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Welcome and introduction 

 
Marcus Sangster 

Land-use and Social Research  
Forestry Commission 

�
 
I am sure that almost everyone reading this can remember a recent conversation 
in which they contrasted their own experience of a childhood spent largely 
outdoors with that of children today. When I commission research about children 
invariably I am regaled with such tales; all of us have been children, many of us 
have children and we all have views.  
  
I don't find these interventions to be terribly helpful. One thing I do know is that the 
world that children live in now is very different to the one that we adults look back 
on. I am not sure how relevant our experience is to children today. In trying to 
understand how to encourage positive and healthy lifestyles in children we must 
surely start from the perspective of life as it is actually lived rather than some 
idealised construct of childhood.  
  
We must also try to avoid making judgements about people's behaviour. We know, 
for example, that parents who constrain their child's outdoor activity in order to 
conform to a normative view of good parenting are creating a barrier to a child's 
physical, mental and social development that might have lasting effects. But they 
are acting out of concern, for the best of reasons. What we need to do is harness 
this sense of care and reshape it. If we criticise parents for doing what they think is 
the right thing then we will lose any chance of encouraging different behaviour. 
Similarly with institutional barriers, especially health and safety concerns. They 
exist for the best of reasons. What we need to do is develop a language of 
parenting and of health and safety that frames outdoor activity as a positive rather 
than a negative factor. 
  
Our children today are mostly healthy and mostly happy. But we cannot ignore the 
fact that mental and physical illnesses in children are increasing, and that these 
problems correlate with deprivation and with poor quality environments. Getting 
children outdoors and into good quality environments can help. That is what our 
workshop was about. We enjoyed first-class presentations and I hope that you will 
learn as much from these proceedings as I did from listening to our expert and 
committed group of speakers.  
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'Its fun to play about in': children and the outdoo rs  
- setting the scene 

 
Liz O'Brien 

Deputy Head of Social and Economic Research Group 
Forest Research  

 
Introduction 
Increasing concerns about children and young people’s lack of contact with the 
natural environment has been termed ‘nature deficit disorder’ and an international 
children and nature network has been created as a movement to raise awareness 
of this issue (Children and Nature Network, 2009). Overall child well-being is a 
major concern for the government in the United Kingdom (UK) which has recently 
produced a ‘Local child well-being index’ (Department of Communities and Local 
Government, 2009) and has developed measures of child well-being through the 
‘Sustainable development strategy’ (Department of Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs, 2009). The UK recently came 24th out of 29 countries on seven domains of 
child well-being such as health and subjective well-being. On none of the 
indicators did the UK appear in the top third of the table which is surprising for a 
country of its affluence (Child Poverty Action Group, 2009). Written into the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is the right to engage in play and 
recreational activities, highlighting the importance of these for child well-being. 
This paper briefly explores societal views of children, what they currently do with 
their time and how contact with nature can benefit them. It also outlines some of 
the barriers preventing greater contact for children and young people with the 
natural environment. In conclusion opportunities are identified that can potentially 
aid in reconnecting children with nature. 

Societal views of children and young people 
Within contemporary society views of children and young people have become 
polarised (Holloway and Valentine, 2000). Children are viewed as innocent and in 
need of protection from predatory adults. High profile extreme cases such as 
‘Baby P’ who was abused and killed by his mother, her boyfriend and lodger have 
led to discussions about heightened protection for children (BBC News, 2009). 
There is also a need for adults who volunteer and work with children to be 
checked in case they have a criminal record (Criminal Records Bureau, 2009). On 
the other hand young children are seen as a crime problem with media stories 
focused on knife crime and gangs of young people terrorising others on deprived 
housing estates. Anti-social behaviour orders (ASBOs) are a key mechanism that 
the UK government has introduced to manage some of these issues. However, in 
some areas young people regard ASBOs as a badge of status not something to be 
avoided. The ‘mosquito’ is a device that gives out a high pitch sound that is only 
heard by young people (Beunderman, et al., 2007). It has been used outside 
newsagents and in areas where young people gather together to discourage them 
from staying in that location. These approaches illustrate adults concerns about 
young people in the public realm and adult expectations of what is acceptable 
behaviour.  
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What are children doing with their time? 
A recent report suggests that children and young people (aged 5-16) spend on 
average 2.7 hours per day watching television, and 1 in 10 say they watch more 
than 4 hours per day (Childwise, 2009). The report highlights that almost all of 
those surveyed had a computer at home and nearly five and a half hours a day are 
spent in front of a screen. In a survey for Play England of adults and children, 34% 
of children reported that homework often stopped them playing and 47% of 
parents thought children should go to fewer extra curricular activities (Play 
England, 2009a). 

 

A survey undertaken for Natural England asked questions of adults and children 
about their contact with nature (Natural England, 2009). Adults were asked to talk 
about what they had done as children and the survey found that although adults 
stated that they had played outdoors 40% of the time as children, children today 
only did this for 10% of their time. Favourite activities for today’s children include 
playing at home or at a friend’s home (41% for children today and 16% for adults 
when they were children)1. Over 70% of the children in the survey said that they 
were supervised wherever they played and this rose to 80% in natural spaces. 
Findings such as the above illustrate the impact of the rise in home entertainment 
technology particularly the use and importance of computers and social 
networking sites.  

 
What is the state of children’s health? 
There are concerns about children and young people’s health; in particular over 
physical activity levels, obesity and mental well-being. In terms of physical activity 
28% of boys and 37% of girls age 2-15 are not meeting the recommended amount 
of 60 minutes of moderate intensity exercise on each day of the week (NHS 
Information Centre, 2009). Girls age 11-16 are more likely to want to do more 
physical activity than boys; this however is the age at which girl’s physical activity 
generally declines. The reason for this maybe that girls realise they should 
potentially do more exercise but experience a range of barriers such as concerns 
about body image, peer pressure/influence and lack of activities that interest them. 
Studies that have explored physical activity patterns illustrate that the priority 
groups that require greater focus are young girls, adolescents, and children from 
black and minority ethnic groups. 
 
There are increasing concerns about obesity and overweight in children with 31% 
of boys in this category and 30% of girls. Trends show that there has been a 
continued rise over the past decade in obesity and overweight although not as 
quickly as has sometimes been estimated. Girls in the lowest income group are 
more obese (22%) than girls in the highest income group (9%) and the pattern is 
similar for overweight in girls; however, this pattern does not hold for boys (NHS 
Information Centre, 2009). Obesity is a risk factor in type 2 diabetes which is 
increasing in children and young people due to overweight, bad diet and physical 
inactivity. Obesity is also associated with asthma, hypertension, sleep apnoea and 
emotional distress. 
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Mental well-being is also an area of concern with 10% of children having a 
clinically diagnosed disorder (Department of Health, 2005). Other problems 
include emotional disorders (4%); conduct disorders (6%) such as anger and 
disobedience; hyperkinetic disorders (2%); and less common disorders (1%) such 
as autism, or eating problems. Mental disorders are greater among children in 
families where both parents are unemployed or parents have no educational 
qualifications. 
 
Evidence of the links between children’s health and  contact with nature 

There are indications that nature and green space provide particular benefits for 
children’s physical, social and mental well-being (Munoz, 2009). Some research 
indicates that childhood experience of urban forests may have a lasting impact on 
adult experiences. Therefore childhood time spent in woodlands may be critical to 
the likelihood of adult time spent in woodland (Ward Thompson et al, 2008). 
Bingley and Milligan (2004) found that unstructured play in woodlands was 
particularly important to young people in their study. They found that the more 
secure a young person felt in woodland the more likely they were to visit woods in 
times of stress.  
 
Taylor et al. (2001) and Wells (2003) both explored the impact of green space on 
children’s cognitive functioning, they focused on children living in highly urban and 
deprived settings. Both studies found that the amount of vegetation near to 
residence (including street trees and shrubs around buildings) were associated 
with significant benefits for children’s cognitive functioning such as improved 
reasoning and remembering. They also found that nearby nature can moderate 
the impact of stressful life events on children.  
 
Participation in outdoor activities such as volunteering and Forest School can lead 
to particular benefits in terms of increases in self esteem and confidence.  There 
are improvements in social skills when activities include team related work 
(O’Brien and Murray, 2007). These types of approaches can also have an impact 
on children and young people’s knowledge and competencies not only related to 
the environment but also to broader learning benefits. 
 
Taylor et al. (2001) found improvements in children with Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) when they had contact with green space. Fjortoft 
(2004) studied the effects of nature on children’s motor development in Norway 
and found that children showed significant increases in motor fitness when 
provided with a natural landscape rather than a traditional playground. Kaarby et al. 
(2004) studying children in two kindergartens that took place in woods found that 
the children were physically active most of the time. Lovell (2009) looked at 
children at a Forest School in Edinburgh and found they did more physical activity 
in the wood than when they were in school or the playground.  
Importantly for the environment sector this evidence is now being taken into 
account in government health strategies. For example the recent strategy for 
children and young people’s health, ‘Healthy lives, brighter futures’ (Department of 
Health and Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009 p40) states that 
‘even small amounts of green space are shown to have qualities that facilitate 
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relaxation and recovery from mental fatigue and stress, particularly for those with 
symptoms of ADHD’. 
 
Barriers that prevent contact with nature 
Parents have become more concerned about the safety of their children in outdoor 
spaces and children generally have fewer opportunities to play outside and walk 
unaccompanied to school due to parental fears. Lack of parental participation or 
enthusiasm for contact with nature will restrict access opportunities for children. 
Distance to green space, lack of facilities such as play spaces for children, poor 
quality green spaces and busy traffic are all potential barriers. Gleave (2009) 
states that children’s play has become more institutionalised taking place in 
special centres rather than in public spaces. She suggests that children’s activities 
are increasingly structured and organised and their time over scheduled (Gleave, 
2009). A survey for Play England found that nearly half of children had been 
stopped from climbing trees as it was considered too dangerous (Play England, 
2009b).  
 
Examples of Forestry Commission woodland interventi ons 
 The Forestry Commission (FC) in England, Scotland and Wales is running and 
developing a number of projects and initiatives for children and young people 
following on from the ‘Growing Adventure’ work undertaken by Tim Gill (Gill, 2006). 
These are often undertaken in partnership with non governmental organisations 
and local authorities. In England the FC has gained Big Lottery Funding for more 
‘Growing Adventure’ projects in the south east, and a new ‘It’s okay to play’ project 
in the south east.  These aim to provide bespoke natural play facilities in woods for 
children and young people, including disabled, and involve them in planning and 
developing new facilities. 
 
In the Glasgow and Clyde Valley FC Scotland is involved in ‘Forest Kindergarten’ 
for early years children and ‘Forest Clubs’ for teenagers. Forest School is now 
widespread across Britain and still increasing. At Cannock Chase Forest there is 
‘Forest Tots’ a club for pre-school children. Den building days are run by FC to 
provide opportunities for children and young people to play in woodland 
environments. These naturalistic play approaches provide opportunities for 
structured and unstructured activities and for children and young people to direct 
play activities for their own benefit and enjoyment. 
 
Conclusion 
For many children and young people contact with their local environment and the 
public realm is their main experience of the outside world where they learn about 
shared spaces, the social world and citizenship (Worpole, 2003).  ‘Parks, street 
corners, playgrounds, pavements, football pitches, open grass areas, trees, woods 
all provide spaces for children to meet and play, to establish a world for 
themselves independent of their parents and to explore the natural and built 
environment around them’ (Cabe Space 2004). A greater realisation of the 
importance of play in outdoor and nature spaces and how safety concerns can, 
and do, restrict children’s activities outdoors has led to some new partnerships and 
interventions to try and overcome barriers.  
 
Key messages and opportunities include: 
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·  Focusing on well-being provides opportunities for cross cutting approaches 
to be taken 

·  Listening to the needs of children and young people 
·  Providing appropriate information for adults to reassure them of the safety 

of different children’s activities 
·  Involving children in decision making about the creation of new places and 

management of existing spaces 
·  Providing greater and more exciting opportunities for free play rather than 

adult led structured activities 
·  Ensuring that children can go outdoors as part of school activities.  
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The importance of children's and  
young people's experience 

 
Catharine Ward Thompson 

Research Professor 
Edinburgh College of Art and University of Edinburgh 

 
There is much evidence to suggest that children’s contact with the natural 
environment is crucial to their physical, social and mental development, providing 
them with space to play, to interact with each other and to understand the outer 
world (Ward Thompson et al., 2006). Childhood experience of green spaces is 
also important in terms of longer term, adult perceptions and behaviour. It seems 
likely that contact with nature at critical stages in child development plays a 
significant role in wellbeing throughout life (Bingley and Milligan, 2004). In 
particular, there is research that demonstrates the central importance of children 
being able to transform their environment into meaningful places (Kylin, 2003), and 
manipulable environments such as natural and wilder greenspace sites offer this 
potential most richly (Ross, 2004). There are gaps in the literature, for example on 
aspects of play for children with disabilities and for young people from minority 
ethnic backgrounds, but there is nonetheless a growing body of evidence that 
outdoor and natural environments are very important in offering places for free 
play (Cole-Hamilton et al, 2001; Ward Thompson et al., 2006). 
 
Although the literature underlines the importance of natural settings as a support 
for healthy development, Louv (2005) and Cooper (2005) have suggested that 
today’s young people suffer from ‘nature deficit disorder’. They describe the kind of 
society that we live in now as suffering from ‘cultural autism’, where a primary 
experience of nature is replaced by a secondary, vicarious, distorted because 
dual-sensory (vision and sound only), often one-way experience of television and 
other electronic media has replaced a real physical, sensual, direct bodily 
engagement with the natural world. A report by Henley Centre Headlight Vision 
(2005) underlines how life-styles have changed – increasingly urban, increasingly 
sedentary, increasingly technology-led. There have been some speculations about 
what nature in the 21st century might be like and how people might use it in the 
context of such new lifestyles and experiences. Roggenbuck’s (2000) research in 
North America suggests that virtual reality, television, internet shopping, and all 
the associated cultural development, is influencing what we expect from the real 
outdoor environment, from natural places and adventurous activities.  He suggests, 
for example, that although there is great interest in extreme sports, people want 
such experience packaged, convenient, commodified, and in many ways 
predictable.  

It might be contended that some of this makes little difference in the long run to 
children’s development. However, there is disturbing evidence to suggest we 
should be concerned about children’s lack of direct, embodied access to the 
natural environment. For example, recent research using Piagetian tests of volume 
and heaviness suggests that 11- to 12-year-olds are between two and three years 
behind where they were fifteen or twenty years ago, and there the most noticeable 
declines have been most recent (Shayer et al., 2007). Shayer and colleagues 
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have speculated that it is partly because they don’t have free experience of playing 
with natural and manipulable environments to understand how the world works. 
They surmise that “Computer games may have usurped what might have been, for 
boys [at least], many hours playing outside with friends with things, tools and 
mechanisms of various kinds rather than virtual reality” (Shayer et al, 2007, p. 37). 
Many of us have had the experience of jumping up and down on a branch until it 
breaks – this is how, as a child, one learns about the tensile strength of wood - but 
if today’s children get such opportunities at all, it may be considered unacceptable 
vandalism rather than healthy play.  

Research I undertook in the 1990s on primary school playgrounds in Edinburgh 
used a projective approach to explore children children’s perceptions, needs and 
desires in relation to their playgrounds: an important environment for many 
children in that it may be the place where they spend most free time outdoors. The 
research demonstrated the core importance to children of access to wildlife, plants 
and natural environments in their playground, and their desire to see greenery and 
trees as the public face of their school, in noticeable contrast to priorities for 
teachers in the school (Ward Thompson, 1995, 1998). One of the most strongly 
desired elements at the centre of their ideal environment was some kind of water 
feature in which they could play. It is of concern that so few urban playgrounds 
really reflect such aspirations.  

By contrast, my colleague Jenny Roe’s PhD study showed how beneficial Forest 
School can be for 10-13 young people in Glasgow. Compared with spending a day 
in school, a forest setting can be a much more sympathetic environment for young 
people with behavioural problems. Significant differences were found on 4 
outcome variables:  anger, hedonic tone, stress and energy. Young people without 
behavioural problems also benefited from the forest setting, but to a lesser degree 
(Lovell and Roe, 2009; Roe et al, 2009). 

Our research at OPENspace research centre over a number of years has explored 
people’s engagement with the natural environment and some of the attitudes and 
experience behind current behaviour patterns. We have taken data from a study of 
urban dwellers in the central lowlands of Scotland and compared it with data from 
urban and rural dwellers in the East Midlands of England, to explore one of the 
factors that keeps arising in researching use of woodlands and green space. ‘The 
childhood factor’, as we have termed it - the remembered frequency of visits to 
woodlands or green open spaces in childhood - has been shown to be a strong 
predictor of adult patterns of open space use.  The strongest relationship is that 
between an absence of childhood visits and lack of visiting green and natural 
spaces as adults. The highly significant results from the data across two distinct 
projects in quite different parts of Britain suggest that this may be one of the key 
factors in understanding adult behaviour and attitudes in relation to natural 
environments, and that this may have wider implications for people’s health and 
wellbeing (Ward Thompson et al, 2008; Ward Thompson et al, 2004; Bell et al, 
2003). People who visited green places often as children are more likely to 
associate natural areas with feeling energetic and are also more comfortable 
visiting woodlands and green places alone as adults. It appears that such people 
have not just a physical relationship with green outdoor places but an emotional 
one, too, one that influences how people feel about themselves and makes them 
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more open to positive and elemental experiences in these places (Ward 
Thompson et al, 2008).  

In all of this, the issue of risk and risk management versus risk avoidance is one 
that concerns most parents, as well as those responsible for their children and 
children’s environments and (not least) young people themselves. In our research 
on wild adventure space for teenagers (Ward Thompson et al., 2006), people 
expressed fears of accidents, racist assault, physical assault, moral injury, 
strangers, and other children and teenagers. But young people also like going to 
risky and dangerous places where they can have fun and excitement, where they 
can take risks and dares with their friends away from adult supervision (Child 
Accident Prevention Trust, 2002). Bailie (2005) of the Adventure Activities 
Licensing Authority identifies the problems inherent in constraining people’s 
access to adventure because of over-concern about risk which can be managed 
and which should not be a restriction. He says that, by constraining young 
people’s access to adventure, “…we have already condemned an entire 
generation to a life of awful quality and shocking brevity”. There is evidence of the 
importance of wild and natural places for young people’s physical and mental well-
being as they go through their teenage years. These findings suggest that it is 
important to develop better access for children and young people to the full 
spectrum of opportunities for enjoyment and adventure in green spaces, to help 
support their developmental needs in a socially inclusive way (Ward Thompson et 
al., 2006).  

It is appropriate to end this paper with a reference to Patrick Geddes, a Scot who 
did much a century ago to promote opportunities for children to learn about nature 
and the environment through direct and practical experience (Geddes, 1904). He 
believed that true education starts with the feelings and proceeds towards the 
intellect, not vice versa. His teaching philosophy emphasized the elemental 
emotion of wonder that would elicit, first, admiration and, second, curiosity. A 
child’s pleasure in encountering a bright flower, a delicate leaf, or the taste of an 
apple, for example, would lead to a pleasure in growing plants and thence to an 
understanding of energy cycles and the nature of life itself. Geddes’s motto, 
“vivendo discimus” – by living, we learn – placed physical engagement with the 
environment at its core, and delight in the wild and the natural environment as a 
key to learning about our place in the world (Ward Thompson, 2006). It seems as 
relevant for children today as it did a hundred years ago. 
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How do we integrate this work into the NHS agenda? 
 

Dr William Bird 
Strategic Health Advisor 

Natural England 
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Case study 1 
 

Physical Activity at Forest School 
 

Rebecca Lovell 
Social and Economic Research Group 

Forest Research 
 

This paper presents the results of an investigation into children’s physical activity 
during the outdoor education programme ‘Forest School’. The rates of activity and 
the perceptions and experiences of the activity are discussed. The paper also 
explores the ways that the Forest School ethos and environment influenced the 
children’s physical activity.  
 

Forest School  
Forest School is an educational approach which makes use of the natural 
environment, typically woods and forests, as a context for education and learning. 
Forest School is education in the natural environment, not necessarily education 
about the natural environment.  
 
The approach developed in Scandinavia following the Second World War and first 
arrived in Britain in the mid 1990s. Originally popular in south Wales, south-
western England and the Central Belt of Scotland, Forest Schools can now be 
found across the UK. A conservative estimate suggested that in 2008 there were 
around 120 Forest Schools in the UK (O'Brien 2009). Forest School is supported 
and delivered by a range of organisations including networks such as the Forest 
Education Initiative (FEI)2, independent commercial companies, and by 
independent teachers, educators and play leaders. There is currently no 
overarching organisation associated with Forest School, although recently a 
Forest School Special Interest Group3 was formed at the Institute for Outdoor 
Learning.  
 
In Britain, Forest School participants attend weekly or fortnightly for a half or whole 
day, for around 6-12 weeks, though some continue throughout the whole school 
year. Participants are typically children in the early years of their schooling. The 
sessions are led by trained and accredited leaders, assisted by teachers and other 
volunteers. The types of activities vary between individual Forest Schools 
depending on the provider, age of the participants and on the type/ownership of 
the woodland site, but often include: 
 

·  Walks to and around the Forest School site 
 

·  Academic activities, for example maths trails  

                                            
2 See www.foresteducation.org 
3 See www.outdoor-learning.org/membership/forest_schools_sig.htm for more information on the 
Forest School SIG  
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·  Active games such as ‘Hide and Seek’ or ‘Capture the Flag’ 

 
·  Practical skills; for instance children use woodworking tools which can then 

be used for art projects and den building 
 

Potential of Forest School to positively impact on participants’ health and 
wellbeing 
Previous evaluations (Borradaile 2006; Maynard 2003; O'Brien and Murray 2006; 
Roe 2009) indicated that Forest School has a range of benefits, in particular to 
educational, social, behavioural, psychological and emotional outcomes. However, 
the potential of Forest School to have positive impacts for children’s physical 
health has been somewhat overlooked.  
 
There are two key ways in which Forest School could be of benefit to participants’ 
physical health and wellbeing. Firstly, Forest School typically takes place in more 
natural green spaces. There is a growing body of evidence which suggests that 
time spent in natural environments is beneficial (Bell, et al. 2008). Secondly, 
Forest School generally provides participants with opportunities for physical 
activity and the development of both fine and gross motor skills. As the benefits of 
greenspace for human health and wellbeing have been addressed by other 
authors in these proceedings, this paper focuses on physical activity at Forest 
School.    
 

Increasing children’s and young people’s physical a ctivity  
Recent research suggests that there is a need to increase levels of physical 
activity amongst children and young people. For example,  less than 30% of boys 
and 20% of girls aged 11 years are meeting the recommendation of one hours 
moderate and vigorous physical activity (MVPA) on most days of the week (Currie, 
et al. 2008). During the school day children have relatively few opportunities to be 
active; Waring et al (2007) showed that on average children accumulate only a 
quarter of the recommended MVPA throughout the whole school day.  
 
Specific opportunities to be active during the school day may be insufficient; 
Waring et al (2007) found that during their Physical Education (PE) lessons 
children were active at a moderate or vigorous level for an average of just 18% of 
the total time. A second study found that although break times offer regular 
opportunities for activity, on average boys were active at a moderate and vigorous 
level for 33% of the total time and girls for just 20% (Ridgers et al. 2005). These 
findings suggest there is a substantial daily physical activity deficit that needs to be 
addressed to improve children’s health and wellbeing.  
 

Physical activity at Forest School  
The research summarised here focused on the potential of Forest School to 
provide opportunities for physical activity during the school day (Lovell 2009). The 
study had two phases; the first assessed the quantity, intensity and frequency of 
the physical activity during both Forest School sessions and during typical school 
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days (a day with and without timetabled physical activity (i.e. a PE lesson), 
repeated measures and an objective tool (accelerometers) ensured that the data 
are reliable. Twenty-six children who attended a Forest School in the Central belt 
of Scotland participated. The second phase focused on understanding the 
children’s experiences and perceptions of Forest School and the physical activity 
undertaken. Twenty four of the children who participated in the first phase took 
part in paired interviews for phase two.  
 

Greater levels of physical activity  
The results of the first phase showed that the children were significantly more 
active on the days spent at Forest School than they were during typical school 
days, whether with or without timetabled physical activity. The children 
accumulated over twice as much activity at Forest School in comparison to the 
typical school day with a PE lesson and three times as much as on the day with no 
timetabled physical activity. The time spent at an intensity of activity which is 
beneficial to health and wellbeing also differed significantly between Forest School 
and typical school days. The children accumulated an average of 20-29 minutes of 
MVPA on the typical school days. However on the Forest School days the children 
accumulated an average of 89 minutes of MVPA, exceeding the recommended 
minimum by 50%.  
 
On the typical school days the boys were 46% more active than the girls. This 
inequality in levels of activity has been noted in the majority of research studies 
into children’s physical activity patterns (Inchley, et al. 2005). Conversely on the 
Forest School days there was no significant difference between the girls’ and boys’ 
activity.  
 
The levels of physical activity during specific components of both the Forest 
School days (walks to and from the sites and an active game) and the typical 
school days (a P.E lesson and morning break times) were compared. Despite the 
similarities in opportunity for physical activity, greater quantities and intensities of 
physical activity were recorded during the Forest School activities.  
 

Why did Forest School promote greater levels of phy sical activity? 
The interviews in phase two helped reveal why greater levels of physical activity 
took place and beyond the basic point that the children had greater opportunities 
to be active, four factors contributed towards the children’s higher levels of activity 
at Forest School. 
 
1. The affordances of the Forest School environment  
The results of phase two showed that the children perceived the forest 
environment as affording many opportunities for physical activity. They discussed 
having space to run around in, trees to climb, mud to jump in, roots to clamber 
over and leaves to crawl through. The concreted school playground, while good for 
games such as football, offered few other opportunities. Gibson (1982) argued that 
an individual’s perceptual experience of a space focuses, firstly, on the presence 
and structure of the features of that space and, secondly, on the perceived 
‘functional significance’ of the space and its features (i.e. interpretations of how 
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they can be used). The perceptions of the greater affordances of the Forest 
School environment may have increased the likelihood that the children found and 
were able to participate in activities which matched their interests and abilities, and 
in turn, have contributed towards their higher levels of physical activity.  
 
The size of the Forest School environment might have also contributed to the 
more equitable levels of physical activity between the girls and the boys. In the 
playground the boys’ games of football, which they were reluctant to let the girls 
join and dominated the space, this limited the girls’ opportunities for physical 
activity. However, the space of the forest school site accommodated all the 
children’s activities thus avoiding tensions over use.  
 
2. The social and cultural environment of Forest Sc hool  
The social and cultural environment of Forest School was also conducive to 
greater levels of physical activity. In particular, certain factors which acted as 
barriers to the children’s activity in both the school and home were not relevant at 
Forest School. For example, the interviews showed that despite a perception that 
being outdoors was ‘better’ than being indoors, the children were reluctant to use 
these environments if there was a threat of getting dirty or the weather was ‘bad’. 
These apparent barriers to outdoor activity were not problematic at Forest School, 
and in fact they contributed to the children’s enjoyment of the sessions: on cold 
days there was ice to break and on wet days mud to jump in.  
 
Interestingly the results showed that the Forest School activities had not been 
‘gendered’. Elsewhere, the children’s activities were often strongly associated with 
one or other gender (i.e. football was for boys and dancing was for girls), and this 
affected the perceptions of that activity and the apparently likelihood of 
participation. The lack of association found in this study between Forest School 
activities and either gender, meant that both the boys and girls could participate 
without fear of being branded ‘tomboys’ or ‘girly’.   
 
3. The practices and policies of Forest School  
Many of the practices and policies of Forest School created an environment that 
encouraged the children’s higher levels of physical activity. Key examples include: 
 

·  Forest School was a sustained and regular experience that allowed the 
children to develop greater confidence in being active in a forest 
environment, and was, for some, a novel experience.  

 
·  Many of the girls reported that their enjoyment and levels of participation of 

their PE lessons was diminishing because they had to wear shorts and t-
shirts which made them feel uncomfortable while being active. Forest 
School avoided such problems as the children were allowed to wear 
‘normal’ clothes which were not revealing.  
 

·  Forest School is described as ‘child led’ and the more equitable relationship 
between adults and children, might have contributed to the activity patterns. 
For example, the leaders and teachers often joined in Forest School 
activities, such as games of tag, with the children, this contrasted with the 
school PE lesson and break times the adults did not participate.  
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4. The interpretation of Forest School as a place t o be active 
It became clear from the results of the study that the children, teachers, leaders 
and parents all considered Forest School to be a place where children could be 
and were physically active. In the typical school environment, the children’s activity 
was controlled and bounded: they were expected to sit still for their lessons and to 
be active only during the break time and PE lessons. Forest School was very 
different: almost all of the activities required the children to run, walk, climb, build, 
use tools and so on and this was accepted and welcomed by all those involved.   
 

Conclusions  
1. This research found that Forest School and its environment provided 

greater opportunities for physical activity during the school day. The 
children were able to accumulate more than the recommended 60 minutes 
of moderate and vigorous intensity activity. Importantly the activity was 
concurrent with learning and wider development.   
 

2. At Forest School the children had positive experiences of physical activity 
and play in their local green space. In particular, it overcame a range of 
barriers to children’s outdoor activity. 
 

��  There was tentative evidence to suggest that Forest School was promoting 
greater use of, and desire to use, the outdoors for play and physical activity. 
Together with other research discussed during these presentations it 
suggests that participation in Forest School may result in greater use of 
green spaces for physical activity and recreation in adulthood. �

 

 �
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Case study 2 

 
Eco-adventure. Combining activity, health  

and the curriculum in residential visits 
 

Steve Tilling 
Director of Communications 

Field Studies Council 
 

No paper available  
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Case study 3 

 
NHS Forest project 

 
Sarah Dandy 

NHS Forest Coordinator  
Knowledge into Action 

 
No paper available  

 
 

 

 
 

  



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

26 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix A 
  



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

27 

Programme 
 
 

09:30  Registration and Refreshments 
 
10:00  Introduction and welcome by Chair - Marcus Sangster,   
  Forestry Commission 
 
10:15  'Its fun to play about in': children and the outdoo rs -  
  setting the scene   
  Liz O'Brien, Forest Research  
 
10:45  The importance of children's and young people's  
  experience 
  Catharine Ward Thompson, OPENspace 
 
11:15  Refreshments  
 
11:35  How do we integrate this work into the NHS agenda?    
  Dr William Bird, Natural England 
    
12:20  Q&A with morning speakers 
 
12:45  Lunch 
 
13:30  Welcome back from the Chair. Aims for the case study   
  sessions - identifying what works well and why 
 
Case Studies   
  
13:45  Physical Activity at Forest School  
  Rebecca Lovell, Forest Research  
 
14:15  Eco-adventure. Combining activity, health and the    
  curriculum in residential visits  
  Steve Tilling, Field Studies Council  
 
14.45  Refreshments 
 
15:00  NHS Forest project   
  Sarah Dandy, Knowledge into Action 
 
15:30  Feedback from case studies - what works well and why 
 
16:00  Summary & Close 
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Speaker Biographies 

 
 

CHAIR 
 
Marcus Sangster - Forestry Commission 
After a career in forest management Marcus Sangster is now responsible for the 
Forestry Commission's land-use and social research programmes. 
 
The Commission is working with the Scottish and Welsh governments, as well as 
with the NHS in England, to explore how the national forests can contribute to 
health. Marcus was vice-chair of a recent European scientific network on forests 
and health that ran from 2003 to 2008 with 27 countries participating, and is co-
editor of a forthcoming book on this topic. 
 
 
SPEAKERS 
 
Liz O'Brien - Forest Research 
Dr Liz O’Brien joined Forest Research in 2000 and is now Deputy Head of the 
Social and Economic Research Group. Her work focuses primarily on the well-
being benefits people gain from trees, woods and forests and the social and 
cultural values associated with trees and woods. She has carried out a range of 
work for the Forestry Commission such as evaluating health and well-being 
projects like Active England and the Chopwell Wood Health Project as well as 
undertaking work on Forest School and its impacts on children in England and 
Wales. She is also involved in interdisciplinary research projects with academic 
partners that focus on collaborative deer management, and Lyme disease and risk 
perception. The work of the Social and Economic Research Group is outlined at 
the website below and much of the group’s research and reports is available to be 
downloaded. www.forestresearch.gov.uk/peopleandtrees 
 
Catharine Ward Thompson - OPENspace 
Catharine is Research Professor of Landscape Architecture at Edinburgh College 
of Art and the University of Edinburgh.  Her work focuses on landscape perception, 
inclusive access to outdoor environments, landscapes for children and young 
people, environment-behaviour interactions, historic landscapes and contemporary 
needs, and salutogenic environments. Since 2001, Catharine has directed 
OPENspace, the research centre for inclusive access to outdoor environments. 
She has undertaken research for a range of clients including the Scottish 
Government, Forestry Commission, NHS Health Scotland, Natural England and 
Scottish Natural Heritage.  
 
William Bird - Natural England  
Dr William Bird is the Strategic Health Advisor for Natural England developing the 
Natural Health Service that will use the natural environment as a major health 
resource in England. He chairs the Outdoor Health Forum that unites all major UK 
environment organisations to influence health professionals and chairs the 
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National Physical Activity Alliance set up with government to represent all 
organisations that deliver physical activity outside elite sport. 
 
While as a GP in South Oxfordshire he set up Health Walks and the Green Gym in 
the late 1990s which are now throughout the UK and Australia using the natural 
environment to increase physical activity and wellbeing. He is currently setting up 
the Blue Gym to link the water environment with physical activity. 
 
William is a senior lecturer at the Peninsula Medical School where he is helping to 
set up the European Centre for Environment and Human Health. He has published 
many peer reviewed papers in medical journals co-authored a book, Walking for 
Health and published two reports, “Natural Fit” and “Natural Thinking” that have 
reviewed the evidence linking the natural environment with physical activity and 
mental health respectively. 
 
William manages to maintain a sense of reality by still working half time as a GP 
(Family Doctor) in Reading. 
 
William is on the Governments physical activity programme board that is charged 
to deliver 2 million more active people by the Olympics in 2012 and an expert 
member of the Government’s Ecosystem Services group and on the board of the 
UK Public Health Association. 
 
His view of the Natural Environment includes weather and he set up the Health 
Forecasting Unit at the Met Office where he was clinical director for 5 years. 
 
William has won several national Innovation awards and was chosen as one of the 
UKs top 100 people to make the world a better place. He has been elected Fellow 
of the Royal Academy of Sciences and Royal Meteorological Society. 
 
William is married with three children and lives in Oxfordshire. 
 
Rebecca Lovell - Forest Research 
Becca Lovell currently works within the Social and Economic Research Group 
(SERG) at Forest Research, the research agency of the Forestry Commission. Her 
recently completed doctoral research focused on the potential of the programme 
‘Forest School’ to provide children with regular experiences of physical activity in 
the outdoors.   
 
Steve Tilling - Field Studies Council 
After nearly 30 years of fieldwork, both in academic ecological research initially, 
then in training, education and publishing in the UK and overseas, Steve remains 
a committed advocate of ‘outdoor education’ in all of its guises. Recent interests 
include exploring: how the continuing decline in opportunities for secondary school 
science pupils to experience residential fieldwork can be halted; and how the 
outdoor sector can adapt its activities to suit changing social, economic and 
educational circumstances.  
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Sarah Dandy - Knowledge into Action 
Sarah graduated from Kings College, London with a master’s degree in 
Environmental Development and then joined the Environmental Protection 
programme of DEFRA. She has spent the last 3 years working as a Sustainability 
Advisor for an environmental consultancy. This role included giving sustainable 
construction advice to developers, updating the Ministry of Defence’s sustainability 
assessment tool and project managing a series of environmental monitoring 
programmes. During this time Sarah also worked on a UNDP project advising the 
project team on carbon management. She is a qualified Ecohomes and Code for 
Sustainable Homes Assessor. Sarah has been coordinating the pilot phase of the 
NHS Forest project since April 2009. 
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Liz O'Brien's presentation slides 
 



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

42 



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

43 



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

44 



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

45 



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

46 



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

47 



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

48 



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

49 



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

50 



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

51 

 



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

52 

 
  



"Growing Up Outdoors the next steps: children's health and the outdoors" 
 

53 

Catharine Ward Thompson's presentation slides 
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Rebecca Lovell's presentation slides 
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Steve Tilling's presentation slides 
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Sarah Dandy's presentation slides  
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Further information 
 
 
Natural Play case studies 
www.playengland.org.uk - click on Case Studies then Natural Play 
 
Play, Naturally - A Review of Children's Natural Pl ay 
www.playengland.org.uk - click on Resources, then Books and Reports 
 
Play and Health - Making Links 
www.playengland.org.uk - click on Briefings, Statements and Policy, then 
download from beneath Briefing Papers 
 
Managing Risk in Play Provision: Implementation Gui de 
www.playengland.org.uk - click on Resources 


