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INTRODUCTION

Here at Upper Sturt Primary School (Bush School), we are passionate about being a go-to destination school
for families who have values aligned with ours. Bush School delivers the Australian Curriculum through a
nature play-based learning approach, in context with children’s interests and the world around them. We aim
to bring together the latest education, wellbeing and engagement research to create a holistic approach to
learning.
We wish to apply the Australian Curriculum in a way that allows children to:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Be happy and well to learn
Be hands-on and learn through experience and play
Be aware of their environment and develop their senses through it
Be conscious of their impact on nature and their surroundings
Be responsible for their actions and lifestyle, through sustainability and critical analysis
Be part of a community that is supportive and socially integrative

This document serves as a reference document which describes the philosophy and specific pedagogical and
other practices adopted at Bush School. It is the result of a comprehensive and collaborative process,
involving the principal, staff, children and Governing Council as representatives of the broader school
community.
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WHY BUSH SCHOOL?
“Context is profoundly important to education, as not only does it have a role in preparing the young for their
future, it must also attend to their present needs.”
(Roberts Y., 2009)
ENDURING MORAL PURPOSE

To provide a nature and community-based learning experience for holistic child development and
achievement.
PHILOSOPHY

We believe that children learn best in an environment that provides for children’s play and learning in nature,
within a contextual framework, underpinned by the Australian Curriculum.
THE BACKGROUND

“A child’s optimal development, the emergence of a secure and positive identity, the ability to think critically
and resolve problems, the formation of self-confidence and self-esteem, and even health and maturation rely
on beneficial interactions with the natural world”
(Kellert S.R., 2015)
The model of education implemented at Bush School is endorsed by a vast body of research. It is substantiated
by a global movement of innovation, inclusive of nature pedagogy, small school philosophy, community and
place-based learning, relational learning, project-based learning and student-led learning.
Over 5 years, the educators at Bush School have continuously fine-tuned our approach, underpinned by
studies of sociological research (Lawrence et. al., 2015; Gore et. al., 2011; Mercocliano, 2017); child
development research (Mundy, 2017; ABS, 2013; Rhodes, 2017) and pedagogical research (Van Menan,
2015).
Today, Bush School is thriving and the songs of life are hummed each day. Children respond to the unique
contextual curriculum and simplified timetable with energy and willingness. A whole school approach
supports the culture of community and caring. Cultural teachings underpin the way we relate and function.
Bush School continues to emerge with a focus on “Equipping every student to grow and succeed in a changing
world” (Gonski, 2018). As with many schools, the aim is for children to ‘graduate’ as confident and
independent learners, with skills and behaviours that exemplify the ACARA General Capabilities. Bush School
is emergent and with its unique flexibility, as well as the need to prove itself, there is no way it can stagnate.
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Children writing and drawing in their nature journals to bring together the day’s learnings

Through the practice of experiential learning we foster an environment for deep engagement in learning,
leading to progressive academic achievement, with a strong sense of self, surroundings and purpose.
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With a strong philosophy and sense of connection with our surroundings, Bush School is a truly innovative
public education model. It has been developed over time, drawing from successes in other countries and
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other educational models, and incorporates the scientific and aesthetic foundations of nature, coupled with
the Australian Curriculum standards.

“Let us all find the potential in ourselves, the children and the environment around us so the ‘song of life’ can
be hummed creating a positive moment in time.”
(Bush School Teacher, Pam Bartel, 2014)

WHY FAMILIES ARE CHOOSING BUSH SCHOOL

Families report the key reasons for enrolling their children at Bush School are:
• focus on creativity
• play-based learning
• drawing on the intrinsic curiosity of the child as the impetus for learning (a strongly child centred
approach to teaching)
• enabling their children to access the well documented benefits of learning in nature
• specific time allocated for unstructured play
• a fundamental requirement to enable children to develop socially
• a nurturing environment that is based on an intrinsic understanding of trusting children, reducing
the level of anxiety they see in their child’s school experience
• provision of a unique learning experience that has a whole school focus on whole child development
supported by strong relationships with adults and the natural environment (Emotional, Social,
Physical, and Intellectual)
• a simplified timetable with integrated and experiential learning priorities
• learning design gently targeted and tailored to specific developmental needs of individual children
• valuing parents for their understanding and knowledge of children within a community approach to
teaching and learning
“Staff encourage the expression of individual strengths and personalities. They encourage wonderings and
contribution with non-judgement and acceptance, expertly using these to connect students with their
learning and to motivate development, progress and achievement. They are professional, genuine, patient
and kind. They celebrate success. They invite individuals to share who they are and promote a sense of
belonging and therefore confidence to shine.
The structure of the whole school approach encourages each child’s sense of belonging, purpose and value.
They are not lost in a sea of faces and start their day as a group – connecting, sharing stories, setting
learning intentions and reinforcing the positive and respectful learning culture of the school.
We need more Bush Schools for our children, and their families.”
Jessica Jones, Parent at Upper Sturt Primary School

6

THE DATA AND APPLICATION
At Bush School, we believe that knowing where our learners are at, and planning learning from this point is
our core work. To do this successfully, we require a consistent and systematic approach to gathering the
necessary data to inform our work.
Outlined below we have detailed the type of data to collect and when this will take place. As a whole staff
team, we are committed to gathering, analysing and sharing this with our colleagues to inform our teaching
and map children’s learning throughout their time at Bush School.
Term One

‘Data collection week’ Week three
Reading analysis – Running Records R-2, PAT test previous year prior 3-7
Writing analysis – Brightpaths Narrative assessment and scaling R-7
Number Automaticity – 1-minute number facts 1-7
Number facts automaticity – R-7
Place value / Number misconception test – Tierney Kennedy (R-7)
Spelling analysis – SSP Spelling R-3, Words their way 4-7
Social and emotional scale – My learning survey
Term Two

NAPLAN
Mid year summative learning report – End term two
Term Three

PAT testing (Reading Comprehension and Mathematics) Term three
‘Data collection week’ Week three
Reading analysis – Running Records R-2
Writing analysis – Brightpaths Narrative assessment and scaling R-7
Number Automaticity – 1-minute number facts 1-7
Number facts automaticity – R-7
Spelling analysis – SSP Spelling R-3, Words their way 4-7
Social and emotional scale – My learning survey
Term Four

End of Year Learning Summary
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OUR CONCEPTS
Kamana (Young, et al 2015), BIO-Learning, Kamana Kindness, Nests, Journalling and Unstructured Play are all
part of the language, philosophy and concepts of Bush School. Some we have created and developed, and
some we have introduced from other established schools and learning communities. This section outlines
several of these key concepts.
CHILDHOOD

The unique ‘Bush School’ learning program has an intentional focus on maximising the neurological
development of the child, with understanding of how the brain develops and matures.
Children are given time and space to play, explore, wonder, relate, question, display emotions, take risks,
make mistakes and, most importantly of all, enjoy the fullness of themselves as children.
All children enjoy climbing trees and developing their ‘engineering skills’ by making tunnels and bridges in the
purposely designed (by children) huge sandpits. Such opportunities encourage children to be children in a
safe school environment without fear of humiliation. We teach children how to recognise risk, justifying their
capabilities to have a go.
An extended lunch time allows opportunity for more unstructured play, resulting in children engaging to a
much greater degree in the lessons after the lunch break. Children have time to solve their own problems
during play, which in turn develops their social skills.

NATURE-BASED PEDAGOGY

At Bush School, learning occurs in and with nature. Nature is the umbrella for all learning themes because it
is the connection between the child and their world - it is real, visual and enables meaning and purpose for
learning.
The Bush School ‘Bush School’ Curriculum draws interesting and profound wonderings from children. At the
beginning of each term we collect these ‘wonderings’ from the children and base our lesson plans around
them. Once the dynamic of children’s interests is established, teachers are able to thread the core elements
of the Australian Curriculum into the learning cycle. Children know they have been considered and valued for
what they have contributed, and it is not unusual to find teachers enthusiastically learning with the children!
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An example of utilising our environment, the children’s discoveries and the children’s interests to learn in a nature-based setting
(mathematics, science, environment, team-work and problem-solving, followed by story-telling and writing).

KAMANA

“Living in your full potential and awakening your unique genius starts with intention, which begins with
awareness.”
(Coyote’s guide to connecting with nature)
Kamana is a Hawaiian word for ‘power’. Kamana introduces a range of core routines to enhance the ‘workings’
of the sensory nervous system, increasing children’s awareness and perceptions.
The practice of Kamana has been studied by staff over the last three years and explicitly taught through a
series of interactive nature activities. The core routines lead to sensory awareness, knowledge of place and
connection to nature. It is these patterns that help us become more attentive to the world around us.
“Creating an engaging learning or transformational experience requires awareness of the subtle.”
(Young, J. (2018)
Central to this practice is two-way trust and caring of each other and our space. We, as the adults, implicitly
trust and explicitly teach the attributes of caring. Kamana is taught and practised every Wednesday morning
and has become the essence of inspirational teaching and learning.
Kamana Kindness has become part of our community language when reference is made to building a caring
environment for the land and each other.

NESTS

R-7 classes are split into 5 mixed-age groups called ‘nests’, and each age is named after an Australian bird
(e.g. reception children are the ‘Kookaburras’).
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Referring to these groups as ‘nests’ rather than classes, fosters a strong sense of identity and belonging, and
in keeping with BIO-Learning (see below) places less emphasis on learning as happening solely within the
classroom.
BIO-LEARNING

BIO-Learning originated as Both Inside and Outside Learning – contextual project-based experiential learning.
We have the perfect context for experiential learning (PBL). Applying learnt knowledge in a practical way helps
children embed the learning.
Within each topic, children devise explicit experiments using scientific terminology and frameworks to test
their theories and put mathematical and scientific concepts in practical self-learning situations. Teachers assist
children to devise experiments or different ways to solve problems. Over the years, we have developed this
practice – we partnered with Natural Resources Management Board to develop two videos to assist other
educators in how to develop this type of learning that exemplifies TfEL.
Children develop inquiry skills and independent research skills with the expectation that by Year 7 they will
know how best they learn and can do it independently with the confidence to seek help when needed. This
outcome is built up using the BIO-learning continuum.

RECEPTION
Child Interest
Full scaffold
structure
Imaginative play

THE BIO-LEARNING CONTINUUM
JUNIOR PRIMARY
MIDDLE PRIMARY
Local Focus
National Focus
Framework
Templates &
prompts
Play & scaffolded
Supported
experience
experiential

UPPER PRIMARY
International Focus
Directed Study

Creative and critical

BIO-Learning is student-led, and as such the children at Bush School initiate their own learning. Each new
topic is collaboratively developed, with all staff using an ‘Understanding by Design’ template outlining the Big
Questions and Learning Goals. The goals are contextual and consider real life problems.
In the context of learning and involving our community, experts are invited to share their knowledge and
experiences with children. In 2018, we had a sustainability consultant, an architect, university students, an
Earthship building expert, a natural food growing expert and the Act Now Theatre Company – all experts who
have run workshops with children in context with the topics they are studying.
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An example of BIO-Learning: measuring the fall on the playing field, with hand-made equipment, as part of solving the real life
problem of knowing the fall to plan for the upgrade and irrigation of an area that is a bog in winter and a very hard playing surface
in summer.

8-SHIELDS

8-Shields is a model developed by Jon Young and the 8-shields Institute. It is a model that is taught through
courses, workshops and mentorships to create deepened connections within people, communities and
nature. The 8 attributes of the 8-Shields ‘Natural Cycle of Learning’ align well with TfEL and our BIO-Learning
approach.
The Natural Cycle of Learning can be broken down as follows:
1. OPEN AND CLOSE: Listen for what’s next – open the learning experience.
For us, each new topic begins with a talking tub (Claire Warden). In the talking tub are prompts for
children to explore and share what they already know about the topic. These are recorded on slips of
paper and placed around each of the prompts – a record for teachers of prior knowledge.
2. INSPIRE: Pump up. Fill with enthusiasm. Raise a powerful question.
Curiosity is ignited when children are asked what ‘wondering’ they have; what else would they like to
know? Wonderings are recorded. Teachers collate wonderings and plan for the explicit teaching
sessions needed for the various groups of learners (Seed Pods).
3. ACTIVATE: Activate child passions to kick them into action.
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Bridge the gap between excited inspiration and focussed learning by being an encouraging coach and
an action-based role-model. Most children engage when they have the opportunity to explore and
create authentic learning experiences that have a purpose.
Chanel
energy
into
first-hand
experience
and
focussed
learning.
4. FOCUS:
New skills and revision of skills are planned for explicit teaching with an experiential component that
incorporates maths, science and technological components with specific real life problems to solve to
help embed the skills.

5. TAKE A BREAK: Plan rest time.
This allows different children to finish the lesson at different paces. Brain breaks are included and
are offered between explicit skill lessons to support children’s engagement and attention.
6. GATHER AND SHARE: Gather the refreshed group together for the next session.
Using crow calls or drum beats, re-gather the group at the end of the brain break, ready for the next
topical session of learning. This may be functional grammar, modelled writing, text analysis or reading.
7. REFLECT: Look back on the process, ask introspective questions and harvest the learning.
This is where we can do some ‘inner tracking’ and really integrate the learning – What did we learn?
Did we achieve success? A new topic will involve doing a mind-map on what is known (pre-assessment)
and a mind-map at the end of the topic (post-assessment).
8. INTEGRATE: Take the insights and integrate them into our lives.
Use the insights gained about ourselves and our learning – consider not just the success criteria but
also reflect inwardly on self (How could I have done this better?). Journaling is used as a record of
progression. With helpful prompting questions, children transfer their learning in writing and
illustrations. The journal becomes a narrative of each child’s year at school.

An example of the Learning Cycle process during our water topic: Opening the learning experience – prior knowledge and preassessment (stage 1).
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HOW BUSH SCHOOL WORKS LOGISTICALLY
OUR ALIGNMENT WITH THE AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM

Based on the Australian Curriculum General Capabilities

https://australiancurriculum.edu.au/resources/curriculum...and.../general-capabilities
Bush School has ensured each section is covered in the Bush School model.
The General Capabilities have been aligned with the Bush School learning framework in the following ways:
Australian Curriculum General Capabilities
Literacy
Numeracy
ICT
Critical and Creative Thinking
Personal and Social Capability
Ethical Understanding
Intercultural Understanding

Bush School Application
Seed Pods
Seed Pods
BIO-Learning projects
Journals & Seed Pods & Bio-Learning
Kamana & Nature & Play
Kamana
The Village Community & Circle Time

(Table 3)

Left: Sharing journal and the terms learning with parents at Showcase; Right: An example of a journal page

TEACHERS, TRAINING AND DEVELOPMENT

A significant aspect of being able to offer Bush School as an innovative educational model is the training the
original staff have done to learn the necessary skills. Staff underwent training with professional and recognised
nature pedagogues such as Claire Warden, Niki Buchan and Julie Robertson in the first year of ‘Bush School’
(2014).
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Since then, all staff have been doing private and whole staff training sessions with the team at 8-Shields,
namely Jon Young (globally recognised nature connection mentor, naturalist, wildlife tracker, peacemaker,
author, workshop leader, consultant, story-teller and musician).
After being approached by teachers from other schools, we have run two conferences to share our learning
and practice on how to teach nature pedagogy.
In 2017, Barb (Principal) went to the Children and Nature Network in Vancouver to network with people from
all over the world to learn and participate with others in understanding the global movement of reconnecting
children with nature.
In 2018, Barb and Jolie (Early Years Teacher) attended the Children and Nature Network Summit in San
Francisco where they participated in specific workshops to develop the features for the 2019 Conference.
STUDENT SUPPORT

Our school service officers (SSOs) believe that all students should have access to the curriculum. The SSOs at
Bush School use their specialized professional skills and judgement to provide support and guidance for
each student's unique social, emotional and learning needs. They support students with one-to-one
learning, transition times, socialising, understanding different expressions, emotions and facing challenges,
when ‘they need’.
SSOs provide a responsive, open and continual support five days a week. Support is provided in a flexible
manner for students in need, ensuring students feel comfortable and trusting of our SSOs.
Bush School also has an Interoception Room. Interoception is our eighth sense, which is an internal sensory
system which allows us to notice, identify and respond to our physical and emotional states. It is common
for many children to have muted interoception skills, meaning they do not feel or sense warning signs, and
these children benefit from interoception activities to help stimulate or self-regulate those emotions or
feelings.
With a strong focus on learning support, the SSOs work both in and outside the classroom to accommodate
each individual’s needs. Learning support is provided in either small groups, individually one-to-one, or as
additional in-class teacher support.
GOVERNING COUNCIL

Our Governing Council is made up of 16 parents, of varying skill sets, educations and passions. They conduct
business in a professional manner, working within their Constitutional duties, and aim to govern the school in
a way that represents the wishes and needs of the families who attend, and that of a public education school.
The Governing Council and Principal are working together to achieve the shared goal of becoming Australia’s
first public Bush School.
Some Governing Council members are participating in further training to better understand the concepts
utilised within the school, and this will be more widely available to members in 2019. The Governing Council
confidently feel they are in touch with the broader school community and therefore developing a school that
is truly child-cantered and community-integrated.
The Governing Council make decisions aligned with the overall ethos of the school:
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•
•
•
•
•

fundraising events that are sustainable, environmentally-friendly and community-focussed;
budgeting for resources and expenses in a sustainable and long-term way where possible;
involving families and locals in ‘having a say’ and taking our communities input into strong
consideration;
prioritising caring for our natural surroundings and environment;
supporting the teachers training and development requirements to best align with the Bush School
model when making decisions about budgeting, planning and governance matters.

PARENT PARTICIPATION

Parents at Bush School are integral and valued members of the school community. Beyond the formal role
of Governing Council, parents support the school through regular School Care evenings where individual
talents come together to enhance the school’s outdoor play areas, gardens and indoor spaces in a spirit of
community building.
Parents also participate in a number of groups (PoDs) with specific focus areas such as Master Planning and
Sustainability PoDs. The latter is a particularly active and significant PoD which coordinates a number of
projects and initiatives such as Food/Seedlings Swap Table, engaging with the Upper Sturt Reaches Landcare
Group and caring for our Heritage Bushland, rainwater runoff/harvesting, boardwalk and other community
outreach initiatives, such as grant applications, and recently, bush fire recovery propagation.
SHOWCASE EVENINGS

On the last Wednesday of each term, Bush School holds a showcase of learning. This time has become an
important ritual for children and families. This is a chance for families to come along with BYO picnic to do the
gallery walks of displayed learning, view learning journals and enjoy the arts or sports performances.
We create opportunities for the ‘bringing together of community’ to share in the children’s learning, as well
as an interactive reporting process. We have found that Showcase provides clear evidence of every child’s
learning progression to parents and is currently being discussed by staff as a more significant method of
reporting. An agenda item for Governing Council in 2019.

Left: Sharing proof of learning with parents at Showcase; Right: A musical performance at Showcase
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SPRING SOUNDS AND WORLD-CLASS EVENTS

In 2018 we held our first music and arts fundraising event, Spring Sounds. This has been set-up to become a
regular event. The community spirit, the enjoyment had by all, the involvement of the children, the learning
along the way and the financial outcome, is a true testament of just how much of an impact and reputation
Bush School is building. For this inaugural event we collected over $15,000 – and in 2020 we plan to run our
second such event and increase our collections and profit margins through improved planning processes.
Our school community provides feedback on what we might fundraise for, and our Governing Council (as
representatives of this community) makes a decision. This year, we worked towards a new fire pump as we
are in such a high-risk bushfire zone. Next year, we hope to work towards a more sustainability-focussed goal.
We believe we are only a handful of solar panels away from being the first energy-neutral school in South
Australia. Perhaps Australia. What an amazing celebration of our state education system that could be!

HOW OUR CHILDREN GRADUATE

Our number one priority for the children who graduate from the ‘Bush School’ model is that they are
academically, mentally, socially and developmentally equipped to move into their next stage of schooling. We
aim to have laid the foundations for resilient, self-motivated and independent children who have the decisionmaking and problem-solving skills required in their workplace, education and social lives. We pride ourselves
on seeing children walk out of our gates, who we know will make a difference in this world and will go on to
do great things. We hope we lead by example.
“Be the change that you wish to see in the world”
Mahatma Gandhi
Testimony from 2017 Graduate
My name is Megan and I was a former student at Upper Sturt Bush School, finishing year 7 in 2017. It was my first
year of high school this year, so I had to be prepared. The Bush School aspect of learning has taught me the following
qualities that have helped me this year at Urrbrae Agricultural High School.
TECHNOLOGY
Bush school sparked my love for hands on learning with outdoor education or ‘loose parts play’ as we liked to call it.
Building with small logs, sticks and pieces of bark later helped me to achieve an award for design and technology.
This is a subject where I built a toy car from a small block of wood, a metal tool box and a LED light panel for
technology. The award that I received congratulated me on my attitude, creativity and mind set towards learning, I
was the only year 8 that was handed a subject award.
I believe the hands-on learning that is provided to the kids at Bush School should spark an interest in all kinds of study
and career paths such as engineering, building, environmental, art and design. This would be a good opportunity for
young girls to be interested in such areas of work. We also got the chance to have the experience of working with real
tools, whittling, hammering, sawing and nailing to make an object of our creation.
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LEADERSHIP
Upper Sturt Bush School has a great relationship between students and teachers. We did not have two separate
areas for older years and the young ones, instead we all played together at lunch times. This helped me improve my
leadership skills, which I was never really great at and encouraged me to join the kids teaching kids (KTK) programme
at Urrbrae. This programme was the main focus of the Environment Club where a bunch of kids from my school
would give small groups of primary students a tour around our Wetlands. We teach them about macroinvertebrates,
water quality, indigenous heritage, effects of rubbish and native wild life.
Being a part of this programme, I was selected among six other students to travel to Qantas Headquarters, Sydney,
to be a part of the annual kids teaching kids activities that they hold there. We created an interactive activity
teaching the kids about native fish that dwell in the Murray Darling basin.
ORGANISATION AND RESPONSIBILITY
I learnt how to organise a school diary with my teacher since I was in year 4. These skills are essential for high school
because you have to be responsible for your homework and belongings. I was also taught how to refer back to a
project rubric and how to incorporate everything to make sure I get high marks. As a student we were reminded to
use our time wisely and make sure to hand projects up on time, this is great advice. I used my class time wisely and
rarely had homework due to my teachers pushing me to be my best. The teachers at Bush School help you with
certain areas of learning and push you in subjects you exceed. I knew these skills paid off when I got full marks for my
home project this year. A home project is where you have to monitor the growth and health of an animal or plant for
10 weeks.
BENEFITS OF THE OUTDOORS
Benefits for being outside every day have improved my problem solving ability with real life problems, with building,
relationships or being creative outdoors. Having lessons outside helped me to relax and improve my attitude to learn
better. It improved my health having constant access to the outdoors and it helps to soothe kids with anxiety
problems. We were given the time to develop our ideas instead of being given a set thing to do.
Bush school has encouraged me to see the wonders of the outside world and do the most I can to help our native
vegetation. It has inspired me to pursue a possible career with animals or environmental aspects.
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