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Introduction


‘There are not seven wonders of the world in the eyes of a child. There are seven million.’



Streightiff, 2017


Find the wonder in the everyday

You may not realise it, but the everyday features of your local area and things you do there offer a wealth of easily accessible, low-cost learning experiences for children. Things that might seem mundane to you, that you take for granted, or that you might not even notice — weeds growing in the pavement, posting a letter, a muddy puddle — can represent exciting learning opportunities for the young children in your care. It is amazing what learning or consolidating opportunities can be found in the most unlikely of places.

A child was walking along on the pavement with his grandparents and as they turned the corner he saw a huge low loader with a massive digger on it. The child stopped instantly and watched, mesmerised by the vehicle that had just passed by. He showed his excitement through his stance, his open arms, his facial expressions and the exclamations that he was making. The grandparents gave him time to watch and then talked with him about the experience before moving off. This sums up the opportunities that each and every local area can offer to support that awe and wonder that young children have in abundance.

Learning On Your Doorstep celebrates the richness of all localities, and it aims to instil in you the confidence needed to take your children out into the local area your setting is in, whatever that looks like, and use it and all its learning opportunities on a regular basis. We have tried to ensure that we have suggestions for all types of localities that you may be part of.



The origins of this book

This book has come about following a project called the ‘Exploring the Wider World Project’ (Early Education, 2021). The project included 65 settings across Stoke, including over 2,879 children and 369 practitioners. During the course of the project, over 1,000 outings were completed and 107 families accompanied the outings. Further details about this project can be found on the Early Education website.

This project, alongside the outings we have made with children in our own settings, has given us a wealth of experience and huge enthusiasm for taking children out into the local area. We hope that this publication will spur you on too and give you the confidence to make the most of what is available on your doorstep.


A note on language

We learned that using the term ‘outings’ appeared to make the venture more accessible and more enjoyable, and practitioners were more likely to then take the children out. Mentally, the word ‘trips’ conjured up something that was much bigger and more onerous and therefore stressful. This is something you could explore as a team when planning your outings; decide on the terms which most encourage you to venture out.




How to use this book

The format of this book allows you to either read it cover to cover or use the chapters that are most useful for you and your local area.

The ideas are by no means exhaustive; use them as a prompt to look more closely at what you have available on your own doorstep and adapt them to meet the developmental needs, experiences and interests of your children. As you know, incidental learning is just as powerful as intended learning outcomes and should be celebrated and embraced when it occurs, so our aim with the content in these chapters is also to inspire and give you the confidence to come up with learning experiences based on what you see on an outing.

We’ve included lots of photos in this book and more on the companion website (see opposite). They have been chosen to prompt you to think about what might interest and fascinate your children, but they could also be useful to use with the children as a starting point before an outing, or for comparison to things you see in your local area.

[image: A young child with hair holds a small worm in their hand, wearing a puffer jacket.]


Book structure

The book is divided into ten chapters. Chapters 1–3 provide you with the context, planning and preparation tools you need for getting out. Chapter 1 goes into more detail about the benefits of taking children into your local area. Chapter 2 will help you plan and prepare for your outings, including information on how to plan where to go, how to complete a risk assessment and how to prepare a successful outing. Chapter 3 provides you with solutions for overcoming some of the barriers to getting out that we recognise often come up.

Chapters 4–9 are packed with inspirational ideas for how you can use what’s on your doorstep, whatever your local area is like, to provide rich learning experiences for your children. We have provided you with ideas for how you can progress children’s skills and knowledge acquisition across repeated outings, as well as how you can build on and extend the experiences once you are back in your setting. We have included aspects of the environment that relate to physical characteristics, the built environment, elements of nature, as well as the people who live in and use different localities.

Finally, in Chapter 10 we look at ways you can build relationships within your local area, including ideas for inviting members of the community into the setting to extend the learning experiences of your outings.

[image: Four children play outside, throwing and catching leaves in the air, surrounded by a pile of fallen leaves on the ground.]


Chapter features

Throughout the book you’ll find the following features:


Look and listen [image: Stylized illustration of a brown eye with a dark pupil, set within a reddish-brown circle with a subtle light orange background.] [image: Circular orange icon with three yellow curved lines radiating outwards, symbolizing a wireless signal or broadcast.]

Prompts to focus children’s attention and improve their enquiry skills. Many of these draw attention to the everyday, which we often overlook as adults but that children find so fascinating. Where there are photos, you can also share these with the children to inspire them to look out for similar interesting features.



Resources [image: ]

Resources to extend and expand on the experiences the children may have in the local area. They are useful for seeing the world from the perspective of others and can provide a safe way of exploring themes, places and feelings that some children may find overwhelming as well as supporting the development of empathy.


[image: Two overlapping speech bubbles, one light purple and one dark blue, indicating conversation or communication.] Conversation topics

Prompts to start discussions with children that will broaden their understanding of the world around them. They can give you insights into the lives of children and allow children to demonstrate what they already know and understand. We have also sometimes included questions children might ask for you to start pondering.


Follow up in the setting [image: ]

Ideas and experiences for extending the outing learning experiences back in the setting.



Out in action [image: White shoeprint icon with horizontal lines on an orange background.]

Examples of tried-and-tested experiences with two to four-year-old children in settings around the country.


Progression of skills and knowledge

Ideas and activities for progressing children’s learning as they revisit familiar places.

Less experienced

More experienced

Higher level of challenge



Companion website

There is a companion website for this book at bloomsbury.pub/learning-doorstep. On the website you will also find:

Language and vocabulary

These handy guides offer prompts for the type and range of vocabulary you might want to use with children. Download, edit and print these to take with you and add to when you are out and about.

Packing list

Suggested items and equipment that you might want to take with you on different outings to make the most of the experience.






1

The benefits of getting out


[image: A group of children and two adults walking hand-in-hand on a gravel path, with the children holding papers, in a grassy area with trees and houses in the background.]
We would like to start this chapter by sharing some good news with you: if you look through your window, over your fence or step out into your local area, you will find a rich offering of free or low-cost learning resources. The resources are abundant and you can use them regularly and in a range of ways to deepen a child’s understanding of and relationship with the wider world. Wherever your setting is situated, you will have access to natural and built environments which can be used to stimulate children’s interests, inspire fascination and support them to learn and discover more.

Not only children, but families, practitioners and the community itself benefit from taking children out into the local area. Using the local area is also a precious opportunity for practitioners to gain an insight into the lives, experiences and deep interests of children and their families. This information can be used to provide meaningful learning opportunities and, when used effectively, can raise the self-esteem of the children as they see themselves and their communities truly valued. Children are usually firmly rooted in their communities and using what they know provides a strong basis for taking learning forward. In this chapter we’ll explore the many benefits of taking children on outings in your local area. These include:


	accessibility and affordability

	a meaningful context for learning

	learning through repetition

	developing children’s understanding of the world

	developing vocabulary and language skills

	broad, rich learning opportunities

	developing a child’s sense of self and place in the world

	supporting the rights of the child

	promoting health and physical development

	strengthening relationships with families and the community

	celebrating the cultural capital of the child and their family

	building self-esteem, independence and confidence

	providing continuing staff professional development.




Accessibility and affordability

There is no doubt that going out on a big organised trip — for example, to the zoo or petting farms, can be a thrilling adventure; but there is just as much excitement, joy and curiosity to be found on your doorstep. Going out regularly builds children’s confidence to explore their world and develops life skills in a real context. The nature of a large organised trip means that it is often a one-off event and they can be expensive and stressful for children, families and staff. In contrast, local outings can be made regularly, with low cost or no cost. Repeated local visits can make the most of the resources you already have and new investment is not always necessary.

[image: A group of young girls in colorful clothing are walking through a bushy area, with leaves and branches surrounding them, as they explore their outdoor environment.]


A meaningful context for learning

Taking children out provides a rich context for much of the learning that goes on inside a setting and also offers opportunities for learning that could not be experienced within a setting. Being in a real context allows the children to experience the world with all their senses, helping them to build up a fuller picture of a place and to form stronger memories.

In settings, we sometimes expect children to engage in play or learning that is outside their realm of experience. This can be quite abstract for them, especially if they have few points of reference. Taking children on an outing can enhance their play in the setting. For example, taking children to visit the local shops and offering them first-hand experience of what happens there will lead them to play more meaningfully in the role play shop in the setting. They will be able to use what they have observed

[image: A young girl with curly hair and a sweater is reaching into a box of tomatoes at a market, with another child and a woman nearby.]


Learning through repetition



[image: A young boy with dark skin and curly hair is climbing a tree, wearing a t-shirt under a checkered shirt, jeans, and shoes.]
[image: A group of young children are gathered around, looking at something on the ground, with most of them wearing jackets and having hair.]


Developing children’s understanding of the world



[image: A cluster of blackberries hangs from a thorny branch, with most berries ripe and dark, and one bright berry among them, surrounded by leaves and dried-up foliage.]
[image: A nighttime scene of numerous small lights suspended from above, with several lanterns hanging among them, creating a festive atmosphere.]


Developing vocabulary and language skills




[image: A small bunch of grass grows through a crack in a concrete surface, with the blades of grass radiating outward from the center.]
[image: A construction site with a crane lifting a load, surrounded by scaffolding and building materials, set against a clear sky with a few clouds.]


Broad, rich learning opportunities





[image: A serene scene of a large house with a bridge over a pond, surrounded by trees and vegetation under a clear sky.]


Developing a child’s sense of self and place in the world





Supporting the rights of the child







[image: A group of people, including children and adults, are walking together on a paved path, with some of them wearing safety vests and carrying trash bags, as they participate in a community clean-up event.]



Promoting health and physical development


[image: A young girl stands in a dirt field, wearing a shirt with trim and shorts with polka dots, pointing to the ground with her right hand.]



Strengthening relationships with families and the community



[image: A family of four enjoys a lively day at the playground, with a man, woman, and two boys, one of whom uses a wheelchair, all smiling and interacting with each other in a joyful atmosphere.]


Celebrating the cultural capital of the child and their family





[image: A young girl in a shirt and another girl are gathered around a lit object, with the girl holding a stick and smiling, surrounded by festive decorations and artwork on the wall.]


Building self-esteem, independence and confidence


[image: A young child stands in a grassy field, wearing a light hoodie and dark jeans, with their right arm raised and index finger pointing outward.]


Providing continuing staff professional development





[image: A map of a neighborhood with various locations is being pointed at by two people, one of whom is holding a pen, as they appear to be planning a route or discussing the layout.]
[image: A young girl wearing a coat and hood is standing outdoors, with her finger near her face as she looks down, surrounded by vegetation.]









The benefits of going out


For children



	feel heard and understood

	see their lives reflected

	revisit opportunities

	widen their life experiences

	practise life skills

	develop a sense of freedom and adventure

	become aware of life’s opportunities

	take pride in their local area

	be themselves

	become the expert.



[image: A young girl is playing outside, crawling through and around tires on the ground in a grassy area.]


For families



	participate

	feel seen and valued

	take pride in their local area

	raise their self-esteem

	offer expertise and knowledge

	extend experience and widen knowledge.
[image: A man and two young girls are outside on a sidewalk, surrounded by flowers and a stroller, with the man crouching down holding a potted plant and smiling at the girls, who are looking at him and the flowers.]
[image: A young boy in a jacket and pants crouches down to examine flowers growing against a wooden fence.]





For practitioners and the setting



	provide meaningful and contextual learning

	extend their knowledge and understanding of the catchment area

	deepen their understanding of how children learn and develop

	extend their own knowledge and vocabulary

	increase job satisfaction

	develop a sense of achievement.





For the community



	promote cross-sectors of community as equally important

	be involved with the development of future citizens

	experience satisfaction and wellbeing from supporting children and families

	share more widely its roles and services

	meet and engage with others

	take pride in the area

	promote cross-generational understanding.



[image: A group of children stack their hands on top of each other in a symbol of unity and teamwork, with one child smiling in the background.]
[image: A woman and a young girl are standing outside in a grassy area, with the woman bending down to pick up something from the ground and the girl standing beside her, holding her hand.]
[image: A group of people, including children and adults with and without disabilities, are gathered around a wooden fence, interacting with and feeding goats in an outdoor setting.]
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