
Growing Spaces of Belonging
New Aotearoa research on nature-based learning — and what it tells us about the work we do

Research commissioned by the Wayne Francis Charitable Trust, and shared this year through the New Zealand 
Association for Environmental Education, has looked closely at places like ours. Four stages of work between 2022 
and 2025 studied 21 Unconventional Spaces of Learning across Aotearoa — learning environments that sit outside, 
or alongside, the classroom. That is the kind of space Bush Sprouts Nature School is, and after eight years of taking 
around a thousand children a year into the ngāhere, it is good to see this sector studied properly.

The researchers talked with ākonga, whānau, kaiako, hapū and principals. The guiding question was one we live 
with every week: how do these spaces support neurodiverse learners aged 5 to 12 in Aotearoa?

What the research found

Hauora, attendance and engagement all improved. In the researchers’ own words, these spaces “consistently 
show a positive impact on children’s hauora, attendance and engagement, especially when their needs are not met 
in the classroom.”

Being outdoors lowers the load. The study records reduced stress, more room for focus and learning, and fewer 
behavioural incidents — not because these programmes manage children more tightly, but because the 
environment asks less of them and offers more. This is what we mean when we talk about nature as taonga: free 
play in the ngāhere takes away the limits that adult-led settings so often impose, and it nurtures tinana, hinengaro 
and wairua together rather than one at a time.

Belonging and self-worth came back. Ākonga in the study described feeling capable and curious outdoors, in sharp 
contrast to how they saw themselves at school; one child, experiencing a system that failed to see them, summed it 
up as “I must be dumb.” A principal described their own programme this way: children “arrived with hope on 
Monday and left with warmth on Friday.”

Managed risk is framed as learning, not hazard. Fire, sharp tools and real responsibility are treated in the research 
as opportunities that build courage and problem-solving — the opposite of the caution such activities usually 
attract, and a useful thing for any of us to be able to point to when explaining why our ākonga whittle, light fires 
and climb.

There is no single right method. The researchers describe several workable approaches — child-led, child-led with 
some structure, structured play-based — and treat the real skill as matching the approach to the child in front of 
you. That says the thing carrying the learning is not method but relationship: whakawhanaungatanga, and the 
freedom for each ākonga to follow their kaingākaunui at their own pace.

What this means for our whānau

If your ākonga comes home from a Nature School day steadier, more talkative and more themselves, that is not a 
happy accident and you are not imagining it. This research puts evidence behind what you have been noticing, and 
it names the thing our kaiako work hardest at: relational safety first, at a 1:5 ratio, with around fifteen ākonga on 
the whenua each day — the learning follows from there, and it always has.

What this means for schools and kindergartens

The researchers recommend trialling these spaces within schools as a hybrid model and embedding them in school 
culture rather than bolting them on the side, and they are blunt that programmes depending on one kaiako rarely 
survive. Alongside the findings sits a free, practical 23-step guide for schools wanting to start their own space in 
their local ngāhere, covering mana whenua partnership, site design, staffing, safety planning and how to know 
whether it is working — and it asks schools to check their plan against the Te Whare Tapa Whā dimensions, the 
same view of a child that our kaupapa rests on.

That is exactly the mahi of Bush Sprouts in Schools: helping kaiako set up a nature programme in their own local 
bush and equipping them with the confidence and skills to keep it running, aligned with Te Whāriki and the New 



Zealand Curriculum. The guide suggests starting with a two-term trial, one day a week, and a small group of no 
more than eight to ten — which is very close to how we would begin with you anyway. If your school or centre is 
thinking about it, the guide is a good place to begin, and we would love to walk you through it.

What this means for funders and supporters

The report is candid about what holds this work back, and every one of its findings is our reality too: operating 
outside Ministry of Education funding, the difficulty of keeping fees affordable, long waitlists, and sustainability that 
too often rests on a small handful of kaiako. The guide’s own advice is to aim to keep these programmes free to 
children, including gear and transport.

Your support is what lets us hold our daily fee below what a day actually costs to deliver, run PENS fee-free, fund 
scholarships that subsidise ākonga onto our Nature School days, provide wet-weather gear, and keep our kaiako 
out on the whenua rather than in front of a screen chasing the next grant. The research is now clear that these 
spaces work. Keeping them open, affordable and genuinely available to the ākonga who need them most is the part 
that still needs backing.

Read the research for yourself

• Highlight report and practical guide, both free to download: nzaee.org.nz/professional-learning/growing-
spaces-of-belonging

• The full research project: wfct.org.nz/unconventional-spaces-of-learning

Growing Spaces of Belonging was written by Katie Earle with Dr Judy Bruce, published in 2025, commissioned by the Wayne Francis 
Charitable Trust, and shared under a Creative Commons attribution, non-commercial licence.

If you would like to talk about any of this — as a whānau, a school, or a supporter — you are very welcome to get in 
touch.
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