
Tony Kee TGs Childcare-Armidale 25th May, 2011 

TG’s Childcare-Armidale 

Work Based Study on Natural 

outdoor play spaces 

Tony Kee 

25
th
 May 2011 

Rationale 

This study covers changes to the outdoor play space at TG’s Childcare Centre, 

Armidale that occurred from June, 2010. The focus of this study is the changes to 

the physical environment and the benefits for children, families and educators. 

Trevor and Gayle Kee, my parents and owners of TG’s Childcare Centre, were 

responsible for the design, construction and completion of large scale upgrades of 

the outdoor play space. Members of staff, including myself, were involved in 

providing input, feedback and helping to implement changes to the environment.  

All photos have been used with permission. 

Natural Outdoor Play Spaces- An Overview 

Early childhood educators identify the importance of the physical environment to 

young children’s learning and development. Henniger (1993: p. 87) says that outdoor 

play can be as effective as indoor play in facilitating young children’s development. 

According to Sue Elliott natural outdoor playspaces provide opportunities for risk-

taking, spontaneity and discovery; invite open-ended interaction, exploration and 

manipulation and stimulate the senses (2008: p 5). 
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Educational theorists such as Froebel, Dewey and Malaguzzi indicate that children’s 

learning can be supported through the effective use of outdoor play spaces (Saracho 

& Spodek, 1998). Inspired by the theories and practice of high quality early childhood 

education Trevor and Gayle Kee combined their personal insights and experience to 

create an inspiring natural outdoor playspace at TG’s Childcare Centre in Armidale, 

NSW. Trevor and Gayle Kee saw the opportunity to improve the entire outdoor 

environment for the benefit of the children, staff and families attending their service. 

This study highlights the positive effects that can be achieved through the design 

and implementation of natural play environments. 

Ann Barbour (1999:p. 96) recommends that children’s playgrounds should be 

carefully planned with consideration for the learning opportunities they provide for 

children that use them. Research shows that ‘landscape-based’ play spaces promote 

learning in a range of areas including physical, social, cognitive and emotional 

(Herrington & Strudtmann, 1998). Trevor and Gayle sought to create an aesthetically 

beautiful and functional outdoor playground and garden for early childhood 

educators and children in order to stimulate play and learning. 
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As a result of their strong family-based philosophy that children learn through play 

and using their past experience in designing early childhood playgrounds, Trevor 

and Gayle created a unique and wonderful playground and garden using a 

combination of natural and practical materials to suit their service. 

Trevor and Gayle designed different spaces within their playground for children to 

play and learn. These spaces include areas for active and passive play, sensory and 

dramatic play, large and small group activities. Arthur, Beecher, Death, Dockett, & 

Farmer (2007: p. 353) suggest that the physical environment we create has 

implications for children’s interactions and behaviours and should be arranged in 

ways that promote prosocial behaviours and collaborative learning.  
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A lot of thought went in to transitions between play spaces creating movement 

throughout the yard. There are no straight lines or levels throughout the yard and 

paths wind up, down and around linking the various playspaces. Children move with 

their interests and energy levels from the active ball play area (known as ‘the tiger’s 

cage’) through to the dry creek bed across bridges to the sandpit or forts. Elliott 

(2008:p.8) indicates that environments that allow children to move support children’s 

physical, social, emotional and cognitive development and have a range of positive 

mental health and learning outcomes. According to Sims & Hutchins (2011: p. 232) 

children who are able 

to actively explore their 

environment are 

gaining more 

opportunities to be 

involved in the world 

around them and 

learning from that 

involvement. The 

spaces developed at 

TG’s Childcare Centre 

allow children to 

interact with others and 

their environment in 

positive ways.  
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Staff have been supported 

to use the spaces to plan 

activities and experiences 

for children using 

equipment for physical, 

dramatic and creative play 

(Henniger, 1993: p. 89).  The 

garden is not just designed 

for children and supports 

areas for adults to sit and 

watch, read stories and for 

mothers to breastfeed.  

TG’s new playground 

reflects the local landscape 

and climate and is 

dominated by natural 

elements. Trevor and Gayle 

have used natural materials 

such as sand, stones, 

pebbles, rocks, timbers 

including logs, and plants to 

create interest and texture 

in their playground. Many of 

these materials are 

movable and provide valuable play opportunities to explore cause and effect or serve 

as props in dramatic play (Herrington & Strudtmann, 1998). This provides endless 

opportunities for children to play and learn from their environment (Hocking, M, cited 

in Elliott, 2008: p 135). This supports the Early Years Learning Framework (DEEWR, 

2009: p. 15) that describes learning environments as vibrant and flexible spaces that 

are responsive to the interests and capabilities of each child.  

Construction began on the new playground in June, 2010 and continues to this day. 

Children and staff have been involved in each stage of construction by helping to 

carry sand, stones, plants and pavers. Children and families have also provided 

ideas and suggestions for the playground. Henniger (1993:p. 88) says that 

opportunities to affect the environment are essential elements of early childhood. It 

has been amazing to witness the satisfaction and excitement of children as they 

realise their contribution to the creation of their play environment. 
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This forms part of what the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009: p. 29) refers to as showing 

growing appreciation and care for natural and constructed environments and has 

positive outcomes for children’s learning and development.  

Early childhood educators at TG’s Childcare 

Centre have observed positive results for 

children in the new outdoor playspaces. We 

have witnessed beautiful moments as 

children engage with nature touching leaves, 

looking for bugs, watching birds and 

butterflies, observing the effect of seasons, 

balancing and moving throughout the yard. It 

has been rewarding to see the creativity and 

imagination as children and educators find 

new ways to use playspaces and materials 

such as going ‘fishing’, camping, and ‘feeding 

dinosaurs’. The infants’ new playground is a 

buzz of activity as children crawl, climb to 

standing positions on carefully constructed 

infant-sized fences to watch others and 

interact, to play in the sandpit or grass. 
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Aiello, Nicosia & Thompson (1979:p. 195) suggest that providing more space for 

children to play reduces stress and aggressive behaviour. We have noticed 

improvements in the behaviour and cooperation of children since the new 

playground has been open. The renovation of the outdoor playspace has affected 

the children, staff, families, service and community and has attracted the interest of 

new families, TAFE teachers and students, local University of New England staff and 

international early childhood students.  

TG’s Childcare Centre natural outdoor playspace provides an example of the 

positive transformations possible through creative and thoughtful playground design. 

Trevor and Gayle’s outdoor playspace and philosophy create an amazing range of 

opportunities for interaction and learning with natural materials, plants and people. In 

a time that research indicates that children are moving less and fewer children are 

playing outdoors (Valentine & McKendrick, 1997:p.219) TG’s Childcare offers 

opportunities for children to 

experience the outdoors in a safe and 

stimulating environment. The outdoor 

playspace promotes children’s 

movement and interaction and the 

design inspires curiosity and an 

appreciation for nature and the 

environment. It has been fantastic to 

be involved in this renovation process 

and to see the results of positive play 

environments in children’s lives.  
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May 2010, children’s playground (Before) 

 

May 2011, new natural outdoor playground and gardens (After) 


