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Outside provision is often underused and not developed to its full potential. This childminder describes how she has used the knowledge gained from a course to revamp her outdoor provision and the use of the wider community in her setting.
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‘Keeping up to date with new and exciting ideas is quite a challenge when you are self-employed. However, I firmly believe this is one aspect of my work which has led me to be graded as outstanding on more than occasion. I select key courses to attend, no more than two a year; they have a positive and long-lasting effect on my provision.’
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The childminder works with two assistants and has been in her current home for just over four years. The outdoor space was, she says, one of the attractions of the property. She says, ‘Following a course we reviewed our use of the “great outdoors” both at home and in the wider community. We observed the children outside to see if they were gravitating towards specific areas of the garden and to specific toys. Did they seek a quiet area so they had a balance between action and calm? What aspect of being outside did they find most appealing? Did the outdoor environment facilitate the children’s learning? Were the children independent of each other or collaborating together? What did they want from their outdoor environment?’

As a result of these observations and discussions with the children - the childminder firmly believes it is most important that they have a voice - she produced a plan to develop the outdoor space. A play house was purchased which has a multitude of uses, from role play to quiet reflection, with lots of cushions to snuggle up with and books to read. Wooden benches and picnic tables enable children to sit, watch, eat, listen and [image: image7.jpg]


talk together as well as providing an area for table top activities. Wooden dividers and a large waterproof mat provide a safe place outside for the very youngest children.

The children asked for a tree house so they could re-enact being pirates and somewhere to dig for treasure as and when they wanted – this was achieved underneath the tree house.  Finally, they wanted something they could climb so a climbing frame with slide was erected which encouraged their gross motor movement. They have recently requested a ship’s wheel to extend their play – this is a work in progress!
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Outside, the childminder and her assistants observed what captured the children’s interest. It was spring in the garden and the children were curious about what was happening to the trees and birds. Every morning they could hear tapping in the trees. ‘What is that noise?’ she was asked one morning. ‘It is the woodpecker making a hole in the bark to make a nest’ replied the childminder. ‘What is bark?’ asked one child. ‘What is a nest?’ asked another. These questions from the children led to meaningful learning opportunities about trees and wildlife in spring.
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Staff took the children to the local common for a walk through the trees. During the walk, one boy noted the trees had ‘bumps’ on the ground. This led to conversations as to what these might be. ‘It’s arms’, suggested one child. ‘Don’t be silly, trees don’t have arms’, said another. ‘It looks like their feet’, offered a third. Further into the woods, one child spotted buds on the branches. Encouraging closer observation, one child said they felt ‘soft’, another ‘furry’, followed by, ‘it looks like an oval shape’. This led to further conversations about why some trees were still green and others were not.

A keen-eyed child spotted a hole in the tree. ‘Who lives in there?’ This sparked lots of conversations about different animals and birds who might live in the woods. This was quickly followed by ‘I wonder if there is a bear in here?’ The walk then involved looking for tracks, listening to the sounds to find evidence of the bear, stemming from their love of the book about going on a bear hunt. Finally, at the end of the walk the children enjoyed time climbing trees, clambering over logs and hiding in dens.

On their return, staff followed up the visit to the woods with further activities including making salt dough trees; bark rubbing; examining a bird’s nest; making their own nests; climbing; and den building. They re-read the book about going on a bear hunt; and looked at pictures of animals who lived in a forest, their footprints and habitat. Later in the year, this activity was followed up with autumn leaf activities and looking at the changes to the trees.

These activities, which stemmed from the children’s curiosity about the trees in the garden, captured their interest for weeks. Parents and carers were really positive. One said: ‘It enabled my child to learn while having fun and being outside in the fresh air’. ‘We are making lots of dens at home, pretending we are in the woods’, said another. ‘Now when we are out my son is so much more observant and questioning about what he sees, hears and touches’, said a third.

The childminder enthuses, ‘From attending the training course, which led to a simple and straightforward review of the outdoor space and observation, an enormous amount of learning came from the tree experience. Throughout this activity I actively used a range of strategies to support and extend the children’s learning through introducing new words and ideas; gave them problems to solve and supported their thinking. We now use the resources in our local area with ‘new eyes and ears’ which has enriched the children’s learning and enjoyment, enabling them to develop their knowledge, skills and interests further. The way we use the home garden has also been changed to maximise the children’s time outside.’
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Overview – the childminder’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





Ask the children and, in between feeding the ducks and chickens, they tell you ‘I love to play’, and ‘the best thing is getting muddy’!





‘The great outdoors should not be feared but enjoyed. It is an extension of the indoor provision and the two should go hand in hand – inside can go out and out in.’








Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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