
129© The Author(s) 2021
L. T. Grindheim et al. (eds.), Outdoor Learning and Play,  
International Perspectives on Early Childhood Education and Development 34, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-72595-2_8

Chapter 8
Exploring the Taken-for-Granted 
Advantage of Outdoor Play in Norwegian 
Early Childhood Education

Liv Torunn Grindheim 

Abstract  It is claimed that nature is given temporal and cultural dimensions in 
Norway, in a transgression of the distinction between nature and culture. The overall 
emphasis on nature in the Nordic countries may represent an unconscious taken-for-
granted understanding of nature as the best place for children’s play, learning and 
cultural formation. Understandings of a strong Norwegian cultural connection to 
nature, and thereby outdoor life, as an important arena for children’s cultural forma-
tion may be challenged by changes in Early Childhood Education (ECE) institu-
tions and the contemporary society. Such changes can force conflicts that help in 
depicting what is taken for granted. This chapter is therefore structured around the 
research question: What conflicts can be found between ECE teachers’ values and 
motives for outdoor play versus contextual conditions and demands in personal, 
institutional and cultural perspectives and in the perception of nature? By explor-
ing conflicts between contextual conditions and demands and ECE teachers’ values 
and motives, the aim is to get a broader insight into perspectives and conditions for 
children’s cultural formation. The analysis draws on 15 interviews with ECE teach-
ers, political documents and earlier research. The analysis reveals that nature as a 
valued arena for cultural formation, through play, may not be as apparent as expected 
in Norwegian ECE.
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8.1  �Introduction

The overall emphasis of the impact of nature in the Nordic countries may result in 
taken-for-granted understandings of nature as the best place for children’s playing, 
socialisation and cultural formation. The historical heritage of Norwegians’ con-
nectedness to nature is outlined in Gullestad’s (1992) pioneering anthropological 
works, in which she describes how nature was an important symbol in the formation 
of a national identity in Norway (p.  202). Her arguments align with Witoszek’s 
(1991) work, which asserts that the connection to nature is a national identity for 
Norwegians (p. 12). Witoszek traces this national identity to the Norwegian empha-
sis on the pleasure of outdoor activities, the happiness of staying in the wilderness 
in the family cabin during weekends and holidays, the position of the Norwegian 
farmer who played an important role in building the democratic model in post-war 
Norway, the strong egalitarian impulses and Næss’ (2005) Deep Ecology utopia. In 
Næss’ utopian vision, humans, animals, plants, forests and oceans co-exist. There is 
no need for alcohol or other stimulant drugs because no one is bored. Witoszek 
(1991) claims that nature is given a temporal and cultural dimension in Norway that 
overcomes the distinction between nature and culture (p.13).

The Norwegian conceptualisation of nature as part of the national identity 
explains why it is considered culturally important for children to develop a strong 
attachment to nature. According to Gullestad (1992), there is an understanding 
among Norwegians that attachment to nature serves to bind the nation together 
(p. 202). Until the 1990s, most children in Norway did not attend ECE institutions. 
Before ECE institutions became well established in Norway, most Norwegian par-
ents expected their children to play outdoors for several hours each day, in order to 
obtain benefits from wild-life experiences and to become more independent 
(Gullestad, 1992, p. 204). In addition, Nilsen (2008) outlines how state policy has 
traditionally regulated access to nature for families and individuals (p.  44). She 
points to the Law of Common Access (loven om allemanssretten), which gives 
everybody the right to access the natural environment, whether this is privately or 
publicly owned. Nilsen (2008) also points to geographical opportunities for nature 
engagement in Norway, due to the short distances between towns and unbuilt spaces. 
Both the Law of Common Access and close proximity to nature – even if living in a 
town – facilitate the practical and everyday access to nature for most Norwegians.

The same politics, expectations and practices have also been a part of Norwegian 
ECE institutions. The politics are spelled out through the framework plan for the 
content and tasks for kindergartens (UDIR, 2017). ‘…[C]hildren shall be given out-
door experiences and discover the diversity of the natural world, and kindergartens 
shall help the children to feel connectedness with nature’ (p.11). Birkeland and 
Sørensen (2021) report that children in Norwegian kindergartens are – on average – 
outside for 2 h a day in winter and more than 4 h in summer. The fenced play-
grounds have features that are both cultivated and not cultivated; for instance, there 
are areas with stones, hills and trees as well as play equipment like swings, sandpits, 
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play houses and play boats. Most ECE institutions visit local natural spaces, such as 
the forest and coast, at least once a week and more often during the summer.

In addition to these kinds of typical outdoor play experiences in ECE institu-
tions, Moen, Blekesaune, and Bakke (2008) point to the increasing number of nature 
daycare centres (naturbarnehager) in Norway. In these naturbarnehager, children 
spend time in the local nature – outside the fenced playground of the institution – 
during the core period of the day when all the children in the group are present 
(10 am to 2 pm), every day, throughout the year. Moen et al. (2008) assert that these 
ECE institutions are popular among parents. Lysklett and Emilsen (2007) outline 
that these ECE institutions also are popular among teachers, especially male kinder-
garten teachers. The popularity can be explained by Nilsen’s (2011) research that 
describes the strong expectations of teachers that Norwegian children should master 
the wilderness and the climate. Valuable outcomes from outdoor activities are also 
underlined by Sandseter’s (2009) research, which demonstrates that the ability to 
encounter risks and challenges is ultimately beneficial for development. Sandseter 
(2009) describes how children intentionally pursue risk in their outdoor play through 
seeking great heights and high speed and by performing play in hazardous, danger-
ous and daring manners. Additionally, the children actively evaluate the positive and 
negative outcomes of these play situations. Therefore, outdoor play is emerging as 
an important area for developing the ability to encounter risk.

The customary Norwegian connectedness to nature may indicate an unconscious 
taken-for-granted understanding of nature as the best place for children’s cultural 
formation. In spite of this conviction and in line with taken-for-granted understand-
ings, it seems to be hard for ECE teachers to explain why they see the outdoor 
environment as important. The taken-for-granted can be recognised by investigating 
tensions or conflicts (Grindheim, 2020). This chapter is therefore structured around 
the question: What conflicts can be found between ECE teachers’ values and motives 
for outdoor play versus contextual conditions and demands in personal, institu-
tional and cultural perspectives and in the perceptions of nature? By analysing 
teachers’ vocalisations about outdoor play, I investigate conflicts between the teach-
ers’ values and motives about outdoor play versus conditions and demands from the 
institutional and cultural perspectives and from the perception of nature. Thereby, I 
aim to investigate the assumed approach to play in nature in Norwegian ECE.

There is seldom a singular discourse of what is considered to be the most impor-
tant or the best approach for the next generation. The Norwegian (and the Nordic 
countries’) history of strong connections to nature, and thereby valuing outdoor life 
as something important to pass on to the next generation, may be challenged by 
changes in ECE institutions or in the contemporary society. By obtaining a broader 
insight into several perspectives on children’s outdoor play and learning, we may be 
able to both challenge our view of cultural formation and explore what are regarded 
as important content and methods in ECE institutions. The analysis from 15 qualita-
tive interviews among ECE teachers, earlier research about outdoor play or condi-
tions for outdoor play, and political documents, reveals that nature as a valued arena 
for cultural formation through play is not as obvious as may be expected. The results 
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from the analysis indicate that humans, culture and nature seem to be hard to sepa-
rate in children’s cultural formation during play in nature.

8.2  �Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework that underpins my analysis to trace conflicts between 
ECE teachers’ values and motives for outdoor play, versus conditions and demands 
in their context, takes departure from Ødegaard and Krüger’s (2012) outline of cul-
tural formations. They present cultural formation as an always-present and continu-
ous process, in which active agents are at the core of learning and cultural formation. 
Humans’ learning and cultural formation are contextualised, situated, mediated and 
embedded in their given cultural context (p.12). Ødegaard and Krüger (2012) pres-
ent cultural formation as a descriptive concept that depicts an act of humans in rela-
tion to the conditions in their given culture. Both the process (act) and the result of 
being a part of the activity are embedded in cultural formation (p. 22). Understanding 
both the process and the result as cultural formation leads to the realisation that 
humans are both being formed and able to form their culture, the people they are 
involved with and their contexts.

Understanding humans as both shaped by and actively shaping the conditions 
and demands of the culture and the practices they participate in is in line with how 
Hedegaard (2009) outlines children’s development as interwoven into institutional 
practices that are embedded in societal and cultural conditions and demands. Even 
though Hedegaard’s theory emphasises children’s learning and development, I take 
departure from her thinking while emphasising the teachers’ values and motives, 
aiming to depict knowledge from the personal, institutional, cultural and natural 
perspectives. The taken-for-granted advantage of outdoor play in Norway is chal-
lenged by tracing the conflicts that occur between teachers’ values and motives 
versus the conditions and demands in personal, institutional and cultural perspec-
tives and regarding the perceptions of nature.

8.3  �Method

The material that forms the starting point for my analysis is from a study undertaken 
in collaboration with an ECE institution in Norway from April 2015 to August 
2017. Most often, empirical material that informs analysis in research emphasising 
everyday activity is, in the first stage, collected from the researcher’s physical posi-
tion in the field (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 29). This is not the case in this project. 
The primary position of what data were collected comes from the teachers’ under-
standing of what activities they found interesting. However, my concerns and aims 
for the project, and the way I cooperated with the teachers, also contributed to the 
choices that were made. The institution is located in an urban area on the west coast 
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of Norway. During the period of this research, 63 children between one and 6 years 
of age were attending the institution. They were divided into four age-specific 
groups. The staff comprised nine assistants and seven teachers, including the man-
ager and an extra teacher who took care of children with special needs.

Five teachers at this ECE institution made videotapes to illustrate children’s 
activities that they found to be of special interest and value. I visited their institution 
to pick up the videos and interviewed the teachers who had recorded the activities, 
meeting one teacher at a time as well as the children in the video(s). I visited the 
institution 11 times for 2 to 4 h to do the interviews. Altogether, I obtained 13 videos 
of activities that range in length from 1:11 min to 10 min, and all are followed by 
comments from the teachers who made the recordings. Seven videos also include 
comments from the children involved. The videos contain activities that took place 
over the period of 1  year and involve different teachers, children, activities and 
places, but they are all from the same institution.

My project was part of the research group Conditions for Children’s Explorations. 
Since two of my colleagues in this research group were investigating outdoor activi-
ties (Birkeland & Sørensen, 2021), I told the teachers that I preferred that they chose 
indoor activities when making videos of activities of special value and interest. The 
main emphasis was on what they saw as especially valuable and interesting activi-
ties, which may explain why six of the thirteen videos recorded outdoor activities, 
in spite of my suggestion that they should audio-visually record indoor activities. It 
may also indicate that the cultural dimension of outdoor activities as valuable activi-
ties in the Norwegian context could trump my wish for them to pick indoor activities.

Following my first analysis, which evoked more questions about the teachers’ 
values and motives for the activities they found of specific value and interest, their 
opinions about play and the conditions and demands they meet in their daily prac-
tices, I did a group interview (lasting about 90 min) with four of the five teachers 
who had made the videotapes. In addition, I participated in two staff meetings (each 
lasting 1 h): the first to introduce and discuss my aims and research interest and the 
second to present and discuss my findings.

That the videos included outdoor activities despite my wish for indoor activities, 
and that no one in the group interview mentioned the subject of outdoor activities or 
referred to differences in outdoor and indoor activities, awoke my interest in how 
outdoor play is explained and outlined by Norwegian ECE teachers. This interest 
became even stronger when I noticed that, not only did the teachers hardly mention 
their views about outdoor education, but neither did I follow up this theme by ques-
tions in the interview. All these experiences may point to using the outdoors in ECE 
as something ‘taken-for-granted’. I therefore contacted several ECE institutions, 
using the initial questions from the group interview and including a question about 
outdoor play. From this request, I received nine texts in response. Some of these 
texts were an individual response and some of them were notes from a group discus-
sion among the staff in an ECE institution. The material for my analysis is based 
upon the content about outdoor activities in these nine texts, and comments made by 
the teachers about six audio-visual recordings of outdoor activities. Altogether, this 
creates a data collection of 15 qualitative interview transcripts. In addition, I include 
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political documents, the Norwegian Framework Plan for the contents and tasks of 
kindergartens, and earlier research, to inform my analysis.

The analysis builds on a conflict analysis (Grindheim, 2020), in which I trace 
conflicts between values and motives versus conditions and demands from personal, 
institutional and cultural perspectives and regarding the perceptions of nature. The 
data from the interviews with teachers are thereby considered to reflect their values 
and motives; and the teachers’ articulations point to conditions that are seen in per-
sonal, institutional and cultural perspectives and regarding the perceptions of nature. 
The interviews form the basis for my analysis, but the teachers’ utterances are 
understood in relation to relevant policy documents and earlier research. Although 
some of the conflicts can be related to more than one perspective – they are interwo-
ven and interrelated – I keep them separated, aiming to make my analysis more 
transparent. The teachers’ verbalisations are written in quotation marks. I am fully 
aware that this small-scale qualitative material does not represent all Norwegian 
ECE teachers. In spite of these limitations, I suggest that my analysis points to 
something relevant to take into consideration when discussing the content and 
methods of early childhood education.

8.4  �Analysis and Findings: Conflicts in the Four Perspectives

To obtain more insight into conflicts that can be traced between ECE teachers’ val-
ues and motives for outdoor play versus contextual conditions and demands for 
outdoor play, I trace conflicts in the data from personal, institutional and cultural 
perspectives, and regarding the perceptions of nature.

8.4.1  �Conflict from the Personal Perspective

From the interviews, a conflict seems to occur between teachers’ values and motives 
for emphasising outdoor free play (less controlled) versus their arguments for the 
need for teachers to be present and involved.

8.4.1.1  �Less Controlled Play Versus the Need for Teachers to Be Present 
and Involved

On the one hand, all the teachers stated that ‘outdoors there were fewer activities 
controlled by the teachers’. I interpret this as a reflection of their understanding of 
‘free’ play as valuable and that less control is a motive for outdoor activities. This is 
in line with research that states that ‘free’ play and outdoor activities are often pre-
sented as being closely connected in Norway (Nilsen, 2012). Also, all the teachers 
stated the benefit that ‘children were using their whole body for learning outdoors’. 
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I understand these comments to indicate that they value embodied learning. The 
value of learning as embodied – as more than cognitive and mental – is also empha-
sised in research (Stolz, 2015). Additionally, the teachers’ responses demonstrated 
that they value ‘outdoor activities as physical training (gross motor skills)’. I inter-
pret this as valuing physical health and that this can more easily be obtained in 
nature or outdoors in free play, which confirms Gullestad’s (1992) research. The 
teachers also pointed out that there were ‘fewer conflicts outdoors – especially in 
the wilderness’, which I interpret as valuing harmony. The connection between 
nature, free play/freedom and harmony can be traced in the heritage from the 
Norwegian philosopher, Arne Næss (2005), and his conceptualisation of nature as 
an ecological utopia (or Deep Ecology) where humans, animals, plants, woods and 
sea are connected in peace and harmony (Witoszek, 1991). The teachers also men-
tioned that outdoor activities and free play ‘support good self-esteem’, which I 
interpret as valuing well-being. The connection between outdoor free play and well-
being can also be traced in Sandseter’s (2009) research that demonstrates that chil-
dren who challenge themselves in outdoor activities are better able to manage 
risk-taking.

On the other hand, when asked what conditions were necessary for obtaining the 
types of play that they value, the teachers responded that this kind of play ‘asked for 
present, engaged, involved teachers that are aware of what values are to be empha-
sised’. They also stated that ‘knowledge about play, respect for children, their needs, 
development and conditions’, are necessary to obtain the teachers’ favourable opin-
ion of outdoor activities. When organising my material this way there seems to be a 
contradiction and a conflict between all the benefits of outdoor, free play and the 
need for the present, educated, conscious and well-trained teacher. Perhaps this is an 
indication that nature per se is not enough in the eyes of the teachers. It seems that 
both the intentional human teacher and the outdoors are considered essential to 
facilitate good education.

8.4.2  �Conflicts from the Institutional Perspective

From the interviews, three conflicts seem to occur from the institutional perspective. 
One is the teachers’ values and motives for education in nature versus valuing insti-
tutional activities. Another is the teachers’ valuing of children as tribes separated 
from adults versus intergenerational perspectives. In addition, a third conflict occurs 
between teachers’ taken-for-granted values and motivations for outdoor activities 
versus claims for more administrative tasks.
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8.4.2.1  �Education in Nature Versus Valuing Institutional Activities

On the one hand, the teachers stated that there were more opportunities for ‘multi-
tasking outdoors, there were possibilities for several activities that happened paral-
lel in time’. For example, when two girls were pretending to make cakes out of sand 
and water, one of them went to collect more water. On her way she engaged with 
other children pretending to be workers making a dike to keep the water from the 
fields, at the same time as she was involved in the sand and water play with the first 
girl. I interpret this – as the teachers value and are motivated to expand children’s 
ability to multitask – as being able to shift activities and being flexible. This is in 
line with Nilsen’s (2012) research in which she traces how readiness to shift and 
flexibility come to the forefront when teachers condition and value outdoor activi-
ties (p. 218).

The teachers also pointed out that ‘there is more space for play involving a vari-
ety of roles; for example, family play where there is room for movement like taking 
a taxi or a bus or driving the car to work because of the physical distances that it is 
possible to create between the “house” and “work”’. In addition, the teachers point 
to the outdoors as ‘a place that allows for experiences like watching the rubbish 
truck and the workers emptying the rubbish bins or the construction of a new build-
ing’. I interpret these two last utterances as demonstrating that the teachers value 
and are motivated to expand children’s role-playing. Valuing role-play for children’s 
development has a long history in ECE and can be traced from the heritage of 
Vygotsky (2016), who emphasises (role) play as the leading line in children’s 
development.

On the other hand, the content of the children’s outdoor play, their activities and 
roles that I refer to above, are institutional activities. The children made cakes, recy-
cled the water, played families, used private and collective transport and went to 
work when playing in nature. In addition, due to the closeness between nature and 
urban areas, the children were able to watch different workers preforming societal 
duties like emptying rubbish bins and constructing new buildings on their way to 
investigate the local nature. All these activities can be connected to institutions like 
homes or workplaces. Therefore, a contradiction and a conflict seem to occur 
between education outdoors or in the wilderness, while at the same time valuing 
institutional content. Perhaps this indicates the cultural heritage that emphasises 
humans’ duty to cultivate and harvest nature. Such a cultivation has to happen in 
nature. Again, it seems to be hard to separate humans and nature when educating 
children.

8.4.2.2  �Valuing Children as Tribes Separated from Adults Versus 
Intergenerational Perspectives

On the one hand, the teachers stated that ‘the outdoors made room for play that 
children can manage without teachers being a part of the game. Play that requires 
space  – games like hide-and-seek that are more fun the more children that are 
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involved’. I interpret this as that the teachers valued and were motivated to establish 
community, belonging and friendship among children, which is also in line with the 
Norwegian Framework Plan for the content and tasks of kindergartens: 
‘Kindergartens shall make good provision for play, friendship and the children’s 
own culture’ (UDIR, 2017, p. 20). Research presented by Kjørholt and Tingstad 
(2007) indicates that when constituting childhood as a period in the lifespan of 
humans, children were constituted as something other than adults. Children became 
tribes  – separated from adults embedded in their own culture (James, Jenks, & 
Prout, 1998). Like western societies colonising indigenous tribes and thereby 
destroying their culture, adults’/teachers’ interventions in children’s lives may harm 
their peer-communities.

On the other hand, as mentioned above, the teachers pointed to institutional con-
ditions and demands like ‘the need for qualified teachers’. Therefore, a contradic-
tion and a conflict occur between understanding children as a community of peers 
that had to be protected from adults versus an intergenerational perspective empha-
sising that there are also empowering and important relations between the genera-
tions (Grindheim, 2017; Lee, 2001; Mannion, 2010).

8.4.2.3  �Motivations for Outdoor Activities Versus Claims for more 
Administrative Tasks

On the one hand, all the teachers mentioned how they value outdoor activities. 
Reasons for their valuing and motivating for children’s outdoor activities are read 
from their descriptions of the benefit from outdoor play that formed conditions for 
children to ‘using their [children’s] whole body’, ‘supporting self-esteem’, ‘sup-
porting creativity’, ‘challenging gender dichotomies’, and ‘laying the foundation 
for sustainable development’.

On the other hand, Norwegian ECE institutional managers have experienced 
changes in the last few years in their contextual conditions and demands for what 
duties to perform, by receiving more administrative responsibility because of 
changes in the way that Norwegian local municipalities are organised. Therefore, 
the managers need to delegate more administrative tasks to the teachers (Børhaug, 
2011; Seland, 2009). Research has depicted that extra administrative tasks are limit-
ing the time that teachers are directly involved with the children (Granrusten & 
Moen, 2009; Helgøy, Homme, & Ludvigsen, 2010; Larsen & Slåtten, 2014). These 
administrative tasks, in addition to more meetings among the teachers, are often 
done in the period of the day when children are playing outside. Therefore, the less 
qualified members of staff often spend more time looking after the children during 
outdoor play.

This dilemma of how to prioritise tasks can be traced from the teachers’ utter-
ances that pointed to ‘room and space, material, time and economy’ and ‘qualified 
teachers’ when asked for conditions for realising the outdoor play they valued. 
Their priority of when to interact with the children may, on the one hand, indicate 
that the time spent outside will be of educational value even if less qualified staff 
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members are looking after the children because of the advantage of nature as an 
agent for cultural formation. On the other hand, it may indicate that the overall 
emphasis on nature is not as overall as expected since it may be seen as an arena of 
lesser educational value. Thereby, the involvement in the outdoor context is not 
prioritised among teachers. Anyway, a conflict occurs between what context (out-
door or indoor) that is emphasised for educational purposes versus the taken-for-
granted motivations and value of outdoor activity.

8.4.3  �Conflict from the Cultural Perspective

From the interviews, a conflict seems to occur between parents’ and politicians’ 
expectations of ECE to solve a range of contemporary challenges that serve as con-
ditions and demands versus taken-for-granted Norwegian values and motives for 
more unstructured outdoor activities.

8.4.3.1  �Unstructured Outdoor Activities Versus Measurable 
Educational Outcomes

In the interviews all the teachers, on the one hand, mentioned that ‘outdoor activities 
are less regulated by the staff’. On the other hand, the teachers’ valuing of fewer 
regulations and motivations for children’s initiative forms a conflict with changes in 
Norwegian ECE.  During recent years, Norwegian ECE institutions have experi-
enced both a growing and changing public and political interest (Grindheim, 2018). 
The growing interest can be explained by the rapid expansion of ECE institutions in 
Norway. From being a desired option for a few (18% in 1980), there are now ECE 
institutions available for most Norwegian children (91% in 2017). Therefore, most 
of the citizens, including parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, are personally 
engaged in how ECE institutions are contributing to their children’s education. In 
some urban geographical areas, the owners of ECE institutions compete to attract 
parents. Therefore, families are viewed as customers within the framework of com-
petitive local institutions regulated as a market for meeting the individuals’ needs 
for future education. Political interest in ECE institutions is also changing. Not only 
are ECE institutions viewed as a political tool for gender equality by paving the way 
for women’s role in the labour market (Korsvold, 2005, p. 21), but they are also seen 
as an arena for resolving a variety of contemporary problems. Through early inter-
ventions, ECE institutions are supposed to neutralise class differences 
(Stortingsmelding nr. 41:2008–2009, 2009:10), provide school readiness for bilin-
gual children (Stortingsmelding nr. 17:1996–98; Stortingsmelding nr. 49:2003–2004; 
NOU 2011:14; Drange & Telle, 2011) and prevent behavioural problems and school 
dropouts (Webster-Stratton, 1999). From an economic perspective, education paves 
the way for early intervention, so that the outcomes can be achieved in the least 
‘costly’ way possible. This can be seen in the constant pressure to start teaching 
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academic skills at a progressively younger age (Bodrova, 2008). Education is 
emerging as an economic investment. Politicians and parents are thereby strong 
agents, representing both economic and political resources, when it comes to defin-
ing the content and methods of ECE (Grindheim, 2018). Economic and political 
resources are important conditions and demands for ECE institutions.

These conditions and demands in the societal/cultural perspective influence what 
are seen as important content and methods in ECE and ask for measurable educa-
tional outcomes controlled by teachers. At beforehand defined measurable out-
comes form a contrast and conflict to what the teachers pointed to when describing 
outdoor activities as ‘less regulated by the staff’. Outdoor activities in nature are 
seldom structured, teacher led, learning activities with explicit academic aims. 
Therefore, a contradiction and a conflict emerge between demands for ECE to solve 
a range of contemporary challenges in the presumedly less costly way to meet their 
customers’ wishes versus the taken-for-granted values and motives for outdoor and 
more child-initiated activities. The teachers’ reference to ‘economy’, as a condition 
for the play they value, also underlines the emphasis on costs and this emerging 
conflict.

8.4.4  �Conflicts from the Perception of Nature

From the interviews, two conflicts appear from the participants’ perception of 
nature. The first is a conflict between teachers’ values and motives understanding 
nature as ‘good’ and serving equity, versus nature as dangerous. The second is a 
conflict between the teachers’ values and motives understanding nature as valuable 
in itself (eco-centric perspective), versus nature as a tool for meeting human needs 
and something to be cultivated by humans (anthropocentric approach).

8.4.4.1  �Nature as Good Versus Nature as Dangerous

On the one hand, the teachers asserted that ‘outdoor activities can challenge gender 
dichotomies’. I interpret this utterance as that the teachers value and are motivated 
to create more equity among genders. The statement is followed by the explanation, 
‘in outdoor play in nature, there are fewer gendered tools for play’. The outdoors as 
an arena for more equity among genders is often supported by research (i. e. Erden 
& Alpaslan, 2017).

On the other hand, the teachers, when asked for conditions for obtaining less 
gender-biased play, responded that this play called for conditions ‘like smaller 
groups of children, since play in the wilderness, for example climbing trees, calls 
for teachers paying close attention’. Therefore, a contradiction and a conflict seem 
to occur between an understanding of nature as a creature of the good (equity among 
genders), versus nature as dangerous. Werler (2015) states that nature does not have 
any intention or plan for humans  – neither good, nor bad. He states that the 
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dichotomy between nature and culture is a construction, made by language and by 
the duty to cultivate and harvest nature.

8.4.4.2  �Nature as Valuable in Itself Versus Nature as a Tool for Meeting 
Human Needs

On the one hand, the teachers state that ‘play in nature is more creative and more 
explorative’. I interpret this as teachers valuing natural materials that children use as 
mediating tools in play, for example rocks and sticks, because it is not pre-defined 
how to use them or what they should be used for, like more commercial toys, that 
are more frequently encountered indoors. There may also be more to explore out-
doors; the teachers pointed to ‘insects, plants, water, sand, trees to climb’. I interpret 
this as reflecting the teachers’ perception of nature as a tool for the conscious human 
being, that is close to an anthropocentric approach.

On the other hand, the conditions for obtaining this valuable creative, explorative 
play is based upon access to natural spaces that are still not cultivated by humans. 
In addition, the teachers pointed out that ‘outdoor play lays the foundation for sus-
tainable development’. I interpret this as that the teachers value and are motivated to 
continue the heritage of an educational understanding of sustainable development 
emphasising children’s closeness to nature by playing in nature (Sanderud & 
Gurholt, 2014). By learning to love nature, humans will also care for and protect 
nature (Chawla, 2006), and recognise the connectedness and the dependence 
between nature and humans, and that we all are nature (Dickinson, 2016). Thereby 
nature is presented as valuable in itself, closer to an eco-centric perspective. 
Connectedness to nature has been a global discourse in sustainability education 
(Boldermo & Ødegaard, 2019). The national discourse in Norway, valuing outdoor 
activities, has been closely connected to the global discourse on environmental pro-
tection (Heggen, 2016). The main approach in the national and global discourses is 
that connection to nature is leading the line to constructing environmentally protec-
tive subjects (Nilsen, 2012, p. 215). Therefore, a contradiction and a conflict seem 
to occur between the anthropocentric and the eco-centric perspectives.

8.5  �Summing Up and Exploring the Emerging Conflicts

From the personal perspective, there seems to be a conflict between all the benefits 
of outdoor play and the need for the present, educated, conscious and well-trained 
teacher. From the institutional perspective, three conflicts occur. First, there is a 
conflict between education in nature versus the valuing of institutional activities. 
Second, there is a conflict between the teachers’ valuing children as tribes separated 
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from adults versus intergenerational perspectives. Third, there is a conflict between 
teachers’ taken-for-granted values and motivations for outdoor activities versus 
claims for more administrative tasks. From the cultural perspective, a conflict 
occurs between expectations of parents and politicians versus taken-for-granted cul-
tural valuing of more unstructured outdoor activities. In the perceptions of nature, 
two conflicts occur. The first is a conflict between nature as innocent – serving the 
good – versus nature as dangerous. The second is a conflict between nature as valu-
able in itself versus nature as a tool for meeting human needs. Outdoor activity 
seems to be valued from all perspectives, but conflicts are emerging, when meeting 
conditions and demands.

When exploring these conflicts, most of them indicate that nature, culture and 
humans are hard to separate. Drawing on interviews, research, political documents 
and changing cultural conditions and demands for ECE it seems, on the one hand, 
that the historical emphasis on outdoor activities is narrowed. On the other hand, if 
nature per se makes children free, offers harmony, more space for a variety of activ-
ity in the institutions, societal equity between genders, peer-communities and an 
eco-centric understanding, there may be a possibility of making spare time for 
teachers to do administrative tasks. This forms a contrast to utterances that empha-
sise the present, educated teacher, knowledge, economy, experiences for institu-
tional role-play and nature as a tool for creativity. In addition, outdoor activities also 
emerge as being trapped between the Norwegian ‘love of nature’ and the expecta-
tions of educational outcomes. The interviews also reveal that outdoor activities are 
constituted by the kinds of practices that are embedded in ECE, the Norwegian 
culture, and nature, which is accessible and frequently in use.

Ambiguities occur, according to what conditions are best for cultural formation. 
An understanding of nature as both a place that does not have an intention and as 
one that represents ‘good formation’, appears. The teachers’ articulations reflect 
their valuing of and motives for outdoor activities when they are explicitly asked for 
their opinions. It may be a task for researchers to raise such questions to obtain 
knowledge of the taken-for-granted. Thereby, both teachers and researchers will 
have a voice in the choir of agents that direct the content and values in ECE, to serve 
conditions for children’s exploration. The taken-for-granted can be neither improved 
nor cultivated if not conceptualised. When humans and nature emerge as two sides 
of one coin, they can easily be trapped as the one or the other, and the outdoor envi-
ronment can offer neither cultural nor natural formation without the presence of 
interacting humans. In this way, a more complete model can emerge, which includes 
nature, culture and humans where both children and teachers are in intergenera-
tional relations, in the ongoing formation of ECE. Active and conscious researchers 
and teachers, in collaboration with children and parents, as well as a variety of 
contexts for children’s exploration, are important for children’s exploration, play 
and learning.
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