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This report was completed following scholarship study tour activities. It captures the highlights of the many observations and learnings gained, which are to be shared through future educational opportunities. The report is produced by the author in their capacity as a scholarship recipient and may not represent the views of the NSW government, employing authority or sponsoring organisation.
Introduction
‘Nature is not only nice to have, but it’s a have-to-have for physical health and cognitive functioning’ (Louv 2005, p. 43).
The first 2000 days of a child’s life are widely recognised as a crucial period for cognitive, emotional, social, and physical development. Quality experiences during this time can significantly shape lifelong wellbeing and learning outcomes. Increasingly, nature and play are seen as vital to supporting holistic child development. Louv (2005) highlights that nature play fosters cooperation, creativity, and essential problem-solving skills in early childhood. Nature-based play not only supports individual competencies but also promotes overall wellbeing. This reinforces the importance of engaging children in rich, nature-oriented environments from an early age.
This report presents research undertaken through a study tour in Denmark and Sweden, examining the role of nature-based play environments in supporting holistic early childhood development. Throughout the tour, observations were made of children engaging with natural settings, pursuing their interests, and participating in learning engagements involving risk elements, all within a safely managed context. 
Both Denmark and Sweden are internationally recognised for their progressive approaches to early childhood education and their strong emphasis on nature outdoor learning. Their educational frameworks prioritise child-led exploration, unstructured outdoor nature play, and a deep respect for children’s autonomy and their rights. These practices provided valuable insights into how natural environments can be effectively integrated into daily learning experiences to promote the holistic development of young children. 
During my study tour, pedagogues in Denmark and Sweden shared that nature has a significant and positive impact on children's overall wellbeing. They explained that children appear happy, calm, and deeply content when engaged in play within natural environments. Furthermore, they emphasised that the open-ended, real-life and hands-on experiences, along with the sensory-rich qualities of nature, provide children with the freedom to explore at their own pace, which fosters intrinsic motivation, creativity, and emotional self-regulation (Wyatt 2010). These professional insights underscore the vital role that nature-based experiences play in supporting the holistic development of young children.
Focus of Study
During my study tour in Denmark and Sweden, I investigated how early childhood education settings foster children’s connection to nature and play, particularly during the critical first 2000 days of life and beyond. My focus was on understanding how nature-based learning environments support holistic child development in alignment with The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (Version 2) [EYLF V2.0] (Australian Government Department of Education [AGDE], 2022). This framework emphasises the importance of learning through play, relationships, and engagement with the natural world. The Scandinavian approach also closely reflects Quality Area 3 – Physical Environment of the National Quality Standard (NQS) (Australian Children’s Education & Care Quality Authority [ACECQA], 2020), particularly Element 3.2.1, which encourages the design of inclusive, well-considered natural spaces that promote exploration, curiosity, and age-appropriate risk-taking.
A central aspect of my research involved exploring forest schools, which are a well-established component of early childhood education in Scandinavia. These schools provide children with regular and immersive experiences in natural outdoor environments, where learning is child-led and deeply embedded in nature. This pedagogical approach strongly aligns with EYLF V2.0 Outcome 2: Children are connected with and contribute to their world (AGDE, 2022). Within these environments, children develop ecological literacy, emotional resilience, and problem-solving skills through navigating natural terrains and engaging in open-ended, risky play.
Additionally, I explored how early learning settings in Denmark and Sweden embed outdoor pedagogy effectively by allowing the children to take risks, knowing that they are capable of managing their own limits. I examined the kinds of nature-based learning experiences provided to children, particularly how educators utilise available natural resources to create meaningful learning opportunities. Claire Warden, a leading advocate for nature pedagogy, emphasises the importance of child-led learning in natural environments, where educators act as co-learners and facilitators rather than directors (Warden, 2007). Her approach aligns closely with the Scandinavian model, as both prioritise inquiry-based exploration, respect for children’s capabilities, and the integration of natural elements into everyday learning. A key area of focus was understanding how pedagogues design and implement outdoor learning environments in nature and what specific roles they play in supporting children’s learning and development through nature-based education.
Significant Learning
Nature play for holistic development
Nature play is widely recognised as a foundational element in early childhood development, particularly during the first five years of life. The Danish forest school approach exemplifies how nature-based experiences can foster cognitive, physical, social, and emotional growth in young children. Through immersive outdoor environments, children are encouraged to explore, take risks, and engage their senses – key components that support holistic development (Williams-Siegfredsen, 2012). According to Louv (2005), author of Last Child in the Woods, direct engagement with nature helps to reduce stress, enhance attention, and foster a sense of wonder, which is critical during early brain development.
In their work, Elliott and Young (2016) emphasise that unstructured play in natural environments encourage children taking risks, problem-solving, and autonomy, laying the foundation for lifelong learning dispositions.  The EYLF V2.0 (AGDE, 2022) reinforces these ideas, recognising the natural world as a context for meaningful learning and relationships. Through nature play, children from birth to five are supported to develop a strong sense of identity, wellbeing, and connection to their environment which are key pillars of holistic early learning.
Through visits to leading forest schools and nature-based preschools, I observed a range of pedagogical approaches that support young children’s holistic development through nature immersion, unstructured play, and pedagogues’ trust. 
1. Trust in the child as a capable learner
Scandinavian early childhood settings, such as Natureborehaven Hondruphus, Natureskolen, Resen Bornehaven and Langso Bornehus, reflect a deeply embedded belief in the competence and capability of even the youngest children. From infancy, children are viewed as active participants in their own learning, with pedagogues involving them in the natural play environments that honour autonomy, self-direction, and exploration. These settings prioritise rich, unstructured natural play as a core component of early development, offering children consistent access to diverse natural outdoor environments regardless of weather conditions.
Children are shaped with resilience through practices such as napping outdoors in all seasons unless there are extreme weather conditions and for toddlers as young as two to confidently engage in extended bush walks. These experiences are not limited by rigid schedules or enclosed by fences but are instead guided by a respect for children's ability to assess risk, make decisions, and develop physical, emotional, and cognitive competencies. Such practices not only support physical health and gross motor development but also cultivate adaptability, problem-solving, creativity, and a deep connection with the natural world.
These pedagogical approaches align with the EYLF V2.0 (AGDE, 2022), particularly the principle of high expectations and equity, and Outcome 1: Children have a strong sense of identity. Claire Warden’s (2007) view of children as co-constructors of knowledge further supports this model, emphasising that meaningful learning emerges from real-life, sensory-rich experiences that allow children to interact with the environment on their own terms.
Importantly, the first 2000 days of life from conception to age five are now widely recognised as a critical period in a child’s development. During this time, the brain undergoes rapid growth and lays the foundation for lifelong learning, behaviour, and health (Elliott & Young 2016). Engaging in nature-based play during this sensitive window has been shown to support neural development, emotional regulation, executive functioning, and attachment (Moore 2014; Warden 2007). By spending significant time in natural environments, children learn to interpret sensory information, take risks, and build self-awareness and confidence all of which are vital for holistic development (Louv 2005).
Currently in New South Wales, some early childhood settings have adopted the Scandinavian approach to promote nature based outdoor learning, which are referred to as bush schools, to promote children’s holistic development. A shift in mindset is needed, one that recognises and values the role that outdoor pedagogy plays in making children capable and competent learners who can take risks as a necessary. Placing trust in the child’s innate capability is a valuable part of the learning process.
By integrating Scandinavian-inspired practices such as daily outdoor experiences, unstructured nature play, and autonomy in routine activities. NSW educators can better support children's development during the vital first 2000 days. This approach not only nurtures capable, confident learners but also fosters a lifelong love of learning and a meaningful connection with the natural world.
2. Risky play is developmentally essential
Across Denmark and Sweden, early childhood education embraces a pedagogical philosophy that values children’s engagement with the natural world and actively supports their participation in developmentally appropriate risky play. In the Scandinavian settings, children are not only permitted but encouraged to engage in activities that involve high risk activities such as using saws and knives, climbing trees, balancing on logs, and even building small fires under careful guidance. These practices reflect a deeply held belief in the competence of children and the developmental importance of allowing them to test their physical and emotional boundaries in real-world contexts.
In these natural environments, risky play is not viewed as problematic or dangerous. Rather, it is regarded as an essential component of a child’s learning and growth. At the Scandinavian forest schools, pedagogues take on the role of facilitators and observers rather than direct the children in their learning. By stepping back, they provide children with the space to engage in risky play, fostering critical life skills such as decision-making, self-regulation, and problem-solving. This intentional and respectful approach promotes autonomy and supports children in becoming confident, capable, and resilient individuals.
This perspective is also powerfully echoed in the work of Louv (2005), who highlights the dangers of overly sanitised, high-tech childhoods. His observation that ‘the more high-tech our lives become, the more nature we need’ speaks directly to the growing concern that modern childhood is becoming increasingly disconnected from natural and embodied experiences. In risk-averse settings, children may be denied opportunities to build self-efficacy and learn through trial and error, which are essential to their holistic development.
Daily risky play is a cultural norm across many Scandinavian early years settings. Activities like climbing trees, playing with tools, building fires, and balancing on natural elements are not discouraged they are expected. I observed that pedagogues in Denmark trust children’s abilities and intervene only when necessary, allowing natural risk assessment to unfold organically. Such environments demonstrate that trust, freedom, and responsibility can coexist with safety when guided by thoughtful pedagogy and intentionality.
International examples offer valuable insights that can enrich early childhood education in New South Wales. While a strong focus on child safety is essential, many NSW settings tend to adopt a cautious approach that can unintentionally limit children's opportunities for movement, outdoor play, and independent exploration. Encouragingly, there is a growing awareness of the need to strike a better balance – one that continues to prioritise safety while also supporting children's autonomy, resilience, and holistic development. By thoughtfully embracing these global perspectives, NSW early learning environments can create more empowering and enriching experiences for children in natural play. Risky play can be positively embraced within the early years framework through safe, age-appropriate challenges that are supported by thoughtful supervision and reflective planning. This approach aligns with Quality Area 3 (Physical Environment) of the NQS, which highlights the importance of creating environments that are inclusive, safe, and rich in opportunities for play and exploration. By adopting a balanced approach that thoughtfully incorporates elements of risk into outdoor and play-based learning, early childhood settings can foster children's confidence, creativity, and problem-solving abilities while continuing to meet all safety and regulatory requirements.
Integrating risky play into early childhood settings in NSW particularly through nature-based programs has the potential to enhance developmental outcomes, honour children's agency, and align local practice with global evidence. It invites a shift in mindset: from minimising all risk to managing risk well, to maximise learning, wellbeing, and children's connection to the world around them.
3. Empowerment through Nature
Natural play and forest pedagogy provide powerful, inclusive approaches to early childhood education that can significantly support children aged 0–5 who exhibit challenging behaviours or have additional needs. Rooted in child-led, sensory-rich experiences, these approaches align closely with developmental theories by Piaget and Vygotsky, who emphasised active exploration and social interaction as foundations for learning. Natural environments create calming, open-ended spaces that reduce overstimulation, support emotional regulation, and promote resilience which are key protective factors for managing behaviours such as aggression, anxiety, or impulsivity (Sandseter & Kennair, 2011).
For children with developmental delays, sensory processing issues, or neurodiverse conditions such as autism or Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), nature-based play offers flexible, low-pressure opportunities for engagement, communication, and social interaction (Moore, 2014). Forest pedagogy, in particular, is grounded in the belief that all children are capable learners. It encourages risk-taking within a safe and supportive framework, helping to build self-esteem, autonomy, and decision-making skills.
Educators in these environments adopt a facilitative rather than directive role, consistent with Reggio Emilia and Montessori principles, allowing natural risk assessment, problem-solving, and peer collaboration to unfold organically. These experiences contribute not only to cognitive and physical development but also to improved behaviour, increased attention span, and stronger social bonds (Louv, 2008).
Moreover, natural play and forest pedagogy align closely with trauma-informed and strength-based practices, recognising the role of environment, relationships, and autonomy in supporting children’s emotional safety and recovery from adversity (Bath, 2008). They also reflect the inclusive principles of the EYLF V2.0 (AGDE, 2022) and the NQS (ACECQA, 2020), particularly in promoting belonging, being, and becoming through responsive environments. In this way, nature-based pedagogy offers healing, empowerment, and equity for all learners, creating meaningful opportunities for every child to thrive (Robb, 2025).
Many early childhood settings in NSW provide nurturing, structured environments; however, there is growing opportunity to enrich these spaces by incorporating more nature-based, child-led exploration. Forest pedagogy and natural play promote autonomy, emotional regulation, and inclusive engagement, particularly benefiting children with additional needs. These approaches align closely with the EYLF V2.0 (AGDE, 2022) and NQS (ACECQA, 2020), supporting children’s wellbeing, resilience, and sense of belonging. By embracing these practices more widely, NSW early learning environments can offer even more empowering and equitable experiences for all children. 
Nature as teacher and core learning environment: a minimalist approach to early childhood education
Simplicity in nature provides an ideal foundation for children’s exploration, curiosity, and holistic development. Free from the distractions of overstimulating toys and structured indoor environments, natural settings offer open-ended materials, such as sticks, stones, leaves, and water, that invite imaginative play and inquiry. These elements encourage children to become active participants in their own learning, discovering how the world works through hands-on, sensory-rich experiences. The unpredictability and diversity of natural environments stimulate curiosity, prompting children to ask questions, solve problems, and engage deeply with their surroundings. This kind of unstructured play supports not only cognitive development but also physical coordination, emotional regulation, and social interaction. In simple, uncluttered environments, children are more likely to take initiative, build resilience, and develop a sense of autonomy. Simplicity in nature does not mean a lack of richness; it means the presence of meaningful, authentic opportunities for growth that nurture the whole child.
In Sweden and Denmark, forest pedagogy embraces the principle of simplicity by allowing nature itself to be the primary teacher. Rather than relying on overstimulating toys or structured indoor environments, children are encouraged to explore, play, and learn in natural outdoor settings. In Sweden, the Skogsmulle approach introduces children to the forest through storytelling and imaginative play, using minimal materials to spark curiosity and connection with nature. Similarly, Denmark’s forest schools promote child-led exploration, where sticks, stones, and trees become tools for learning and creativity. This simplicity fosters deep engagement, supports holistic development, and encourages independence, resilience, and a lasting appreciation for the natural world all without the need for artificial stimulation.
The International School of Billund exemplifies how nature and play can be harmoniously integrated into educational practices, creating a dynamic and enriching learning environment for children. Research supports the idea that unstructured outdoor play enhances cognitive flexibility, emotional regulation, and social competence (Elliott & Davis, 2009). This approach aligns closely with principles found in Swedish and Danish forest pedagogy, which reflect key outcomes of the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF), particularly Outcome 2: ‘Children are connected with and contribute to their world’ and Outcome 4: ‘Children are confident and involved learners’ (AGDE, 2022). By engaging with natural environments, children develop a strong sense of responsibility, connection to the land, and innate curiosity—foundations that are central to lifelong learning and sustainability. The simplicity of the forest setting removes distractions, allowing for focused, meaningful interactions with both the environment and peers, thereby fostering deeper learning experiences in line with contemporary best practices in early childhood education.
Conclusion
The study tour across Denmark and Sweden provided powerful insights into the value and impact of nature-based play in early childhood education. Observing forest pedagogy in practice revealed a consistent commitment to trusting children as capable learners, fostering autonomy, and embracing simplicity as a pathway to deep engagement and holistic development. Through daily immersion in natural environments, children were given the freedom to explore, assess risk, and build meaningful connections with the world around them without the need for overstimulation or excessive intervention.
The Scandinavian model reflects a clear alignment with contemporary early childhood theory and policy frameworks, including the EYLF V2.0 and the NQS. Outcomes related to identity, wellbeing, confidence, and connection to the natural world were visibly supported in these settings through intentional design, educator practice, and pedagogical philosophy. Importantly, nature was not seen as an ‘extra’ or a once-a-week experience, but as a fundamental part of children’s daily learning and life.
Application of key learnings from this study tour would have profound implications for early childhood education in New South Wales and beyond. By recognising the developmental importance of unstructured, risky, and sensory-rich play in natural settings, educators can create environments that support resilience, creativity, social competence, and emotional wellbeing. Moreover, nature-based pedagogy provides inclusive, trauma-informed, and empowering experiences for all children, particularly those with additional needs.
To truly support children in their first 2000 days and beyond we must shift our mindset from control and containment to trust, autonomy, and connection. Nature offers a timeless, equitable, and powerful context for learning, and when embraced with intention, it can transform early childhood practice.
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