
J
ust a couple of hundred metres from the beach, 
and a stone’s throw from the path that leads up 
to the woods, a dozen little explorers are starting 
their day’s adventure. Hope Cove’s reading room 
is the base for Venture Outdoor Kindergarten, 

but these preschool children rarely step inside. From 9am 
until 3pm, they are out in the open air, exploring the 
world around them. 

Here in the enclosed garden, there are tyres and crates 
and other obstacles to clamber across, hanging blank 
canvases to paint with colourful patterns, china teacups 
to play with and a rug with a basket overflowing with 
books to read. At the far side, by the little stream, there 
are just a few wooden posts with red ribbon indicating a 
boundary – and none of the children attempt to cross it. 
Each child, fully equipped with waterproofs ( just in case) 
and a backpack of essentials, gravitates to different areas 
in the garden, moving seamlessly between activities and 
it’s a peaceful start to the day as they play quietly under 
the watchful eyes of Jenny Papenfus and Zoe Purkis. 

Jenny and Zoe, who met four years ago, are both 
qualified forest school instructors, and together they 
turned their local preschool round from a ‘poor’ Ofsted 
rating to ‘good’ within a few months. They started 
this new business as outdoor nannies and it has grown 
from there, opening in January 2018 as the region’s first 
dedicated outdoor preschool three days a week, with 
plans to expand this autumn. “When we ran Holbeton 
preschool, we started beach school for one day a week, 
forest school another day and the more we did that, the 
more we realised the children needed to be outside rather 
than inside all day. Everything, their behaviour and 
their learning, was all just much more natural and things 
happened so much more easily,” explains Zoe.  

“We are completely child-led so while we leave out 
equipment and toys that might inspire them, we generally 
don’t instigate particular games. In fact, they often come 
up with something much more creative to do with an 
object than we might have thought of – an imaginative 
way of playing with the drainpipes, for example.”

As we speak, my two-and-a-half-year-old is wobbling 
on top of a plank of wood, balancing on a crate at one end 
and clambering over a tyre. He is having a lovely time, yet 
I feel myself having to bite my tongue to let him explore 
his own limits and I resist reminding him to ‘be careful’ 
at regular intervals. As he wobbles, falls off and shouts for 
me, Zoe assures me this is all part of his learning process: 
“Falling over occasionally, or getting stung by a stinging 
nettle is all important at this age,” she explains. “They 
learn about not doing it again and learn something new 
about their environment, which wouldn’t happen if they 
get wrapped up in cotton wool.” Soon enough, he’s back 
climbing and running down the sloping plank.

The children, aged between two and six, are called 
around to sit in a circle for storytime and snack time, 
a process that takes quite a while! First up, there’s 
handwashing with damp cloths and that involves a song 
to make sure every finger and thumb is clean as a whistle, 
then the cloths are counted back into a bag, so children 
count one by one around the circle and then quietly eat 
their snacks while Jenny reads a book to them. There’s no 
rush, everyone here is incredibly present and enjoying the 
moment and it’s lovely to observe. It’s also a useful time for 
Jenny and Zoe to assess where everyone is at and evaluate 
their needs – what mood they’re in, who’s engaging fully 
and who might need extra support, perhaps. 

Once everyone has finished their snack, they kit 
up and grab hold of the ‘rope bus’ – a long rope with 

Anna Turns takes her toddler along to Devon’s 
new outdoor preschool, and enjoys slowing 
down the pace for the day. 
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looped handles every half a metre or so – which Jenny 
leads from the front at a nice relaxed pace, with Zoe at 
the back. Every child has learnt to keep hold of the rope 
as they walk along the roadside to the beach and there’s 
no whingeing whatsoever. “They might not get the 
opportunity to stop and look or go slowly at their own 
pace at other times, and it is so nice for us, too – we are 
gaining so much personally from it,” says Zoe. First stop 
is to watch some swimmers in the sea and play with the 
pebbles, while a few of the children climb the rocks and 
they all take it in turns to peer in and watch a spider one 
boy has spotted on the stone wall. The walk to the beach 
takes the best part of an hour, and it’s less than a mile 
away, but it’s clear that the journey is as much a part of 
the routine as the resulting visit to the beach. Snails are 
particularly fascinating, and the children all seem very 
comfortable getting very hands-on. “We are all about 
being open to what happens. Children always discover 
things that we would have walked straight past. It’s just 
beautiful,” adds Zoe. 

“We go off to the beach, or we go up into the woods 
and we spend time in the open areas on the big hills 
around Hope Cove – they love to roll down the hills and 
they are just playing, that’s all we do. Anyone could do 
it really, it’s just about making sure they are safe while 
they play and allowing them that freedom to explore 
their environment,” says Zoe, but I suspect there is more 
going on developmentally for all of these children. “It’s 
definitely an advantage being outside while they are 
processing so much, their little brains are learning so 
much in these early years. One six-year-old boy who 
comes is a natural leader, all the children look up to him, 
he reads to them and writes, and so they all aspire to be 
like him. Rather than having them all look at an adult, 
they can see that he is only a little older than them and 
meanwhile he is learning to help the little ones.”

Zoe has five children of her own and her youngest, 
who is seven, has to wait until early evening sometimes 
to play with his friends as they are all so busy with 
afterschool activities and clubs. “My children have lots of 
time to hang around and play. I need it personally, too. 
Schedules get so busy. It is nice to give them the space.” 
And every child needs downtime, even at this preschool 
stage: “Sometimes we might have a child who just comes 
up to the woods with us and lies in the hammock for 
an hour, but that is what they are choosing to do at that 
moment and they must need that space to go off and 
do it. Meanwhile there will be others who are wildly 
climbing trees and playing with sticks.” 

When they reach a location Jenny and Zoe always 
set the boundaries, and they are constantly doing a silent 
head count, but the children have so much freedom: “We 
talked about all wearing hi-vis jackets, but we felt that 
showed that being outside was almost dangerous. We 
want them to feel like they are there without much adult 
interaction. Of course, we are there for their safety, but 

they get busy playing with their friends.” 
Jenny and Zoe rarely instruct games or activities, so 

when a new child arrives, they might not be sure about 
starting something out of the blue. It might seem quite 
strange to arrive in the woods and not have a single thing to 
play with, but their imaginations soon kick in and run wild. 

The benefit of this form of early education must 
be even more powerful with inner city children, and 
Jenny and Zoe agree: “Even nearby in Plymouth, some 
children have never been to the beach. We would love 
to have a setting over that way soon, too – this could 
make a massive difference to those children who haven’t 
necessarily had any experience.” 

Although both Jenny and Zoe are forest school 
qualified, they try to use this knowledge but in a looser 
sense. “Yes, we do light fires and boil the Kelly Kettle or 
use tools, so we follow the safety elements of course, but 
most forest schools have everyone doing the same activity…
here it is very much that if someone wants to have a go with 
a tool, they can. There’s always a big element of choice, 
except at storytime and for the rope bus.”

Sometimes that can take some getting used to, 
especially if they have previously been at a formal setting 
when play is far more directed, but they have also 
witnessed amazing transformations. One child used to 
stand outside and shout, and didn’t want people near him 
at all, but now he is very relaxed and calm and can talk 
to people and enjoys being near others. 

Here on Harbour Beach, some children wade in 
the shallows, some catch seaweed and treasures in their 
little pond-dipping nets, others climb the rocks or spend 
ages drawing a cat picture in the sand with their fingers. 
Slowing down and allowing this age group to spend a 
day that is truly child-led is a gift in itself. And doing 
this in natural surroundings just helps feed their curiosity 
even more. This is about as far from screen-time as you 
can get. In fact, I think Jenny and Zoe are the preschool 
equivalent of horse whisperers… 

Discover more at ventureok.co.uk 

For further information, call Jenny on 07500 927722 or email 

ventureoutdoorkindergarten@outlook.com 
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