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ABSTRACT
Outdoor pedagogies have gained significant traction in Early Childhood
Education over the years and European traditions represent a cultural
norm in what is generally referred to as Scandinavian outdoor pedagogies.
This small-scale ethnographic research adopted an interpretative
methodological approach and afforded opportunities to observe young
preschool children engaging in an outdoor, allotment, Garden School in
the centre of Oslo Norway. Here we were in the privileged position to
capture moments vis a vis the environment, and whilst we acknowledge
traditional child led discourses, affiliated with healthy child development,
we also envisaged a world where children engaged in post-
anthropocentric entanglements with human and non-human kinships.
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Introduction

This research emerged from a multi-faceted Erasmus visit to Norway during Spring 2022. As aca-
demics from a UK university located in the Northwest of England, we were cognisant of our
status as guests in Norway, and we considered shared conversations and observations as part of
an assemblage (Deleuze and Guattari 1987) and a meta perspective ‘as outsiders looking inwards’
(Tillmanns 2017, 35). Fellow academics in Norway furnished opportunities for reflective, empirical
research during the visit, and our research practices are ethically reflective and reflexive, with our
musings helping us to think about taken for granted assumptions and blind spots. Therefore, the
centre of gravity was shifted as we engaged in what Alvesson and Sköldberg (2018) call, ‘interpret-
ation of interpretation’ (11).

This research paper is based on our semi-ethnographic and rhizomorphous fieldwork with one
Norwegian kindergarten as they utilised a local city community allotment termed locally as
‘Garden School’. The allotment is used by multiple schools, kindergartens, members of the local com-
munity, university students and allotment volunteers, with varying initiatives to support people who
have arrived in Norway as their new home. This study employs a mapping of the physical environ-
ment of the Garden School and borrows the idea of nomadism (Deleuze and Guattari 1987), as it
exemplifies ‘free spaces for thinking’ (Tillmanns 2017, 37). The characteristics of spaces for risky
play and culturally associated practices are discussed, and we were drawn to previous analyses of
pedagogically staged places, analyses of spaces created by children ‘in-between’, and hidden
spaces where children seek privacy (Nordtømme 2012). In this paper, we consider our observations
of the children, alongside conversations with the kindergarten teachers to discuss the narratives and
themes that emerge.
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Literature review

The Norwegian context

Changing demographics in Norway (Gleditsch 2020), in conjunction with more movement often due
to work, has meant that increasingly, young children grow up away from grandparents. In addition,
Oropilla, Ødegaard, and Quinones (2022) report that Norway ensures that the youngest children and
older adults are cared for through public health and social services, such as kindergartens and elderly
homes, and that this is where the youngest children and oldest adults spend most of their day. Stat-
istics Norway (2021a) indicate that 92.8% of children aged one to five years attended kindergarten in
2020 whereas 28.9% of the population over 80 years old reside in care homes (Statistics Norway
2021b). These societal trends give weight to the importance of intergenerational inclusion in kinder-
garten activities and Oropilla, Ødegaard, and Quinones (2022) argue that more research is needed in
early childhood education related to how kindergarten practitioners can include older people in their
everyday practice. We offer a specifically Deleuzian response as we embrace the unfolding concept
of knowing other (Young 1995) and celebrate quality intergenerational [lifelong] learning, where the
‘transfer and exchange of knowledge… fosters reciprocal learning relationships… recognising that
for both generations to benefit, both groups need to give and receive’ (Kernan and Cortellesi 2020,
4).

Kindergarten places are provided not just for care services while parents work, but also with the
recognition of its importance to children’s development as human beings and as arenas for cultural
formation, also referred to as Bildung or danning in Norwegian (Ødegaard and Krüger 2012). The
extensive expansion of kindergartens in Norway over the last 15 years has meant that place,
space, and materiality have been increasingly acknowledged in recent years (Nordtømme 2012).
Socio-cultural theory is at the core of Norwegian policy and a socio-cultural view places social inter-
action at the core of development, with children viewed as active meaning-makers. From this per-
spective learning is achieved through social interactions and in the everyday routines of the
kindergarten, thus, we avoid using the term ‘visiting’ the community allotment (Garden School)
to avoid situating the children as tourists in their own learning (Hirst 2021).

The Norwegian kindergarten

In Norway, the kindergarten is an early years setting catering for the educational and care needs of
children from birth to 6 years of age. One teacher and two trained assistants work as a team with 10–
20 children depending on age, with outdoor pedagogies occurring routinely for children in Norway.
The Norwegian Framework Plan for Kindergartens (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research
2017) applies to all kindergarten settings and this phase of a child’s education and care is seen as
separate from mainstream schooling, which starts in the year a child turns 6. It is asserted that
core values of kindergartens should be ‘promulgated, practised and manifest in every aspect of a
kindergartens pedagogical practice’ (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research 2017, 1) and
section one of the Kindergarten Act states that kindergartens should build on ‘fundamental
values in the Christian and humanist traditions’ (UN Convention Rights of the Child 1989); Indigenous
and Tribal Peoples convention (ILO Convention 169, 7). The Norwegian Framework Plan for Kinder-
gartens (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research 2017) states that the overriding principle that
applies to all kindergarten activity is that the best interests of the child shall be the primary consider-
ation in all actions and decisions concerning the child (Article 104 of the Norwegian Constitution;
Article 3, No. 1, UNCRC).

From a socio-cultural perspective, learning can be viewed as relational, contextual, and social
(Vygotsky 1978); knowledge is constructed or made in the community of which one is a part. Learn-
ing can be argued to be situated and social as it is tied to what happens in a context, together with
other people (Nordtømme 2012). For example, in Norwegian kindergartens children are often
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organised in small mixed-age groups; the underlying philosophy of mixed-aged groups is that the
youngest benefit from having the eldest as role models and the older children benefit from support-
ing and interacting with younger members of the kindergarten with opportunities to build peer-
group relations and friendships among the children (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research
2017). This marks a shift from the predominantly age and stage based childcare practices in
England, where children are normally grouped by biological age with no explicit recognition of
the UNCRC in the statutory guidance (DfE 2021). Our paper ‘sees’ the absolutes in recognising the
UNCRC and valuing humanistic, child/person centred approaches, but we also recognise how
humanism could be seen as a benign, friendly word, associated only with notions of self-actualisation
(Brookfield 2011). As we confront global sustainability issues, we embrace the ‘expanded rights fra-
mework’ arena (Davis 2014) with ‘foundational rights, agentic participation rights, collective rights,
intergenerational rights and bio/ecocentric rights’ (23) to ‘foster children’s ability to think critically,
act ethically and show solidarity’ (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research 2017, 10). The learn-
ing areas are noted as substantially the same as the subjects that the children will subsequently
encounter at school (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research 2017) with the areas of communi-
cation, language and text, body movement, food and health, art, culture and creativity, nature,
environment and technology, quantities, spaces and shapes, ethics, religion and philosophy and
local community and society (47–55). The characteristics of ‘curiosity, exploration and creative
activity’ are cited as ways for children to develop knowledge and skills in the areas of learning (Nor-
wegian Ministry of Education & Research 2017, 47), and as children engage with the environment to
construct meaning to satisfy innate curiosity, learning is seen as something that happens while inter-
actions take place (Rogoff 1990; Aasen, Grindheim Torunn, and Waters 2009).

Outdoor pedagogies

There is a wealth of research related to outdoor pedagogies. For example, Garden (2022) defines
outdoor learning as that which is beyond the walls of the indoors and overcoming the confines
of the indoors thereby supporting children’s holistic development. In the UK however, there is
often a eulogising symphony regarding Scandinavian outdoor pedagogies as a homogenous peda-
gogical approach. Terms vary and a preview into Norwegian Nature Kindergartens by Knight (2009)
highlights how ‘Friluftsliv was originally a Norwegian expression and is entrenched in Norwegian
culture’ (4) with kindergartens providing ‘a variety of outdoor experiences and [use] nature as an
arena for play, wonder, exploration and learning’ (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research
2017, 53). In the UK, the notion of outdoor pedagogies is often related to Forest Schools, and we
were keen to pay particular attention to the environment, which was cited by the kindergarten tea-
chers as ‘a garden school space’. The adoption of the term ‘school’ played with our assumptions
around Scandinavian outdoor pedagogies, as we viewed the later adoption of formal education
in Norway as evidence that kindergarten pedagogies are valuable, and as Moss (2013) noted, ‘com-
pulsory education is no longer viewed as the first act in the theatre of education’ (3).

This is also exemplified in the target for quality education (SDG4.2 UNESCO) with Early Childhood
Development and universal pre-primary education as a key target. King (2017) helps us to think
about the target for SDG 4 (4.2) which includes the ‘need’ to ensure that all girls and boys have
access to quality early childhood development, care and pre-primary education so that they are
ready for primary education.We argue that the readiness for school discourse remains a contentious
issue for many (see Aitken 2018; Moss and Urban 2017) and the discourse in the Framework Plan for
Kindergartens (2017) argues for ‘kindergartens to prepare children for active participation in society
and help lay the foundations of a good life’ (8). As a Norwegian citizen, Sageidet (2014) explores Nor-
wegian traditions and way of life and argues that ‘Norway, together with other Nordic countries, has
a long tradition of close contact with nature and outdoor life’ (114) and offers a counternarrative, ‘as
citizens of one of the world’s richest countries, Norwegians appear as, more or less, materialistically
orientated’ (117), thus, ‘Norwegians, children, preschool teachers, parents and other citizens, live in
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tension between Norwegian traditions, demands for environmental responsibility, and their individ-
ual orientation within late modernity… ’ (117). In 2020, Elliot, Arlemalm-Hagser, Ji, Wang and
Mackey, review the Norwegian context and argue that with sustainability explicitly noted in the
revised Framework for Kindergartens (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research 2017), the
notion of ‘a good life’ demands ‘thinking and acting at local, national and global levels and for
early childhood educators to promote children’s understanding that their actions today have conse-
quences for the future’ (62). They highlight that children are viewed as active and agentic individuals,
able to express their views on matters that affect them.

John Dewey’s theory of experiential education (1916/2007; 1938/1997) explains outdoor edu-
cation experience as a lived experience with ideas of meaning emerging from experience. Dewey
(1938/1997, 43) refers to ‘trying’ and ‘undergoing’. Trying refers to the outward expression of the
individual, the attempts by them within the environment. Undergoing refers to the ways in which
the environment impacts upon the individual. This process is dynamic and reciprocal as it involves
an impact on the environment by the individual as well as the impact on the individual by the
environment. The allotment itself is a large open space with plots assigned to different schools, kin-
dergartens and members of the community, and we argue that whilst outdoor pedagogies have
been territorialised (Deleuze and Guattari 1987) into a global discourse, the ‘Garden School’ space
can be [de]territorialised and [re]territorialised (Deleuze and Guattari 1987) by identifying the space
as the product of interrelations with multiplicity and space as co-constitutive (Massey 1995). A learn-
ing space is always under construction and a co-constructive understanding acknowledges a rela-
tional dynamic between the children, culture, risk and the ‘Garden School’ space that they inhabit
and help to shape (Garden 2022).

The outdoor space

Moser and Martinsen (2010) explore Norwegian kindergarten’s outdoor environments as pedagogi-
cal spaces. They argue that the term space includes the physical environment, presenting the kinder-
garten as an educational institution, that is, as a building, different kinds of rooms, the fixed
installations, the furniture and other removable artefacts, the aesthetic design of the institutions
and the objects that form the natural environment. The Norwegian Framework Plan for Kindergar-
tens (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research 2017) states that children should be afforded
outdoor experiences and opportunities to discover the diversity of the natural world, with kindergar-
tens helping the children to feel connectedness with nature but as Weldemariam and Wals (2020)
argue, the dominant discourses around children being taught to be the rational, ethical child who
cares for and safeguards the world, is an inherently anthropocentric view point which unintention-
ally overlooks agentic characteristics of the non-human world. Rather than ‘using’ nature (Norwegian
Ministry of Education & Research 2017), they argue for recognition of ‘an assemblaged world that he/
she becomes with, and is affected by multiple non-human interactions’ (13).

Places, spaces, and materiality are important within the everyday life of children in kindergarten.
The physical environment creates possibilities for participation yet the values that are associated
with place, space and materiality are also open to exclusions (Nordtømme 2012). Spaces can also
consist of actions, the meaning-making of those involved in the institutions and the organisation
of educational activities in space and time (Moser and Martinsen 2010). In this article, we will use
our ethnographic fieldwork data to discuss the narratives that emerge in relation to these themes.

The Norwegian Framework for Kindergartens (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research 2017)
aims for children to develop a positive self-image through physical achievements and have positive
experiences of outdoors activities (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research 2017, 35). Most
Norwegian kindergartens have access to the outdoors and nature areas in the immediate vicinity
that are suitable for play and physical activity and regular walks are a feature of kindergarten prac-
tice. Considerable variation exists in time spent outdoors, depending on the season as well as the
characteristics, focus and goals of the kindergarten.
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Methodology

Design

When crafting this paper, we were drawn to playfully interact with a rhizomatic methodology
(Deleuze and Guattari 1987), and we found resonance in the rhizome as a metaphorical way of con-
ceptualising our observations and interactions in the community allotment. We were conscious that
our semi-ethnographic observations were framed by our English centric assumptions associated
with meta narratives around [espoused] Scandinavian outdoor pedagogies. We also acknowledge
the familiar anchor of the English Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE 2021) and our regular critiques
of the framework, including the language associated with statutory guidance for those working with
children aged 0–5. The Norwegian Framework Plan for Kindergartens (Norwegian Ministry of Edu-
cation & Research 2017) itself was unfamiliar terrain, thus, we navigated the discourse in the gui-
dance and considered the juxtaposition of the lived experiences of the adults and children in a
familiar environment of the community allotment or ‘Garden School’. Visual photography provided
images which were considered, ‘not to interpret what the [images] mean, but to find richness and
vitality in the images… .no need to interpret, only to unfold, to increase the surface area of
experience’.

Participants

This semi-ethnographic research included a group of twelve children aged between 3 and 6 years
from a local kindergarten, where we engaged in naturalistic conversations with kindergarten peda-
gogues, (twomale assistants and one female who led the group as the lead pedagogue), members of
the local community, including allotment volunteers and a plot owner. Our observations of the inter-
actions between children, adults and the spaces within the community allotment or ‘Garden School’,
included in situ, opportune moments, for example, we chatted to a member of the local community
(via interpretation) and learnt that due to her ‘advanced age’ [verbatim quote], she was eager for the
children to help her move the existing plants in her small plot, so she could use the space to plant
new seeds.

We were also introduced to the lead support volunteer who was planting seeds and harvesting
produce in the community greenhouse, and she explained the plan to sell the produce to local
grocery outlets. This formed part of a support programme for female refugees to gain access to
support networks in the city. In essence, there were no key participants, as the rhizomorphous
nature of the research assumes no superior position, as within the realm of the rhizome, everything
and everyone can be an actor (Deleuze and Guattari 1987).

Procedure

The ethnographic accounts were garnered during a one-day visit to the community allotment and
this formed part of a fuller Erasmus schedule for the week. The approved ethics were shared with the
university and the kindergarten and consent was gained for conversations with adults and obser-
vations of children. The allotment is a regular place for the kindergarten children to visit (3–4
days per week) and we met the teachers and children in the kindergarten before accompanying
them on their familiar walk which lasted around 8 min. Children wore high visibility vests over
their clothes and this identification helped the adults to manage safety in a safe and calm way.
The walk was purposeful but unhurried and the interactions were incidental and took advantage
of the familiar environment and included observations by the children of us as guests in their
walk to the allotment.

We talked with kindergarten pedagogues while observing the slow-paced interactions between
children and adults, and the rhizomorphous explorations helped us to explore Bakhtin’s notion of
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‘exploring voices and their authorship’ while acknowledging its ‘lived construction, enactment and
interpretation by another’ (131). The lead pedagogue was able to cite the Norwegian guidance (Nor-
wegian Ministry of Education & Research 2017), with regular excerpts articulated in relation to her
fluid planning, and we were able to work as nomads (Deleuze and Guattari 1987) to consider the
‘ideologic, volitional nature of language’.

Findings

Inter-generational encounters

A vignette
Adjacent to the kindergarten community allotment space, we observed a lady digging in her allotment patch as
she tended to her flowers. Attracted by the brightness of the golden marigolds, the children idled over to the
plot and engaged in conversations, asking the lady if they could help. The lady invited the children to join her in
the weeding activity. The activity involved selecting flowers to pull up to make room for new root vegetable
seeds. The lady conversed with the children about which flowers to select, and the children were asked to
dig the flowers out, including the bulbs. These were then to be re-planted back at the kindergarten. Some of
the artful digging produced bulbs and flowers, and discussions around careful use of the trowels helped children
to see the value of sensitively examining the soil around the bulbs to extract with care.

Here we observed what we refer to as, natural, authentic intergenerational encounters. On a surface
level, there are clear connections to the Framework Plan for Kindergartens (Norwegian Ministry of
Education & Research 2017) and the lead pedagogue easily espoused learning areas, with consider-
ation of children’s ‘body movement, food and health’ and ‘nature, environment and technology’.
Indeed, intergenerational programmes in early childhood institutions in Norway offer movements
towards a more sustainable future (Oropilla, Ødegaard, and Quinones 2022) and as the research
study illustrates, community allotments are places where different generations can meet and inter-
act. The authors claim that this could mean children, parents, or grandparents, but also elderly
people from the local community. The core values related to ‘Children and Childhood’ in the Norwe-
gian Framework Plan for Kindergartens (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research 2017) cites the
kindergarten as a place that ‘helps prepare children for active participation in society and helps lay
the foundations for a good life’ (8), with ‘sustainable development’ captured in the recognisable
nomenclature from the Brundtland report (WCED 1987). The document highlights how, ‘people
who are alive today can have their basic needs met without denying future generations the oppor-
tunity to fulfil theirs’ (10). The concept of a ‘good life’ is signalled by Davis (2014) as ‘an alternative
social development concept focusing on the attainment of a ‘good life’, akin to the concept of sus-
tainable living, only realisable within a community, and in a community that includes nature’ (31).
Here we adopt what Davis (2014) terms ‘revisioning rights’ (21) with her five dimensions of rights
which are ‘not mutually exclusive [as they] overlap and seep into each other’ (24). Her argument
for a recognition of ‘collective rights’ bleeds as an ‘extension’ into intergenerational rights (28)
and as a healthy anecdote to a blame culture between generations, the ‘chain of obligation’
(Davis 2014, 29) can be focused on ‘a moral and ethical position of our children towards their chil-
dren’ (Davis 2014, 29). Kernan and Cortellesi (2020) argue for ensuring quality in intergenerational
learning, thus, with lifelong learning clearly acknowledged, the value of this encounter facilitated
a ‘transfer and exchange of knowledge… ..foster[ing] reciprocal learning relationships… recognis-
ing that for both generations to benefit, both groups need to give and receive’ (4) (Figures 1–3).

Our observational lens also helped us to notice more deeply and supported a reflexive visualisa-
tion of intergenerational learning beyond prepared or planned activities, with the children engaging
with a member of their local community in an ‘extra familial’ context (Kernan and Cortellesi 2020, 3).
This natural and informal interaction illustrated an authentic, intergenerational encounter with reci-
procal returns, for example, the children saved the existing plants to repurpose and replant in their
kindergarten, and their toil in the soil resulted in unhurried, rich communications related to biodi-
versity. Here the plants acted as conduits for complex conversations ‘seeing the organic wholeness
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of nature… .where children, adults and [plants as] nature acted as distinct nodes in the web of
nature, not as ‘other’ (Sageidet 2014, 116).

Elliot et al. (2020) cite the ‘adults’ role in ECE as supporting children to actively participate in a
democratic society, where intergenerational equities are recognised’ (62) and Haraway (2015)

Figure 1. Emerging themes and sources of data.

EDUCATION 3–13 7



reminds us that ‘we need to make kin sym-chthonically, sym-poetically, [thus], ‘who and whatever
we are, we need to make with – become with, compose with – the earth bound (161). This immersive
approach with nature has been given explicit emphasis in the Scandanavian context (Weldemariam
and Wals 2020), and as the children laboured alongside the adult becoming with ‘subjectivity as
breathing’ (Murris 2016, 7), their understanding of sustainability concepts married with

Figure 1 Continued
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‘understanding [our emphasis] as an autonomous act, internal and free, which does not depend on
hierarchical structures’ (Oates and Grayson 2004, 325).

Indeed Haraway (2015) helps us to summarise as she notes her purpose

to make ‘kin’ mean something other/more than entities tied by ancestry or genealogy… .. Kin making is making
persons, not necessarily as individuals or as humans. Making kin and making kind (as category, care, relatives
without ties by birth, lateral relatives, lots of other echoes) stretch the imagination and can change the story. (161)

Management of risk and respect for nature

A vignette
As the kindergarten children climbed the branches of a tree, one of the assistants spoke to the group (in Nor-
wegian). Our assumption was that the assistant was telling the children to be careful in case they should fall. We

Figure 2. Reciprocal intergenerational encounters for learning with nature: Sharing Knowledge.
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asked for a translation as we were intrigued that the attentive audience subsequently engaged in lengthy con-
versations with the adults. ‘Did you remind them not to hurt themselves’? We ventured, ‘no’ the assistant replied,
‘I reminded them that the branch is fragile, and not to harm the tree’. The kindergarten assistant also reminded
the children of their responsibility to decide how high they climbed the tree, and follow-up conversations high-
lighted that the kindergarten children were encouraged to manage their own risk, with the understanding that
however high they climb, they also needed to be able to descend independently and safely.

There are many ways we could interpret our observations and as guests in Norway, we acknowledge
that our meanderings between theoretical ideas were employed to help us avoid [many] blind spots.
We embrace a banquet of early childhood theories and pedagogies that are steeped in historical,
political, and cultural spheres and we also acknowledge posthumanism, new materialism and
what Haraway (2015) registers as ‘compost-ing’ (161). A respect for nature and rights for nature
are inherent in Norwegian culture (Sageidet 2014) and as such, Norwegians have a close cultural
attachment to nature (Figure 4).

Norwegian kindergarten teachers aim to make use of the outdoor environment when working
with young children in their care (Nordtømme 2012). The Framework Plan for Kindergartens (Norwe-
gian Ministry of Education & Research 2017) cites childhood as having ‘intrinsic value’ and firmly pro-
poses a ‘holistic approach to children’s development’ (7) with ‘well-being, friendships and play
[featured as] essential’ (8). It cites ‘respect for human dignity and nature’ (7) and ‘world views
which are entrenched in human rights law’ (7). In the developing research field of early childhood
education for sustainability, the powerful notion of the agentic child ‘unwillingly emphasises the
importance of the human and ignores that of non-humans, natural phenomena and their vital mate-
riality’ (McKenzie and Bieler 2016; cited in Weldemariam and Wals 2020, 16). With individualism
centre stage in the English Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE 2021), and the learning area related
to Understanding the World reduced to ‘making observations and drawing pictures of animals and
plants’ (14), we bring together a temporary assemblage of [perceptions of] risk observed in the vign-
ette, discourses around the concept of harm, and the intersubjectivity, or meeting of minds between

Figure 3. Reciprocal intergenerational encounters for learning with nature: Planting.
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children and adults as they grappled with post-anthropocentric narratives with transformative
potential for sustainability.

Drawing on sustainability concepts, we acknowledge the importance of human rights law along-
side ‘Rights of nature, [which] is a legal-political scholarship position that advocates for legal stand-
ing for the natural environment’ (Davis 2014, 30). Writing in the Guardian in 2019, Macfarlane
highlights how Toledo residents drew up an emergency bill of right for Lake Erie in Ohio and
argued that the ecosystem of the lake should be granted legal personhood. He further draws on
work by Anna Grear citing the category of ‘a legal person’ as an error. Here she argues that this
risks only having respect if things resemble human experience and characteristics. Macfarlane

Figure 4. ‘Don’t harm the tree’.
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(2019) also drew on research by Ballard, calling the bill of right document, Invisible literature of our
Anthropocene moment.

Reviewing the images of the child populated tree, it is clear the children gravitated to ‘the climb-
ing tree’ as a place to gather. A constructivist learning theory lens views development as grounded in
people’s values and knowledge, as they construct ways of understanding the world. Priority is given
to the active mental life of the child, their understandings of the world and the subsequent ways that
they act within it. These pedagogies aim to be child-centred and flexible and allow learners the
freedom to control their own learning experiences, largely through play and exploration within a
local natural environment (Garden 2022). This ecological approach considers nature itself as a
natural learning environment and it has been given explicit emphasis in Scandinavian countries,
with the ‘relationship between nature and people’ situated as a strong philosophy, and healthy
child development as a supporting discourse, where children should ‘develop their motoric compe-
tence by climbing trees, and up hills and mountains’ (Maagero and Simonsen 2012, 85). Weldemar-
iam and Wals (2020) question whether the focus on children’s agency ‘can actually transgress the
ontological separation between the human child and the natural environment, or what is commonly
referred to as ‘nature’ (16). They further argue that ‘child centred approaches that aspire to build chil-
dren’s agency tend to present non-humans as a background for humans to act on or to be acted on’
(16). Soper (2015), argues, that for the most part, when nature is discussed related to the non-human
it is in a rather more concrete sense, to refer to that part of the environment which we have had no
hand in creating. It is often ‘used empirically to demarcate parts of the material world that is given
prior to any human activity, from that which is humanly shared or contrived’ (Soper 2015, 23). Nelson
and Hodgins (2020) note how ‘nature can be seen as a static curative backdrop for enhancing child
development’ (154) but we are encouraged by the emerging discourses.

Douglas recognises that risk is culturally constructed for example constructions of risk vary
between cultures. Greve et al. (2019) carried out a comparative study to investigate practices in Nor-
wegian and French kindergartens focussing on constructions of ‘risk’. Within their study, they define
‘risk’ as a potential threat combined with an undesirable outcome (Burke and Duncan 2015, 77). Out-
comes identified ‘risk’ in terms of ‘risk’ discourses in the society with both health-related and peda-
gogical ‘risks’ (Greve et al. 2019, 1).

Drawing on a social constructionist perspective in theorising risk and childhood we can move
‘beyond socio-cultural views of the child as insufficient’ (Davis 2014, 26). Contemporary, hyper-sen-
sitised concerns in the UK regarding children’s vulnerability may be reminiscent of fears of the
modern world, and the inclination towards over-protection from which these fears manifest
(Garden 2022). This is in stark contrast to the informal conversations with the kindergarten assistant
who explained that, ‘The branch is fragile and could break’ and ‘If the tree branch breaks, there will be
no apples in the Spring’. The kindergarten assistant reminded the children not to harm the tree and
the dialogue that ensued removed a false dualism between human rights and rights of non-humans.
He asked what may happen if the children harmed the tree branch. Norwegian culture naturally
assumes a deep tradition of fostering positive attitudes towards nature (Sageidet 2014, 114) and Nor-
wegian philosopher Arne Naess, has ‘inspired non-philosophers and people of all ages to think more
deeply about how they live’ (Sageidet 2014, 115).

Constructivist educational theories allow children to create meanings via their interactions with
others around them, including other children and adults, as well as the local environment. Central to
the outdoor pedagogical approach is the premise of children as co-constructors and not just as recei-
vers of knowledge. Vygotskian theory proposes expert novice interactions as a key factor to fostering
growth, and the tree as non-human kin, enabled conversations to bridge the gap between adult and
children’s level of competency by connecting the children’s modes of thought and working jointly in
what Vygotsky (1987) termed the zone of proximal development (ZPD). This is often seen as guiding
the child to more advanced forms of thought (i.e. the adults understanding) by providing tools for
thinking. Translations illuminated much more sophistication with the children opting to converse
with the tree to determine mutual places of safety. Children discussed the height they chose to
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climb while respecting both the physical structure of the tree and the tree as kin. Kinship across
species divides can be honoured in language, in forest ecology’s recent revelations concerning
the underground mycorrhizal networks that connect individual trees into intercommunicating
forests (Macfarlane 2019). Vygotsky’s theory could risk ‘supporting a form of ethnocentrism
[where pedagogues] following this theory ‘could simply place themselves in an unquestioned pos-
ition of superior knowledge’ (Oates and Grayson 2004, 309). In the allotment, Garden School context,
the children listened to the adults but also saw the tree beyond its practical application, i.e. to
produce and give apples in the autumn.

Inspirational research by Nelson and Hodgins (2020) in Canada argued ‘in favour of curriculum
and pedagogy as a lively, contingent more than human entanglement’ (151). They worked with chil-
dren on climate action pedagogies with trees and their reminder that ‘for those of us influenced by
Euro Western educational regimes, recognising trees as highly social beings requires us to stretch
our understandings of sentience, time scales, and creative modes of relating’. They further draw
on research by Wohlleben to remind us that ‘trees communicate with each other in a number of
complex ways including via vast wood wide webs’ of mycelium networks underneath the forest
floor’ (Nelson and Hodgins 2020, 156). Through their research, they learned trees ‘feed their
young, sweat, sleep, scheme with others to outwit predators, nurse their dying, cooperate, and
seed clouds to alter weather patterns’ (Simard 2016 cited in Nelson and Hodgins 2020, 156)

The stretch and recomposition of kin are allowed by the fact that all earthlings are kin in the deepest sense, and
it is past time to practice better care of kinds-as assemblages (not species one at a time). Kin is an assembling sort
of word. (Haraway 2015, 162)

The importance of place, space and flow for well-being

A vignette
The children were directed by the adults (lead pedagogue and two assistants) to enjoy their area in the allot-
ment while making sure they remained in sight of each other and the adults. There were no external ropes
or fences to signify boundaries, but the children seemed comfortable and ambled in between spaces whilst
creating their own [in] between havens. The Framework Plan for Kindergartens (Norwegian Ministry of Education
& Research 2017) cites the need for kindergarten teachers to support children to be ‘curious about natural
phenomena’ (52) and as a rhomboid of sunlight hit the rectangular wooden crate, the shape morphed into
an isosceles triangle to signal a sunny day.

The allotment, Garden School, is also referred to as an urban garden and as ‘an oasis in the middle of
Oslo where school children can learn to grow plants and vegetables’ (https://www.
geitmyraskolehage.no/). Gruenewald (2003) ‘takes a position that critical pedagogy and place-
based education are mutually supportive educational traditions and he argues for a conscious syn-
thesis that blends the two discourses into a critical pedagogy of place’ (2). The website also notes the
wider membership of ‘the school garden, in interaction with the allotment garden is also a meeting
place for people with different cultural backgrounds. Here, immigrant children, parents and grand-
parents, and ethnic Norwegians of all ages, meet around a community of interests’ (https://www.
geitmyraskolehage.no/) (Figures 5–7).

Here we are keen to acknowledge the allotment or Garden School as both a physical place with a
large acreage, but also a ‘critical pedagogy of place that embraces the link between the classroom
and cultural politics’ (Gruenewald 2003, 8). Conversation with an Allotment volunteer illustrated their
support for refugees and migrants to Norway, thus, the volunteer was keen to highlight the constant
battle to keep the large allotment space within the community and away from ‘jaws of corporate
greed’ [verbatim quote] as the land is always under threat and surveillance for new housing in
the city.

Soper (2015) considers parlance around nature and considers what Robert Goodwin termed, a
green theory of value (add date). According to this theory, ‘value is attributed to places created
by natural processes, rather than by artificial human ones’ (Soper 2015, 268). Kindergarten literally
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translates into a garden for children, and we recognise place as a concept that corresponds as a con-
crete location and an important context for what happens. It is also a concept that expresses belong-
ing. As referenced on the website, Kindergarten in Norway is often considered a significant outdoor
meeting place in a neighbourhood. We feel that kindergarten is a place of pedagogy, as expressed by
Løvlie, as it is both concrete as a location and a place for relations, meaning-making and belonging.
As Bourdieu (1988) states, space is both visual, akin to the physical environment of the allotment and
invisible, such as the social space that the children encompass. ‘In some kindergartens the children
spend most of the day outdoors and might not have a building, but a lavvo (a kind of tent) with a
small fire when they need to warm themselves’ (Maagero and Simonsen 2012, 86).

Figure 5. Spaces for thinking: Walking in the garden.
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The allotment, Garden school could be considered a hybrid environment, a place where, ‘place
based educators do not dismiss the importance of content and skills, but argue that the study of
places can help increase student engagement and understanding through multidisciplinary, experi-
ential and intergenerational learning that is not only relevant but potentially contributes to the well-
being of community life’ (Gruenewald 2003, 6).

Throughout this paper, place is considered to have an underlying meaning for the concepts of
space and materiality (Nordtømme 2012). We recognise place as a concept that relates to space
and materiality. Space is a product of inter-relations with space not existing prior to identities/enti-
ties and their relations (Massey 2005). Massey highlights the distinction between ‘space’ and ‘place’,
where ‘place’ is the positioning of static objects such as those in nature and ‘space’ is the multiple
interactions that occur between such objects (Agnew 2011; Garden 2022).

Employing a rhizomatic lens, we explored spaces for possible happenings in the community allot-
ment and the Garden School as both a play space and political refuge. We felt that the children, as par-
ticipants in the kindergarten, contribute to the social and cultural understandings of their play spaces.

Figure 6. Spaces for thinking: Swinging in the hammock.
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Children were able to move freely with creative encounters with empty wooden crates, low hung ham-
mocks, and significant boundarymarkers such as an empty well. These smooth nomadic spaces acted as
open spaces for creative thinking, rather than ‘straited spaces [that] are closed spaces plotted by points
and positions and are concernedwith enclosing things linear and solid’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987; 361
cited in Sellers 2013, 18). We observed children carefully decorating small spaces, for example, the
aesthetically beautiful décor of the wooden crates allowed hidden child sized spaces and these
‘secret places’ are generally viewed as pedagogically valuable (Moser and Martinsen 2010, 6) with
spaces presenting a range of expectations for both children and adults. These spaces had a sense of
purpose, and as such are not considered neutral in the Garden school as a place. The Plan for Kinder-
gartens (2017, 9) cites there must be room for ‘a spiritual dimension in kindergarten which should be
used to instigate dialogue and respect for diversity’. In this context, the children experience a ‘dwelling
in nature’ (Louv 2005, 113), where the young child is united with nature in terms of a ‘spiritual ecology’.

These spaces also highlighted the validity of flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1975; Csikszentmihalyi,
Abuhamdeh, and Nakamura 2005; Laevers 2005a, 2005b; Seligman 2011) for cultivating self-involve-
ment and well-being. Research indicates that children’s high level of involvement and well-being
signal increases in physical motor activities that promote challenges and variations, for example,
climbing a tree compared to free playground play. We observed the children taking part in what
would be termed ‘activities’ in the Garden School, such as digging, weeding, and planting. We
equally observed children fully absorbed with multiple actors, in multiple spaces where the
concept of flow was characterised by the matching of high environmental challenges, for
example, tree climbing and den making, with equally high levels of personal skills, the merging of

Figure 7. Spaces for thinking: Making a den.
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action and awareness, the loss of reflexive self-consciousness, a sense of control and a distortion of
temporal perception (Csikszentmihalyi, Abuhamdeh, and Nakamura 2005). We observed the children
being and becoming with the outdoor environment and this opportunity allowed the space and
freedom for extended negotiation and varied meaning-making experiences. The Framework Plan
for Kindergartens (Norwegian Ministry of Education & Research 2017) states that participation in
such activity can be the first step in the development of a democratic community.

Conclusion

As we observed, Norwegian kindergarten leaders seem to value forms of ‘risky play’. Mastering a
physical skill may be a child climbing a tree or a branch whilst taking part in outdoor activities
such as hikes and of course, being in nature has long been part of the Norwegian kindergarten tra-
dition. Risk-taking can be seen as an integral part of nature and encourages the development of
motor skills and physical fitness (Sandseter 2010). According to Moser and Martinsen (2010)
almost three-quarters of 117 Norwegian kindergartens that responded to their survey allow children
access to climbing trees and climbing walls. As Sandseter (2009) states children are the experts at
finding the level of challenge that fits their skills, but it does depend on the environment providing
the appropriate level of challenge. The benefits of nature may be dependent on the landscape.

Whilst the Norwegian Framework Plan for Kindergartens (2017, 4) notes that kindergartens shall
encourage respect for human dignity by highlighting, valuing, and promoting diversity and mutual
respect, further research could explore whether an inclusive Norwegian kindergarten, with its focus
on outdoor physical activity is equally suitable for all children, regardless of age, gender, ethnicity
and sociocultural background. Furthermore, we echo Weldemariam and Wals (2020) with their
call for a ‘post-anthropocenric perspective [that removes] the child as a self-privileged subject,
but rather [as] a situated being within an agentic, assemblaged world that he/she becomes with,
and is affected by multiple human and non-human actors and forces’ (13). They further argue
that this early childhood education for sustainability focus helps to ‘recognise diverse ways of
knowing that include affective learning, embodied learning and learning with others’.

Outdoor activities are embedded in the Norwegian Framework Plan for Kindergartens (Ministry of
Education 2017) with the plan stating children should become familiar with nature and experience a
sense of belonging with nature (Bjørgen et al. 2022). We are cautious of over surveillance of chil-
dren’s worlds and acknowledge that our naturalistic observations were primarily drawn from obser-
vations and translations by adults from Norwegian to English. We wholeheartedly acknowledge our
musings where children spoke to us ‘through their play, their actions, and reactions’ (Clark 2017, 24).
We hope to return to the Allotment Garden School with the children in a follow-up visit to Norway
and future research plans include working with the children to embrace the Mosaic approach as a
framework for listening to the children (Clark 2017).
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