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Åsa Wendin

What constitutes an educational space? In other words, what 
are the criteria? Of course one could always argue that lear-
ning is an ongoing process that takes place all the time and 
everywhere. However, society has decided to build specific 
buildings for the specific purpose of learning, namely schools. 
These buildings are often considered bastions of learning, as if 
something automatically happens upon entering. And they are 
often imbued with some kind of school spirit. I asked myself, 
what would happen if we removed the walls? And this is where 
my project took a somewhat different turn and the perspective 
shifted to nature as a symbol of the learning child. This turn 
was perhaps not entirely unexpected since my research took 
place at Stock & Sten, Malmö’s oldest and biggest outdoor 
preschool. This change of perspective gave me the answer to 
my initial question. 

The school is situated in one of the town’s largest parks and 
it was founded thirteen years ago in 2000. The initiative came 
from two teachers, who had a vision and ironically a commu-
nity with a poor budget. Today it is divided in to four divisions 
and has approximately 100 children attending, ages 1 to 5. 
Two of the divisions have a small building with heat, water and 
bathrooms; however these buildings are not suitable for any 
indoor activities due to their size and are merely used as storage 
rooms. All activities still take place outside. 

The other two divisions consist of no more than a shelter 
and an open space in front of it. The open space is surrounded 
by branches laid on the ground, which form a barrier without 
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actually being one. The children refer to the branches as “the 
border”. They are all very aware of the fact that they are not 
allowed to cross the border.

Practical issues, like using the bathroom, are either solved 
by using a potty or visiting their own toilet situated at a pu-
blic restroom nearby. The food is fetched by the teachers at 
a traditional preschool kitchen and transported back in little 
carts. Eating takes place sitting on the ground, since there are 
no tables or chairs.

I did my research at the division without a building. Prior 
to my visit, the teachers had made the decisions to remove all 
man-made equipment and create their space with what nature 
could provide. Due to the teachers’ decision, the open space in 
front of the shelter changed from day to day. And everyone was 
involved in transforming the space. 

Figure 1. “The border”.
Photo: Åsa Wendin (2012).

Figure 2. The open space.
Photo: Åsa Wendin (2012).

The Natural Child
The outdoor environment is often described as a space where 
children are more independent and free to create their own spa-
tial and social contexts.231 

The concept of the “natural child” 
seen in a Western historical context goes back to Rousseau 

231 Fredrika Mårtensson et al., Den nyttiga utevistelsen? Forskningsperspektiv 
på naturkontaktens betydelse för barns hälsa och miljöengagemang, Rapport 
6407 (Bromma 2011), 19.
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and Darwin. Children are seen as “wild and uncontrollable,” 
since they have not yet been civilised into adults. In the late 
19th century, the city was considered unhealthy for children 
and middle-class families fled to the country in the summer in 
order for the children to get fresh air and play in the grass. The 
children were, by definition, untamed, however this was also 
the foundation for their relation and engagement with nature. 
Nature was the child’s natural biotope.232 

In the 1900s, the idea of the child’s need for proximity to 
nature influenced the educational system. Between 1918 and 
1953, E. F. (Teddy) O’Neil was the headmaster of Prestolee 
primary school. At the age of 28, he was the youngest head 
ever appointed in Lancashire, England. On arriving Mr. O’Neil 
introduced progressive methods strongly influenced by Dewey. 
He encouraged children to learn by experience, in other words 
“learn by doing”.233 

Prestolee became known as “the do-as-you-
please” school.234 

O’Neil believed that the function of a teacher “should be to 
release the life force which is latent in every child”.235 

He also 
was convinced that the role of the teacher was to do things to-
gether with the children rather than for them, and that children 
should be allowed to work and discuss their work with one 
another in order to learn from each other.236 

The classroom and class lessons represented a major barrier 
to learning; he felt that confinement to a building only formed 
passive learners who were there to be disciplined. Movement 
was restricted and teaching and learning was undertaken in an 
atmosphere of fear.237 

“Let teachers be spacious”, he said. By 
this O’Neil meant that teachers needed to recognise the oppor-
tunities and the diversity presented within a room. In practice 
this meant that he created different learning areas in the open 
assembly hall, rather than using closed rooms. He encouraged 
the older children to build jungle gyms in the schoolyard. He 

232 Mårtensson et al. (2011), 32–34.
233 Burke (2006), 263–265.
234 http://www.prestolee.bolton.sch.uk/Our-School/History/ (accessed 2013-
08-20).
235 Gerard Holmes, The Idiot Teacher (London 1977), 28.
236 Ibid.
237 Burke (2006), 266–267.
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turned the blackboards over to create more surfaces to work 
on. All in accordance to the principle of learning “in an atmo-
sphere congenial to the natural growth of the mental, moral 
and physical qualities of children”.238 It is fair to conclude that 
O’Neil’s child-centered methods were quite uncommon at the 
time, and the school garnered national attention during his 
headship.239 

Traces of O’Neill’s pedagogy and view of the child can 
undoubtedly be found at Stock & Sten in Sweden even today. 

Nature as a Learning Space
Outdoorsmanship has a long tradition in Sweden. Friluftsfräm-
jandet (the Swedish Outdoor Association) was founded more 
than 100 years ago. The organisation started out as a move-
ment aimed to get people to ski more. Eventually the focus 
changed, and in 1908 the Swedish Ski Association was formed 
and the real development of Friluftsfrämjandet as a less com-
petitive and more educational organisation begun. Alongside 
Friluftsfrämjandet, Sweden also had the Scout movement. 

In 1957, Friluftsfrämjandet formed its teaching agenda by 
introducing the character “Skogsmulle” – a fictional, troll-like 
character living in the forest. Skogsmulle’s role was to inform 
and teach younger children the importance of nature and ben-
efits of an outdoor lifestyle. Friluftsfrämjandet had its real 
breakthrough in the sixties and seventies, when more suburbs 
were built and cities throughout the country grew. The need for 
nature was now becoming crucial. In a wider perspective, the 
outdoor lifestyle became a social movement.240

The idea that the urban environment hampered the child 
was now a fairly common notion. It was also an idea that the 
Swedish author Astrid Lindgren eagerly portrayed in her ex-
tremely popular books. In the early 1970s, many of them were 
transformed into feature films and TV series, and a whole gen-
eration grew up with the impression that nature was the best 

238 Burke (2006), 270. 
239 http://www.prestolee.bolton.sch.uk/Our-School/History/ (accessed 2013-
08-20).
240 Gunilla Halldén, Naturen som symbol för den goda bardomen (Stockholm 
2009), 84. 
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place to be. It was obvious that the child’s natural habitat was 
the great outdoors.241 

Today, Friluftsfrämjandet estimates that over 1.5 million 
Swedish children have participated in their Skogsmulle pro-
gramme. The pedagogy is still the same as it was thirty-five 
years ago; exploring and investigating, children learning by 
doing. A tendency appears in this structure, where nature is 
regarded as something more authentic than the average class-
room. This authenticity is what legitimates the outdoor pre-
schools of today. In order for the child to really learn and de-
velop, learning must take place in what is considered the child’s 
natural environment.242 

According to Dewey, one the problems of teaching was that 
it did not evolve from natural processes. Instead, it was broken 
into fragments that led to little or no appreciation for context. 
Dewey’s pedagogy with its emphasis on the outdoors can be 
found both at Prestolee and at Stock & Sten. And yet both 
schools are in fact man-made. Prestolee was housed in a phy-
sical building made out of bricks and mortar and Stock & Sten 
is suited in a park in the third largest city in Sweden. Neither 
of them have anything to do with “wilderness”; they are both 
to some extent impersonators of nature. This is not necessarily 
an issue though, since the pedagogy itself exists even without 
spectacular scenery. 

The Importance of the Visual Source 
Figure 3 is an image from Prestolee taken in 1937, and Figure 
4 a picture taken at Stock & Sten in 2012. More than 50 years 
have passed between them. Two images with no connection, 
and yet they have common denominators. 
In order to capture this specific view of the child in an outdoor 
learning space, photographs are of great use. However the pic-
ture itself requires a context. Ian Grosvenor et al. argue that 
photographs exist both as history and in history, and that the 
image must be read as a text. The photographs are products of 
a culture discourse, and they do not offer an “open window” 
either to the past or the present. As with any text, they can also 

241 Mårtensson et al. (2011), 20. 
242  Halldén (2009), 100.
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be read differently, there is 
no given experience beyond 
the letters or the things we 
actually see in a picture.243 
By reading the picture as 
a text, a narrative emerges 
and different stories can be 
told, stories that link differ-
ent images together. These 
narratives are like bridges 
connecting the past to the 
present. 

The images I have cho-
sen build that bridge and 
common denominators re-
garding the children and 
the space become visible. 
The narrative is about the 
pedagogical approach in 
an outdoor environment, 
an approach formed by a 
specific idea of what con-
stitutes both learning and a 
happy, learning child. They 
are both unusual images in 

that way that they do not portray the ordinary classroom. They 
are not taken in a physical building. It is the outdoors that 
holds the secret. It is the jungle gym that is the storehouse of 
memories and interpretations about experiences and learning.

Photographs are useful because they contextualise text-
based information about schooling, offering details and con-
text to other sources. They also provide information which 
could not been gleaned in other way, allowing “hypotheses to 
be generated and further undertaken on aspects of overlooked 
schooling”.244 Grosvenor and Martin Lawn argue that photo-
graphs should be valued as unique record of a school, since they 
allow historians to become eyewitnesses to historical events; 

243 Grosvenor, Lawn, Nóovoa, Rousmaniere and Smaller (2004), 318.
244 Grosvenor and Lawn (2005), 88. 

Figure 3. Prestolee primary school (1937).
Source: http://www.prestolee.bolton.sch.uk/Our-
School/History/ (accessed 2013-08-20).

Figure 4. Stock & Sten.
Photo: Åsa Wendin (2012).
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the viewer is confronted by the appearance of history itself.245 

While the photograph itself may portray the truth of a spe-
cific moment, the process behind its taking is never innocent 
in terms of representation. The image is selective insofar as the 
photographer controlled the construction of the picture. One 
way to approach the image from the “photographer’s gaze”246 
is by asking yourself, what was excluded, and what was not? 
What was the photographer’s intent? By asking these ques-
tions, the narration of the images becomes even more complex. 

In this case, we know when and where these photographs 
were taken. We also know took one of the photos and since 
that was me, I can only reflect over my own intention. I wanted 
to capture a visual image of pedagogy as well as the conception 
of the natural child. The construction in both pictures symbo-
lises Dewey’s learning by doing. This is something that becomes 
obvious only after the picture is contextualised and you know 
the story behind the jungle gym. Both images portray children 
playing as a natural part of their daily learning. Both images 
contain a story of teachers with a vision, a vision they fought 
for. When I took my picture, I had not yet read or seen anything 
from Prestolee. I did not know who Teddy O’Neil was. Today 
it is clear to me, when viewing these images, that there is a nar-
rative bridge between the past and present captured in these 
images. O’Neil says that “All kids are monkeys at heart,” and 
that captures this narrative bridge in a beautiful way. 

245 Ibid..
246 Grosvenor (1999), 91.


