous side as well.  Let’s not 

sanitize nature by removing risk, texture, challenge and 

discomfort. Let’s allow children to jump in puddles, get 

wet and cold, take risks, graze a knee or two. Let’s 

introduce children to a relationship with the world which is 

authentic- warts and all. 

But hang on a minute! There is a problem with this simple 

message - I think that we have left out one very important 

reality. Another warning, that I propose to you all is that if 

we want children to flourish, to become truly empowered; 

let us also allow their adults to love the earth so they can 

share the learning it offers. 

How can adults, who hate to get wet, share the love of 

jumping in a puddle? How can they recognise the 

learning that is taking place if they do not value the 

journey the children are on? How can they support the 

most valuable learning taking place in the outdoor 

classroom if they only value the knowledge that they 

have planned and passed down? 

Being an adult with children in an outdoor classroom 

requires a different skill set than being in an indoor setting 
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and for many it is an unfamiliar and unfriendly environment. I 

propose that this is why we strive to just translate the indoors 

outdoors, instead of embracing the special and unique reality 

of a multi sensory environment beyond our control. The 

environment itself presents different gifts and challenges and 

signals a new way of being for children. 

The open space allows the child to run, to try out different 

ways the body can move, different muscles, different 

sensations than those experienced indoors. 

The wind, the changing light, the changing temperatures, 

textures and sounds are elements which we control inside but 

in the outdoors they are a surprise, a discovery and a delight. 

Shadows are one of those delights which children often 

recognise as they change,  move and dance with the child. 

Our challenge is to consider the different roles which we may 

be required to adopt as adults when supporting children in the 

outdoors.  

Thinking intentionally about the roles we adopt when in an 

outdoor classroom may help us identify the roles we are 

engaging with, the possible roles we could engage with, and 

to consider these roles as we reflect on our practice. I don’t 

think it is the whole answer but it certainly helps us to consider 

how we influence the relationship the children have with the 

outdoor classroom. We influence that relationship, whether we 

actively engage or not, by creating a lens for our children to 

look at their world. By understanding our relationship with 

children in the outdoors, we can identify whether we have a 

balance which will support them to engage in rich encounters 

that allow seeds of knowledge to germinate and flourish. 

‘ If we want children to flourish, to 
become truly empowered, let us 
first allow them to love the earth 
before we ask them to save it.’  

David Sobel– Beyond Ecophobia,1998 
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Outdoor educator:  
A complex and different role. 

1

Being an adult with children in an outdoor space is a 

complex role which can be difficult to navigate. 

There is an implicit agreement between adults and 

children that in the outdoor space the adult’s role 

changes from largely interactional to largely 

monitorial. The more the adults adopt the supervisory 

role, the more likely the children will only use them for 

monitorial roles and even avoid the adult. 

My observations, and the reflections of educators 

and other adults, is that there is a huge uncertainty 

and tension about the role of the adult in the 

outdoors. Adults want to give the children time and 

freedom to pursue their own goals and yet they also 

strive to achieve curriculum outcomes and ensure 

safety of the child. 
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The space itself offers different opportunities as it is 

dynamic and sensory. 

Although much is being poured into the design of the 

outdoor space, and the possibilities of the 

environments for learning, little support is being 

offered for the understanding of the adult role in rich 

outdoor learning environments. 

If we are to be that ‘adult’ who discovers the joy, the 

wonder, the excitement and the mystery of the world 

while at the same time sowing those seeds of 

knowledge and germinating them surely we must 

understand how we can best ‘be’ with children in the 

outdoors. 

 

 

‘If a child is to keep alive his 
inborn sense of wonder, he 
needs the companionship of 
at least one adult who can 
share it, rediscovering with 
him the joy, excitement, and 
mystery of the world we live 
in.’ 

Rachel Carson – Sense of Wonder 
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Active Observer: As an Active Observer, the educator notices all aspects of the outdoor space and acts 

on those observations to inform their role as Provisioner, Mentor, Companion, Guide, Connector and Monitor. It 
is significant that the Active Observer is not a passive role but rather a critical component of the interactions in 
an outdoor space. It is not enough therefore JUST to observe, there MUST be an element of action before, 
during or after the encounter. 

The Active Observer will document the encounters of the children for reflection and to enhance the 
understanding by both children and educators. 

Provisioner: As the Provisioner the adult makes decisions that present the learning potential in an outdoor 

space for the children. This includes: 

• The type, quality, quantity and placement of both hard landscaping features (topography, furnishings, 
play structures) of a space, and loose parts within the space. 

• The allocation of time children can engage with a space. 

• The expectations and rules of engagement with the space. 

Monitor: As the monitor, the adult engages with those aspects that maintain the wellbeing of those who use 

the space: 

• Risk Management  Hazard Identification 

• Conflict Resolution  Care responsibilities  

Defining the Role of the Adult in an Outdoor Classroom 

The role of an adult in an outdoor classroom is never an isolated one. Adults will assume 
multiple roles to support children in their play and learning in the outdoors. However the 
balance of the roles assumed can significantly impact student learning and 
engagement. The following discusses seven roles, which identify a range of interactions 
with the children, environment and community, that  will grow a rich culture of practice 
in the outdoors. 

Mentor: As the Mentor,the adult engages with the child to model skills, learning dispositions, habits of mind, 

behaviour, interactions and expectations within the outdoor space. 

The Mentor assumes the role described by Dewey in order to give or lend experience to the child. The child 
assumes the role of apprentice as they encounter new situations and develop skills in the company of others. 

(The role of Mentor is also one assumed by other students in an outdoor classroom) 

Companion: As a Companion in an outdoor space, the adult interacts with the child in an encounter 

through respectful relationships which are mindful of the emotions and moods of the child or children in the 
present moment. A Companion may sit with a child using the features of the outdoor classroom to sooth, 
comfort, educate and build a relationship with the child. A companion may walk with a child and wondering 
about the world they see or just ‘be’ together in quite reflection. A Companion is very much about being 
present, being there for a child to share and wonder when the child needs it most. 
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Connector: As a Connector the adult in the outdoor space works with the children to build relationships 

with each other, the environment, our animal allies and the wider community. They engage intentionally to 
introduce children to the physical, natural and social world.  

In the role of Connector, the adult find links between the children's encounters, and interpret these encounters 
in relation to what they know about children, the environment, the community and curriculum outcomes. 

‘The development occurs through reciprocal give-and-take, the teacher 
taking but not being afraid also to give. ‘ 
John Dewey, Experience and Education 

Guide: As the Guide in the outdoor classroom, the adult influences the learning journey of the child 

through intentional interaction to extend or enhance thinking and understanding.  

Questioning, wondering, reflective discussion, revisiting and the transferring of learning into another 
language are some of the crafting tools a Guide uses to deepen the understanding, skills and knowledge 
encountered in the child’s interaction with the outdoors. 

The Guide is skillful in understanding WHEN to enter into the children’s encounters to best encourage deeper 
thinking by the children or to assist them to overcome ‘road blocks’ in their learning journey. They also use 
the above tools to clarify their own understanding of the concepts and understandings the children are 
seeking through their play. 

‘We need a teacher who is sometimes the director, sometimes the set designer, 
sometimes the curtain and the backdrop, and sometimes the prompter…who is the 
electrician, who dispenses the paint and who is even the audience – the audience who 
watches, sometimes remains silent, full of emotion, who is sometimes judges with 
scepticism, and at other times applauds with enthusiasm.’ Malaguzzi cited in Rinaldi 2006 

Pascal and Bertram should also consider all seven roles within the following three 
principles as cited 

• Sensitivity- The adults awareness to the feelings and well being of the child 
 

• Stimulation- how an adult intervenes in an encounter and the content of the intervention. 

• Autonomy- The degree of freedom given to the child and how the adult handles conflict, rules and 
behavioural issues. 


