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As adults, our heads are full of possibili-
ties for design. We have had anything 
from 0 to 99 years of visual, auditory, 
and kinaesthetic-based experiences to 
fill the area of the brain, that I nominally 
refer to as ‘the filing cabinet.’ This huge 
database affects all our decisions, many of 
them completely intuitive and many not 
even in the realm of consciousness. So, as 
guardians of the outdoor spaces in which 
children learn, we define and design a 
space that we feel is wonderful, that we 
feel is all the things it can be. But let us 
consider for a moment who has made the 
decision, who has created the definition 
of an effective outdoor space for children. 
We have. Yet we are not the end users, the 
children are:

• They have a voice that should be heard 
across every aspect of their lives.  

• It is their empowerment and the value 
we give their ideas that will intrinsical-
ly sit within their brains to ultimately 
affect their sense of well-being. 

• They have a greater feeling of worth if 
adults hear what they are saying.  

• The connection between children and 
learning is stronger when the adults 
around them support and collaborate 
with them to achieve joint goals or to 
define projects and areas where  
children’s ideas can take the lead.

In my work I create documented group 
journeys that are held together in a Talk-
ing and Thinking Floorbook,™ a large 
A3 book that records children’s ideas 
both verbally and nonverbally through 
drawing, gesture, and movement so as 
to make the strategy more inclusive. 
The books are designed to work in 

nature time. The key learning — in this 
case the use of a landscape — may well 
be months from initial discussions. These 
Floorbooks™ last at least a year and are 
often referred back to after two years by 
younger friends and siblings. Alongside 
this book, we use Talking Tubs™ to provo-
cate thinking in the children we work with 
(18 months to 12 years). One of the tubs 
we use is focused on outdoor landscape 
design.

When I am working in centres exploring 
consultative planning, the main questions 
I am asked are: 

1) “What do we do if they ask for some-
thing we cannot provide?” 

2) The other is “They just say the same as 
the provision that they already have . . . 
bikes and tarmac.” 

The answer to these two questions lies 
within the Talking Tubs.™ The tubs are 
created by the adult to offer provoca-
tion for discussion. The photographs 
and 3D-objects give an overview of the 
possibilities of the space. To see pictures 
of 10 versions of a seat is to widen your 

horizons immediately. To support that by 
physically feeling different types of rock, 
wood, metal is to deepen the connection 
for the child. In this way they can make 
informed decisions. 

Enclosure of space is another wonderful 
aspect of the work in creating landscapes 
with children. The physical size of young 
children changes their perspective all 
the time (Warden, 2006). The first thing 
we need to do is to put ourselves in the 
spaces that children show us that they 
love. Then we can begin to understand 
what their views are. 

Planning in a tangible way to enclose 
space can be done with rope, sand lines, 
pebbles, and other materials so children 
can move in and out of areas to show the 
ergonomics of a space. The way children 
use space will be very different from how 
adults use it. We need to consider if we 
are willing to have children change the 
design of a space. If not, then we should 
not ask the questions in the first place!

Our new Centre for Excellence in Perth-
shire, Scotland, has created 15 landscape 
features with children as the designers. 
The documentation of the whole space 
celebrates children’s thinking. The chil-
dren asked for a “mountain 2 metres tall 
with a tree on top.” It had to have long, 
wavy grass to hide in and a path going 
up that had to stop at the top. When 
questioned about the idea of a pathway 
just stopping, the little girl of four years 
replied, “Well, that is so you have to 
scramble and trip and find your own way 
down. It is more exciting that way.” How

(continued on page 104)
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CHILDREN AS DESIGNERS
(continued from page 103)

many times do we make our outdoor 
landscapes too easy or too simple so that 
all the play affordances of loose materials 
are removed and the thrill of adventure 
suppressed?

In Scotland we have two centres that are 
innovative in that they are Nature Kinder-
gartens. The children spend 80% of their 
time outside, and the gardens and the 
wild wood are as natural as possible. This 
ethical and environmental route to reduce 
plastic and closed, over-designed products 
has led to creative spaces both inside and 
out. When the children were looking at the 
Talking Tubs,™ they described, “Playing in 
the mud, hiding where no-one can see us, 
running down a hill, and just lying in the 
hammock sleeping and snoring.” Are all 
of these achievable? Yes, they are. It leads 
us easily then to consider — How will 
children:

• Run down a hill if the ground is  
always flat?

• Tie a hammock up without trees or a 
post?

• Hide if there are no willow spaces?
• Create mud pies if there is no mud pit? 

The climate, flora, and fauna may alter 
around the world, but the links between 
childhood experiences around the globe 
are remarkably similar. Children tell us 
what they need and want, we have to train 
ourselves to listen and take note.

Wonder, the newsletter of the NACC, welcomes submissions 
from all NACC members. Please join us at: 
www.worldforumfoundation.org/nature. 

The NACC Leadership Team is a core group of early childhood 
educators, designers, and landscape architects who came 
together in 2006 with a dream to change the world for young 
children. They represent six continents across the globe, and 
serve as key contact points for others around the world who 
have a desire to improve the lives of young children. 

The Leadership Team meets periodically to discuss strategies 
for increasing NACC’s outreach and membership, and to find 
new ways for all of us to work together to further our common 
mission.
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Connecting Children
with Nature Action Forum

October 17-20, 2010 
Arbor Day Farm • Nebraska City, Nebraska

We are inviting 70 multi-disciplinary Nature Action Teams from 
around the world to come together to learn strategies and secure tools 

for launching campaigns to connect children with nature.

Attendance will be by application only.
Interested teams can apply for consideration on the
Nature Action Collaborative for Children web site:

www.worldforumfoundation.org/nature
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Manono is an island of Samoa in the 
Apolima Strait between the main islands 
of Savaii and Upolu. Situated just 3.4 
km WNW off the western most point of 
Upolu, the 3km2 island has a popula-
tion of around 800 distributed among 
the four villages of Apai, Faleu, Lepuia’i, 
and Salua.

Dogs, cars, bicycles, horses, and heavy 
machinery are banned from this island. 
Locals reside in open-air falae and 
mainly live ‘off the land’ on a diet of 
fresh fish, taro, coconut, and fruit.

It was reported in the Samoa News on 
October 7 that a New Zealand Navy 
Dive Team restored water to Manono 
through a pipeline from the main island 
of Upolu. When we arrived, two weeks 
after the 7 metre tsunami of 29 Septem-
ber, we were the first ‘helpers’ the inhab-
itants had seen. Supply and storage of 
fresh water had yet to be reinstated.

After some negotiation we managed to 
induce a squadron of the RNZAF, who 
were surveying the area, to come out to 
Manono with an Iriquoi helicopter and 
help airlift a couple of concrete water 
tanks back into place. Unfortunately, this 
attempt was unsuccessful as the tanks 
were too heavy to be lifted. Negotiations 
have since been underway with the Aus-
tralian Airforce to make another attempt 
at this as their helicopters have greater 
lifting capacity.

Many of the locals had just returned 
from living for the past couple of weeks 
under tarpaulins on Mt Tulmanuiva 
(110m) because they were terrified to 
return to lower ground and the daunt-
ing task of putting their homes and lives 
back together.

As the majority of Manono’s population 
live off the land, they don’t receive any 
income. For those who do have jobs, 
the average weekly wage here is 140 
talla, the equivalent of about NZ$80. As 
such, the monetary wealth of this tiny 
island is extremely limited, although 
there’s certainly no lack of manpower 
for rebuilding.

Unloading a boat at the wharf in Salua:   
The clean-up

In the days following our arrival, we 
helped build two new falae. These build-
ings are an open-sided platform built 
on coconut tree posts with a waterproof 
roof made of coconut tree fronds. Each 
took about 3 days to build, mainly using 
materials that were readily available on 
the island. Manono is surrounded by a 
coral reef, so anything brought here has 
to come by shallow-hulled boats or by 
air.

Although Manono Island was lucky 
to escape with the loss of only one life, 
the devastation we saw was incredible 
and the stories we heard of the 7 metre 
wall of water that hit the island will not 
leave these people for 
generations to come. 
Earthquakes and waves 
of this size are unheard 
of here.

The remains of the 
preschool in
Lepuia’i Village

One of the main priori-
ties here is to rebuild 
the preschool in 
Lepuia’i Village, which 
was totally demolished 

by the tsunami. Children from this vil-
lage and neighbouring Apai Village cur-
rently have to walk for an hour to Salua 
Village on the other side of the island 
to go to school. Their teacher says this 
makes for very tired children who have 
to sleep for an hour or so before begin-
ning their school day.

Much aid has been given to Samoa: 
money, clothing, food, and medicine. 
Many of these resources will, quite 
rightly, be put toward rebuilding the 
tourist resorts which account for about 
25% of Samoa’s economy. Little will be 
seen here on Manono except, perhaps, 
the rebuilding of homes and, hopefully, 
reinstating clean water storage. 

As in every culture, the children here 
are the future. Children assimilate 
and adapt to circumstances. For the 
people of Lepuia’a Village on Manono 
Island, seeing their preschool rebuilt is 
to rebuild their dreams for the future. 
A future in which the continuity of the 
education of their children plays an im-
portant role in the rehabilitation of life 
for everyone on tiny Manono Island. 

Tax deductible donations can be made 
to: Waterharvest Trust 
02-0591-00061200-00 

Below: Children of Lepuia’i take a break 
from  collecting rubbish and debris scattered 
around the village.

Rebuild Our School: Lepuia’i Village,  Manono Island by Toni Christie
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The financial wealth of this Island is min-
iscule. The social, cultural, and spiritual 
wealth is immeasurable. 
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The Wonder of Mud: Reflections from Nepal by Bishnu Bhatta

Development of a 
child has always been 
correlated with Mother 
Nature and as an 
individual we have to 
make them acquainted 
with nature. Soil is 

home to all creatures. It might come to 
you as a big surprise to hear that mud can 
also be used as cloth. Yes! That is what 
they wear in Malawi where clothes are 
made of mud and organic matter. Mud in 
the Bahamas is also popular for medicinal 
activity — against cancer! Even though re-
search is being done in massive amounts, 
it always seems there is some more left. 
Thus there is a saying by a famous Nepali 
writer, Tara Nath Sharma, who stated “To 
beat nature is the glory of life.”

A program was organized in the small vil-
lage of Panchkhal, a little outside of town 
(approximately 45kms from the capital 
of Kathmandu), carrying a new concept 
towards making a better world: people 
come taking a step closer to Mother 
Nature. The day was called Mud Day and 
it targeted a small group of 58 orphaned 
children to acquaint them with the envi-
ronment. All the adult spectators felt the 
pang! Inside them, what a lovely idea to 
make child come close to the environment 
and make them love nature!
 
Participants were children from 8 to 13 
years of age — 48 boys from Panchkhal 
Orphanage Home and 10 girls from 
Kathmandu Orphanage Home. A total of 
10 children were suffering from cerebral 
palsy: 1 boy and 9 girls. All of them have 
mild palsy, and 3 of them regularly at-
tend school; the rest were kept at home. 
The pitch was prepared in Samaj Kalyan 
Parisad compound of Panchkhal, mixing 
topsoil with water in an area of about 
8,214 sq ft. Water to make the pitch was 
made available from a distant top hill 
and thanks for God, the previous night it 
rained heavily making the pitch perfect 
for games. The reflection 
of sun rays in the mud 
struck the thin layer of 
water, inviting it in. Once the 
whistle was blown, all the 57 

participants (except a handicapped small 
boy who was devoid of both legs and 
got scared of the mud pitch) queued and 
looked eagerly to know what is happen-
ing next. The rest seemed unable to cap-
ture the scene in mind when explained 
the day before. A lovely spectacular scene 
was there on the spot; boys dressed up all 
in new game clothes, red or black, while 
girls in white and blue — all of them 
watching everything keenly as if trying 
to capture every small moment with their 
little eyes. Some of them were seen in a 
dilemma of whether to keep the dress 
clean or to jump in the mud.

Children were to play football, volleyball, 
running, splashing, etc., which they did. 
Girls seemed not as much prepared as the 
boys. Again the whistle blew and it was 
time to jump! Nobody jumped! Then the 
organizer himself had to jump to assure 
them. It was amazing how they became 
confident and started diving one by one. 
The process was followed by other slow 
children; then only did the girls dare to 
enter the mud. Guess what? Boys seemed 
carefree, but girls were still hesitant 
inside the pitch. A boy was watching 
closely and making a face like he does not 
dare to go there, and some of them were 
making a face clearly expressing “Oh! 
This is disgusting; how are they manag-
ing to play in it?” But as time passed by, 
slowly one of them stepped in. He had a 
broad smile, which changed into a bad 
face as he dipped his one leg in mud; he 
seemed still not so sure whether to put 
another foot inside. Then suddenly his 
expression changed, he made a funny 
face, and he dived and twisted his legs in 
the air. It made one of the best, spectacu-
lar moments. That was when all of them 
followed one by 
one; soon they were 
splashing, push-
ing, and playing 
happily.

When a girl named Sujata was asked 
why she did not play hide and seek she 
explained, “What if someone steps on my 
chest, I will be covered in mud.” Similarly 
when Sonam, a 9-year-old girl, explained 
that at first she didn’t dare to enter mud 
due to earthworms, but later she said she 
felt okay and she even stepped on some. 
After explaining about the importance of 
earthworms in soil, she complained, “Then 
why did that earthworm come where I 
was playing?” The ground was full of 
those little talks which were never ending, 
far beyond writing.

The children got tired playing and thus 
some of them started to wash their faces 
and decline, but we saw the enthusiasm in 
boys who seemed energized and were still 
playing. Slowly they started backing off 
from the ground and started to the bath-
room for a bath. Children started coming 
out of the bath one by one with clean 
dress, ruffled wet hair, with towels around 
the neck. They were provided with new 
towels and with happy faces they were 
now waiting for lunch. All of them were 
enjoying each and every bit of food and 
the closeness between each other. Soon 
after they ate, the laziness came around 
their faces and finally some of them retired 
to their TV room while a small group of 
them were seen busy in the bathroom 
washing their new game clothes; the at-
tachment with the new cloth was already 
there within them.
 
There is a saying “Children are like clay, 
it is only on the maker’s hand to give it a 
proper shape.” This was just a first attempt 
for those vulnerable, yet neglected group 
members of society to make them foresee 
the importance as well as joy of nature, 
and an attempt to make a better world 

tomorrow. The program left a very 
good impression, not only for the 
children, but also to the locals and 
visitors. Children never stopped 
asking questions about soil, mud, 
water, earthworms, etc.; they 
seemed interactive. To conclude, 
we have to say that the program 
was a big success and lived up to 
its objective.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY BISHNU BHATTA



Bishnu’s reflections on the Mud Day in 
Nepal articulates the amazing connec-
tion we all have to the Earth. This story 
of ‘Mud Day’ is a story of how the Earth 
connected a group of children in Nepal, 
but also how it connected two groups of 
children from different continents and 
cultures. 

In Belfast at the World 
Forum, Bishnu had 
shared with the NACC 
Leadership Team that 
in Nepal some children 
could not play in mud 
because they did not 
have a change of clothes 
and they had no money 
for soap. On returning 
to Australia, and while 
planning the building of 
a mud hut with a group 
of six and seven year 
olds, I mentioned this 
discussion.

“Imagine if you could 
not play in mud?”  
“Imagine if you could 
not have fun.”  
They were horrified that 
any child, anywhere, 
would not be able to 
play in mud due to 
a lack of a change of 
clothes. 
“I can send them some 
of my clothes.”
“My mum can sew; she can make them 
clothes.”

The project became a focus of the class 
when the children decided that the best 
way to help some children in Nepal 
would be to send money to them so 
they could buy clothes in their own city.  
During the weeks that followed, a spon-
sorship plan raised $1,000AUS for the 
project, which grew to include not only 
clothes, but also a meal for the children in 
Nepal who had not had a meat meal for 
four months. 

The project also became about Bold Park 
in Australia having a ‘Mud Day’ at the 

same time as Nepal. Somehow the con-
cept of children choosing to play in mud 
on the same day emphasized that we are 
all connected to the Earth and, therefore, 
to each other. Our journey to provide 
mud was hard for us, and somewhat 
ironic. We had to truck in the clay soil 
to make mud as in our context we can 

make wet sand, but any attempt at mud 
yields pathetic results. The children had 
to gather the soil and the water to mix up 
their mud in small plastic wading pools.

It was fascinating to note that the chil-
dren at Bold Park had the same hesita-
tion as the children from Nepal. They 
approached the mud cautiously, first 
with the feet, and then perhaps a finger. 
After some hesitation they would pick 
the mud up and smear it over their arms, 
legs, faces, and body. Finally we saw 
children sitting, lying, and immersing 
themselves as much as they could, given 
the shallow nature of the wading pools.

The Wonder of Mud: Reflections from Australia by Gillian McAuliffe

To begin with, the staff and parents 
looked on and reflected on their experi-
ences with mud, but for most the tempta-
tion was just too much and they joined 
in playing joyfully with the mud and 
the children. Throughout the afternoon 
all the school classes came to play in the 
mud. Children, parents, and staff left the 
day richer from the experience, connect-
ed to the Earth, and satisfied that they 
had helped to bring joy into the lives of 
others.

We have another challenge at Bold Park. 
After looking at the photos from Nepal, 
the children at Bold Park have looked 
at designing the very best ‘Mud Play-
ground’ they can imagine. They have 
reflected that not only “Imagine if you 
could not play in mud” but “Imagine if 
we had mud like the children in Nepal to 
play in!”

For Bishnu and me, the experience 
brought the possibilities of the NACC 
to another place. The Nature Action 
Collaborative for Children provided the 
opportunity for us to share stories, to 
identify possible collaboration, and to 
connect children, not only to nature, but 
also to each other. Thank you, Bishnu, 
and the children in Nepal for sharing 
‘Mud Day’ with us. I know that at Bold 
Park we are keen to engage in this col-
laboration again in 2010.

The mission of the Nature Action 
Collaborative for Children is to re-connect children with the natural world by making developmentally appropriate nature education a sustaining and enriching part of the daily lives of the world’s children.
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