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THE THIRD TEACHER 
How the physical environment shapes 

teaching, learning and behaviour 

Explore, Create, Empower Conference 
1/8/19 

Luke Touhill 

�
“Here is Edward Bear, coming 
downstairs now, bump, bump, 
bump,on the back of his head, 

behind Christopher Robin. It is, as 
far as he knows, the only way of 

coming downstairs, but sometimes 
he feels that there is really another 
way, if only he could stop bumping 

for a moment and think of it” 
 

A.A.Milne, Winnie the Pooh (1926) 
 

The importance of the environment 

•  The physical environment is a key factor 
underpinning good practice 

•  The environment and how it is organised 
shapes our behaviour as educators, and 

children’s behaviour as learners 
•   

•  A carefully thought out and well organised 
environment is an important precondition for 

good practice 
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“The environment is seen… as educating the 
child… it is considered as the “third educator” 
along with the team of two teachers” 
 
Lella Gandini, The Hundred Languages of Children  
 

“If we embrace the idea of the environment as a 
significant educator in our early childhood 

programs… we must ask ourselves what values we 
want to communicate through learning 

environments, and how we want children to 
experience their time in our programs. “ 

 
Carter, D. & Curtis, M. (2003) Designs for living and learning: 

Transforming early childhood environments 

 Nant-y-cwm Steiner Kindergarten, Wales
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Nant-y-cwm Steiner Kindergarten, playroom

Nant-y-cwm, 
alcove 

Nant-y-cwm, plan 
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“An underlying requirement of any building for small 
children is that it is as magical and full of reverent 

wonder as an ancient fairy tale. Children should not be 
forced into a mould by the architecture but have the 

possibility to move, live, imagine in their own child-world 
and to receive attention as individuals” 

  
Christopher Day, Architect, Nant-y-cwm Steiner 

Kindergarten  

Capricorn Childcare Centre, Sydney

Capricorn Child Care Centre
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Capricorn Child Care Centre

Capricorn Child Care Centre, playground

“We did a lot of research into existing child care 
centres in Australia and overseas. We did some 

super-sleuthing into what the city already had and 
what we saw was pretty abysmal - they all looked 

just like office fit-outs.  
Children have to be there for six to eight hours a 
day, so we wanted something that would really 

knock them over. 
We took out literally loads of videos [of children’s 
cartoons] and when we saw something we loved, 

we pressed pause and saw how they did it” 
 

Scott Weston, Architect, Capricorn CCC 
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Burwood reading 
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What is in a space, a room or a yard, and how it is arranged can 

affect the behaviour of people; it can make it easier to act in 
certain kinds of ways, harder to act in others… 

 

One of the most effective predictors of program quality [is] physical 
space… the higher the quality of space in a centre, the more 
likely [are] teachers to be sensitive and friendly in their manner 
toward children, to encourage children in their self chosen 
activities, and to teach consideration for the rights and feelings 
of self and others.  

 

Where spatial quality [is] low, children [are] less likely to be 
involved and interested, and teachers more likely to be neutral 
or insensitive in their manner, to use larger amounts of guidance 
and restriction, and to teach arbitrary rules of social living. 

 

Sybil Kritchevsky and Elizabeth Prescott, Planning 
environments for young children - Physical space (1977) 

Indoor/outdoor Play 

What is in a space, a room or 
a yard, and how it is arranged 
can affect the behaviour of 
people; it can make it easier 
to act in certain kinds of 
ways, harder to act in 
others… 
 

Kritchevsky and Prescott 
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Space and Time 
•  Children need space in which to play, 

explore, spread out, move… 
•  Thinking about space also involves 

thinking about time 
•  When children have adequate space, 

time and resources they are better able 
to become deeply involved in play and 
learning and we as adults are better 
able to support and extend that play 
and learning 

Eastwood blocks 

 Resist the urge to constantly change the layout of 
your room or playground without good reason. A 
consistent and predictable environment helps 
children to feel a sense of belonging and attachment 
as well as allowing them opportunities to practice 
using materials and equipment.  

“connections and continuity between learning 
experiences… make learning more meaningful” 

   

(EYLF, p.33) 

  

A consistent environment 
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 Resist the urge to constantly change the layout of 
your room or playground without good reason. A 
consistent and predictable environment helps 
children to feel a sense of belonging and attachment 
as well as allowing them opportunities to practice 
using materials and equipment.  

    “connections and continuity between learning 
experiences… make learning more meaningful” 

   

(EYLF, p.33) 

  

A consistent environment 

 

 
 
 

The importance of predictability... 
 

 

Please	don’t	pack	this	away	
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Mud	Puddles	to	Faces	

 
 
 

Eastwood blocks 

Arranging Space 
 

• Breaking up the space with clear pathways and 
clear play spaces produces more focussed and 
productive play. Children are able to play in small to 
medium sized groups, without unnecessary interruption 
or encroachment by others.   
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Arranging Space 
 

• Breaking up the space with clear pathways and 
clear play spaces produces more focussed and 
productive play. Children are able to play in small to 
medium sized groups, without unnecessary interruption 
or encroachment by others.   
 

• Try to avoid creating a ring of activity areas or 
learning centres around the edges of the room. 
Such an arrangement usually fails to clearly define play 
spaces, allowing each to spill into the other, and the 
open space at the centre tends to invite unfocussed 
and/or aggressive physical/rough and tumble play.  

 

Nth Ryde art/craft 
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Nth Ryde art/craft 2 

Nth Ryde art/craft back 

•  Make use of incidental spaces to create interest. 
A truly rich and engaging environment will have 
things built into it to capture children’s interest and 
attention before you even think about what specific 
things you are setting up for the day.  

 How many things are there to do, and places are 
there to be in your environment?  

 

 If you didn’t set up anything for the day what would 
children find to do in your space?  

 

 Are there enough spaces for different kinds of 
activities? Quiet and noisy? In a group or by yourself? 
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Mt Gravatt Kindergarten, Brisbane 
For more information see: 
 http://www.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/nqsplp/e-learning-videos/talking-
about-practice/embedding-sustainable-practices/ 

Osborne Park dollhouse 



27/8/19 

15 

Burwood mirrrors 

Burwood door/shelf 
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“Because social development is seen as an 
intrinsic part of cognitive development space is 
planned and set up to facilitate encounters, 
interactions and exchanges among children” 
 

Lella Gandini, The Hundred Languages of Children  

How does your environment help to foster relationships?  

Places to sit with a friend

Nth Ryde chn’s photos 

Identity and Belonging:  
where can I find myself in this environment? 
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•  The physical environment is not the most 
important element in determining the kind of 
experience children have in our service.  

•  Ultimately it is the quality of relationships that 
determine the quality of care 

•  The environment however is a key enabler of 
relationships - how our environment is set up 
helps to determine how, and what kind of, 
relationships will happen within it 

“We value space because of its power to 
organize, to promote pleasant relationships 
between people, to create a handsome 
environment, provide changes, promote 
choices and activity, and its potential for 
sparking all kinds of social, affective and 
cognitive learning”  
 

     Loris Malaguzzi 
 

( 
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