


‘Arts in Nature with Children and Young People is essential reading for all who 
wish to understand the fundamental connection between human flourishing and the 
natural environment. Like Zoe and Nicola, I, too, have been inspired and moved by 
the work of Cambridge Curiosity and Imagination. Through the voices of children, 
we know that being creative in nature is transformative for their learning and 
growth. This is a critical field of study in relation to the climate emergency and the 
ever-growing crisis in young people’s mental health.’

Alex Coulter, Director of the National Centre for Creative Health

‘From the creative programming of practitioners to the empirical findings of 
researchers, the editors of Arts in Nature with Children and Young People have 
curated a dynamic collection of papers, highlighting the educational, developmental, 
and therapeutic value of engaging with nature and art. Moula and Walshe have 
produced a valuable resource for practitioners working with children and youth.’

Nevin J. Harper, PhD, RCC. Professor, counsellor, author of  
Nature-based Therapy and editor of Outdoor Therapies

‘Bravo to authors Moula and Walshe, who have assembled an outstanding group 
of authors to demonstrate the healing power of the arts in nature in a variety of 
natural settings. Grounded in empirical research, this trailblazing book brilliantly 
synthesizes the interconnectedness between the arts and nature to support the 
overall well-being of children and adolescents. Beneficially, this book will 
ultimately inspire readers to personally engage the arts in natural landscapes to 
deepen their own ecological sense of self.’

Janet A. Courtney, PhD, Founder FirstPlay Therapy, author and co-editor 
of Nature-based Play and Expressive Therapies: Interventions for Children, 

Teens, and Families

‘This book brings together an impressive breadth of research and practice showing 
how creative arts experiences carried out in natural settings can contribute to 
wellbeing. The authors explore the contribution of a variety of “arts-in-nature” 
practices toward promoting individual and community wellbeing, social justice, 
cultural awareness, and personal and environmental sustainability. This is a major 
contribution of utmost importance to personal and planetary healing for the future 
of our young people and our Earth.’

Professor Sally Atkins, Ed.D., REAT, REACE, Founding Director of 
Expressive Arts, Appalachian State University and author of Nature-Based 

Expressive Arts Therapy
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Arts in Nature with Children  
and Young People

This novel text brings together research and practice on the intersection between 
arts and nature and their impact on children and young people’s wellbeing, health 
equality and sustainability.

Existing literature focuses on either the impact of the arts or the impact of 
being in/with nature on children’s and young people’s wellbeing. However, 
the intersection between the two – arts and nature – and their combined effect 
on wellbeing has received limited attention. Through five research-based and 
seven practice-based chapters, this book draws upon arts-in-nature practices that 
incorporate visual arts, music, movement, drama and poetry, in a range of natural 
environments, such as forests, beaches, greenhouses, parks, community areas and 
school playgrounds.

Arts in Nature with Children and Young People will appeal to anyone 
working with children and young people, including mental health and healthcare 
professionals, teachers, researchers, artists and art therapists. It is also an accessible 
guide for parents and families looking for inspiration and ideas for creative and 
outdoor activities.

Zoe Moula, PhD, is Lecturer in Mental Health at King’s College London and the 
Editor-in-Chief of the International Journal of Art Therapy.

Nicola Walshe, PhD, is Pro-Director for Education at the UCL Institute of 
Education and Executive Director of the UCL Centre for Climate Change and 
Sustainability Education.
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Foreword

Children are spending less time outdoors than ever before. Research shows that 
children feel less connected to nature and that children from poorer communities 
are less likely to spend time in nature than those from more affluent areas. At the 
same time, children and young people are facing unprecedented health challenges, 
including increased incidence of mental ill-health, rising childhood obesity and 
associated health challenges such as early onset Type 2 diabetes.

There is growing evidence revealing the benefits of exposure to nature and 
health. Studies have found links between human health and exposure of the micro-
biome to the natural environment. Biomedical evidence reveals that these environ-
mental microbiota, also known as microbial biodiversity, play a major role in the 
development and function of the brain, as well as in the regulation of the immune 
system. The consequences, therefore, of lack of exposure to nature could be pro-
found. One study found that daily exposure to microbial biodiversity is associated 
with immune modulation in humans. Another study showed that growing up in 
urban environments is associated with increased risks of developing psychiatric 
disorders. A large study involving over 900,000 people showed that children who 
grew up with the lowest levels of green space had up to 55% higher risk of develop-
ing a psychiatric disorder independent from the effects of other known risk factors.

There is a rapidly growing evidence base showing that increased access to green 
space provides a range of physical and mental health benefits, including reduced 
blood pressure, reduced stress levels and associated symptoms, lower levels of car-
diovascular and respiratory problems, reduced risk of diabetes and obesity, increased 
wellbeing, including subjective wellbeing, reduced social isolation, increased hap-
piness and resilience wellbeing, a decrease in PTSD symptoms and ADHD.

Similarly, there is an extensive evidence base showing the positive effects 
of engagement in arts, culture, creativity and heritage (also known as Creative 
Health). Studies have shown that arts engagement leads to increased social interac-
tion, adoption of healthy behaviours, promotion of physical movement and activ-
ity, improved emotional, cognitive and sensory processing and decreased stress, 
preventing and treating the long-term conditions that are creating pressure on the 
healthcare system and improvements in outcomes such as employment and skills, 
economic development, sense of place and social cohesion.
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As with green space, there are significant barriers to arts and cultural engage-
ment related to socioeconomic status, geography and accessibility. Removal of 
arts and creativity from the school curriculum continues to have damaging effects, 
with significant reductions in the number of art teachers and reductions in the 
number of students taking art and arts-related subjects in schools. Bearing in mind 
the complex barriers to access, innovative approaches to overcoming access are 
required.

The volume presented here provides fascinating examples of novel approaches 
to tackling the interconnected issues of inequality, wellbeing and sustainability 
using a ‘planetary health’ approach, whereby initiatives consider the health of peo-
ple alongside the health of the environment. This has never been timelier given 
the growing rates of inequality in our society, with more and more children and 
young people growing up in poverty. At the same time, the ecological and climate 
emergency is escalating, and there is an urgent need to engage the whole of society 
in tackling this crisis. The initiatives described in this volume employ a range of 
approaches from art-making, music, crafting, performance and storytelling within 
natural settings to showcase how children and young people can improve their own 
health, wellbeing and learning, whilst becoming more environmentally aware and 
better connected to nature. This ecological approach to public health is surely pref-
erable to current systems and structures which have led to structural and system-
atic inequalities alongside environmental degradation, and this volume provides an 
excellent starting point to revealing how children and young people can be central 
in this planetary health solution.

Helen Chatterjee
Professor of Human and Ecological Health, UCL
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Chapter 1

Introduction
Arts, nature and wellbeing

Zoe Moula and Nicola Walshe

Our inspiration for writing this book

Zoe

The idea behind this book on ‘arts-in-nature’ (the term we will be using throughout 
this book) was rooted in ‘Artscaping’, an arts-in-nature practice developed by the 
charity Cambridge Curiosity and Imagination (CCI) (Figure 1.1). Artscaping was 
piloted in schools in areas of high deprivation in Cambridgeshire in a research 
project led by Nicola entitled Eco-Capabilities, which was funded by the Arts 
and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) in the UK. Shortly after finishing my 
PhD in school-based arts therapies, I had the privilege of becoming a postdoctoral 
research fellow in this study. On top of the benefits of this practice for children and 
young people, which we will be discussing in the following sections, Artscaping 
had a profound impact on me. Being part of every session as a participant observer, 
I realised that I had not had access to nature for most of my life. This was mainly 
because I grew up in Athens (Greece), the city with the least green space per person 
across Europe. The only park near my neighbourhood, called ‘Baroutadiko’, was 
filled with rubbish, and it was notorious for burglaries and violent behaviour when 
I was growing up in the 1990s, making the only green space both inaccessible and 
unsafe. Things have changed significantly since then; the park is now well main-
tained, it feels safer and people use it for leisure activities such as running or walk-
ing in nature – a positive sign that people have started to respect and value nature.

In the absence of green spaces, as a child, I was in awe of the sky, my only chance  
of connecting with nature in a big city. A miracle happened soon after I turned eight  
when my parents rented a flat to spend our family summer holidays in a seaside 
town called ‘Nea Artaki’, the place that I now call my ‘home’. It was there, by the 
sea, that my deep connection with nature started to grow. The sea became my shel-
ter for every happy or sad experiences I was going through as a child. The sounds 
of the waves, the touch of the water, the smell of the sea – all these senses would 
stay with me even when I was returning back to Athens until the next summer.

Similar to nature, the arts were what kept me going through my life’s happiest 
and saddest moments or simply to take care of myself. Whether it was singing to 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003357308-1
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grieve or singing to celebrate, painting to release my deepest emotions that could 
not be verbalised, dancing with friends until the early hours or writing a poem as 
a gift to a loved one, the arts were always an invisible partner supporting me to 
navigate life and helping me to understand why I am here.

Nicola

Working with CCI has been similarly transformational for me, both personally 
and professionally. I encountered their practice as an early career academic. At the 
time, I was a researcher and geography teacher educator grappling with how to 
engage children and young people with issues of sustainability in the classroom. 
It had become clear that more traditional, knowledge-based approaches to envi-
ronmental sustainability education were not providing students with the holistic 
understanding of and engagement with sustainability that was perhaps required. 
Many were disengaged and ambivalent and certainly did not have the skills – or 
indeed motivation – to engage meaningfully with policy and practice at whatever 
level to effect change. I had started to consider more creative, affective pedagogies 
when a colleague recommended I look up the practice of CCI, an arts and well-
being charity whose creative practice in nature (now termed Artscaping, as Zoe 
describes) might be just what I was looking for. And indeed it was. Speaking with 

Figure 1.1 ‘Artscaping’, Cambridge Curiosity and Imagination
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the artists to understand their practice and how they weave arts and nature together 
to provide a nurturing space for children and young people to connect with and be 
part of their local environments was inspirational. Working with them to develop a 
project (which became Eco-Capabilities) to really understand the impact of this on 
the children and young people was thoroughly rewarding. However, the real impact 
for me came through being alongside artists working directly with the children in 
schools across the project – schools that were, frankly, brave enough to see the 
potential of taking whole classes of children ‘off timetable’ to become artscapers 
in a context of busy school days, a crowded curriculum and high stakes account-
ability. It was a privilege to be part of those few months in school, to experience the 
change in the children in response to artscaping, but also to see the transformation 
in the teachers and other adults in school – their eyes being opened to other ways 
of being with the children as they witnessed the impact on children’s relation-
ships, confidence and wellbeing and the way that spilled over into the rest of the 
school week.

So, from a professional perspective as a teacher educator looking for approaches 
to support children in better understanding the world around them, this work dem-
onstrated that arts-in-nature experiences could be a really significant practice 
through which to do this. However, I am also acutely aware of the concerning 
headlines about the mental health and wellbeing of our children; the latest Mental 
Health of Children and Young People in England report found that 20.3% of eight 
to 16-year-olds had a probable mental disorder (NHS England, 2023). As a mother 
of three, I can see how this manifests in children and young people in very different 
ways, and I understand first-hand the need for a more considered and preventative 
approach to supporting their mental health and wellbeing in a system which is 
overwhelmed by need. As such, from a personal perspective, arts-in-nature prac-
tice is imperative for schools to support our children and young people. This book 
is the next small step in the journey towards achieving this because achieve it we 
must – however long it may take.

Arts, nature and wellbeing

The impact of nature and outdoor environments on the health and wellbeing of 
children and young people is now widely evidenced. For example, the People and 
Nature Survey (Natural England, 2020) showed that children who spend more time 
outside and more time noticing nature/wildlife are more likely to report that “being 
in nature makes me very happy” (91% and 94%, respectively). Likewise, there 
is overwhelming evidence from more than 3000 studies globally that arts play a 
major role in the prevention of ill health, promotion of health and health manage-
ment across the lifespan (Fancourt & Finn, 2019). However, what has received 
scant attention in the literature thus far is the amalgamation and interconnection 
between the two: arts and nature. To our knowledge, there are very few studies con-
cerning how access to nature can be facilitated through the arts and how engage-
ment with the arts can blossom in nature.
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The conception of the idea to write this book started with Eco-capabilities, an 
AHRC-funded study1 situated at the intersection of three issues: a sharp rise in 
children and young people’s mental health challenges, societal disconnect from 
nature and a school curriculum that fails to draw on cultural, community and natu-
ral assets. The aim of Eco-capabilities was to address these challenges and explore 
how the wellbeing of children living in areas of high deprivation can be supported 
through arts-in-nature (Walshe, Moula, & Lee, 2022). The arts-in-nature practice, 
Artscaping, was developed by the arts and wellbeing charity CCI (Walshe et al., 
2022), and it was delivered by artists and teachers (in pairs) to 101 children living 
in areas of high deprivation. In this study, we found that following eight full days 
of Artscaping, eight (eco-)capabilities were developed: autonomy; bodily integrity 
and safety; individuality; mental and emotional wellbeing; human and non-human 
relationality; senses and imagination; and spirituality (Walshe et al., 2022). Chil-
dren also felt happier with their life as a whole, spending time outdoors and doing 
things away from home and were more optimistic about what the future holds for 
them (Moula, Walshe, & Lee, 2023). Arts-in-nature practice not only supported 
children’s wellbeing, but also guided them towards a more entangled relation-
ship with nature and a clearer understanding of themselves as part of it, thereby 
motivating them to take better care of it. Finally, through an analysis of children’s 
pre-and-post drawings, we found a significant increase in the number of children’s 
drawings which featured nature as a main focus (a 483% increase for plant illustra-
tions and 470% for animal illustrations), suggesting that arts-in-nature experiences 
contributed towards what we term ‘nature visibilisation’, an outcome necessary 
both for human and planetary health (Walshe, Perry, & Moula, 2023).

A second project, Branching Out,2 investigated how arts-in-nature practice can 
be scaled up through the mobilisation of community assets, including school staff 
and local volunteers, to reach more children in primary schools (Bungay, Walshe, 
& Dadswell, 2024). The Branching Out model was piloted in six primary schools 
across Cambridgeshire with ‘Community Artscapers’ delivering 1.5-hour Artscap-
ing sessions with children outdoors for eight weeks. Findings indicated how the 
Branching Out model can provide an opportunity for schools to develop their staff, 
recruit and support volunteers from the local community and increase their capac-
ity to promote the mental health and wellbeing of their children. Further, the use 
of Community Artscapers was found to have positive impacts on children, school 
staff, volunteers and the wider school community (Dadswell, Bungay, Acton, & 
Walshe, 2024).

Alongside these studies, we also conducted a systematic review of arts-in-nature 
interventions and practices for children and young people (Moula, Palmer, & Walshe, 
2022). Based on 11 studies and 602 participants in total, we found that arts-in-nature 
can offer an inclusive medium to engage all children and young people, especially 
those who might otherwise remain disinterested in environmental issues and disen-
gaged with educational programmes. Further, arts-in-nature experiences can pro-
vide creative stimuli to increase connection with nature, understand environmental 
issues and explore ways to prevent environmental disasters, contributing, therefore, 
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to planetary health and sustainability. Nevertheless, in the synthesis of all studies, 
it became clear that the evidence on the impact of arts-in-nature on health inequi-
ties was missing. We consider this a crucial gap in the literature, given that having 
access to both arts and nature is a privilege in its own right, and children living 
in areas of high deprivation are nine times less likely to have access to nature  
(Marmot, 2013). The unequal provision and access to nature means that children 
who are already at risk of poor health have the least opportunity to reap the health 
benefits of nature (Allen & Balfour, 2014). Conversely, living in areas with access 
to nature has been found to reduce income-related health inequalities, counteract-
ing the negative effects of deprivation on health (Mitchell & Popham, 2008).

Through this systematic review, we developed an illustration (Figure 1.2) to 
explain our understanding of how arts-in-nature can affect both human and plan-
etary health. In all studies, engagement with creative activities increased children’s 

Source: Moula, Z., Palmer, K., & Walshe, N. (2022). A systematic review of arts-based  
interventions delivered to children and young people in nature or outdoor spaces: Impact on  
nature connectedness, health and wellbeing. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 858781. doi: 10.3389/ 
fpsyg.2022.858781.
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desire to spend more time in nature and they gradually felt more connected to 
nature. Particularly identity-focused and self-reflective creative activities allowed 
children to perceive themselves as part of nature slowly and nature as part of them-
selves (what has been defined as ‘pro-environmental identity’; Stets & Biga, 2003). 
Immersion in arts-in-nature appeared to shape children’s appreciation of nature 
and their motivation to adopt pro-environmental values and attitudes. Furthermore, 
creative activities focusing on what can be done to prevent future environmental 
disasters led to an increase in pro-environmental behaviours; behaviours in which 
children were not only caring for the environment but were also taking protective 
actions, thereby contributing towards environmental sustainability. The findings 
of our review echo similar studies suggesting that nature connection cannot be 
achieved merely through learning in theory about the environment but by being 
exposed to the beauty of nature, the emotions that arise while being in nature and 
with sustained contact (Ryan et al., 2010; Rainisio, Boffi, & Riva, 2014; Lum-
ber, Richardson, & Sheffield, 2017). As such, it became increasingly apparent that 
arts-in-nature practice has significant potential for contributing to planetary well-
being in its broadest sense, not only through the mental health and wellbeing of 
children and young people but in nurturing an entangled and reciprocal relationship 
between the human and more-than-human world.

In response to the environmental and economic crisis, climate change and 
biodiversity loss, the UK’s HM Government environment plan A Green Future: 
Our 25 Year Plan to Improve the Environment (2018) urges for investments in 
nature-based solutions that provide cost-effective health, socioeconomic and envi-
ronmental benefits, especially in communities whose health has been dispropor-
tionately affected by health inequities. A key target of this plan is the enhanced 
engagement with nature and the commitment that everyone should live within a 
15 minutes’ walk of a green or blue space. These priorities echo those identified in 
the UK Department for Education’s Sustainability and climate change: A strategy 
for the education and children’s services systems (2022), which is committed to 
increasing access to and connection with nature in all educational settings. The aim 
of this book is to link these policies and priorities for a ‘Green Future’ with current 
research and practice that illustrate how arts-in-nature can address some of the key 
health and environmental challenges our society faces.

To our knowledge, this is the first book to bring together research and practice 
on the interconnectedness between arts and nature as a tool for prevention and 
wellbeing promotion, their role in addressing health inequities and their contri-
bution towards environmental sustainability. The chapters provide examples from 
research and practice focused on all types of arts, including visual arts, music, 
drama, movement and poetry. These have been delivered in a range of natural envi-
ronments, such as forests, woodlands, parks, beaches, camping sites, school play-
grounds and community areas. The first section of the book is research-based (five 
chapters), authored by academics – sometimes in conjunction with practitioners; 
the second section is practice-based (seven chapters), so authored by practition-
ers – artists, therapists and educators.
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In the first research-focused chapter, Chapter 2, Dylan Adams and Gary Beau-
champ explore how children from Welsh primary schools benefit from making 
music in local nature places, such as fields, beaches and woodlands. Within the 
chapter, Dylan and Gary report that following outdoor music making, children 
described heightened sensory experiences and a sense of immersion in and with 
their nature places. This immersion afforded the children an absorption in their 
music-making that led them to experience feelings of joy and togetherness. The 
freedom of space outdoors appeared to maximise opportunities for creativity and 
imagination while also freeing up the institutional normative behaviours expected 
in the classroom. Furthermore, the children reported feeling an augmented sense of 
relationship with the more-than-human world involving experiences of transcend-
ence. Dylan and Gary conclude their chapter by discussing how these ‘optimal’ 
mind states, such as flow and communitas, can be engendered by music-making 
in nature and how they are beneficial for children’s wellbeing and connection with 
nature.

In Chapter 3, Lucy Tiplady examines the experiences of children over a 
school year as they engaged with the ‘Breeze’ Forest School. Focusing on a group 
of predominantly post-looked-after children, the Breeze project aimed to improve 
children’s emotional wellbeing and their readiness to learn back in the classroom, and  
to enrich their home lives. Lucy uses the theory of change to explore how children 
engaged with the natural environment in combination with playful and arts-based 
activities for their individual development and learning throughout the project. 
Providing access to nature, arts and bushcraft-based activities and a child-centred 
pedagogy allowed children to explore and make sense of past experiences and to 
develop their socio-emotional skills, relationships and self-esteem. Lucy argues 
that, although schools are well-placed to offer children and young people early well-
being interventions, they need to be adequately funded to provide non-stigmatising 
and high-quality mental health provision.

In Chapter 4, Sarah Sharp explores how story making and sharing can facili-
tate the process of imbuing a geographical location with cultural and social sig-
nificance by drawing upon personal and community experiences with/in it, 
intertwining physical landscapes with remembered and imagined ones to foster 
a ‘sense of place’. As the co-founder of ‘One Step Theatre’, Sarah describes the 
experiences of young people participating in an immersive outdoor performance 
entitled ‘Ears to the Ground’, which was part of the AHRC-funded project ‘Outside 
the Box: Open Air Performance as Pandemic Response’. Through posthuman and 
feminist new-materialist lenses, Sarah’s study suggests that outdoor story making 
and sharing nurtured young people’s connection with nature, their sense of confi-
dence, wellbeing and community after the COVID-19 pandemic-induced isolation. 
Sarah finishes by proposing a model for enhancing environmental consciousness 
by developing young people’s awareness of future wellbeing with/in their local 
environment and beyond.

In Chapter 5, Jane Tarr and Nick Clough explore how musical experiences 
in a woodland environment enhanced connection with nature for children whose 
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social, emotional and mental health difficulties had been exacerbated during and 
following the COVID-19 pandemic. They report on a project in which, led by a 
music therapist and a teacher trainer, teachers participated in an action enquiry 
on ‘communicative musicality’, which involved children’s participation in musical 
improvisation and dialogic music-making in nature. Their study aimed to address 
the process by which ecological and musical experiences support children’s social 
and emotional needs and connection with nature. Within their chapter, Jane and 
Nick identify key observable indicators based on ‘Flow’ variables (Csikszentmiha-
lyi, 1996), which could be applied specifically to future evaluations of children’s 
ecological and music-making experiences.

In Chapter 6, Nomisha Kurian and Ruth Sapsed introduce the arts-in-nature 
practice ‘Artscaping’ which was designed by the arts and wellbeing charity 
Cambridge Curiosity and Imagination (CCI) to widen children and young peo-
ple’s access to green spaces through the arts. Using the theoretical frameworks of 
human-centred design (IDEO, 2015) and Eco-Capabilities (Moula et al., 2023), 
Nomisha and Ruth explore the experiences of nursery and reception pupils who 
participate in Artscaping in a nature reserve. Their study suggests that Artscaping 
improved children’s capacities for play, especially schematic and socio-dramatic 
play. They conclude by suggesting that arts-in-nature experiences also provide an 
opportunity to practise ecological stewardship through the plethora of sensory-rich 
experiences and creative stimuli which are present in nature.

In the first practice-based chapter (Chapter 7), Alan Cusack describes the Vil-
lage Project, a week-long residency within the school grounds where students were 
asked to take responsibility for day-to-day activities, including cooking, cleaning, 
as well as building their own shelters and making collective decisions. Alan illus-
trates how building ‘communities of practice’ through arts-in-nature activities can 
shape young people’s identities and develop their sense of responsibility. Beyond 
students’ sense of independence and interdependence with each other, discus-
sions also involved their interdependence with nature. Alan concludes by argu-
ing that considering the increasingly assessment-driven curriculum, arts-in-nature 
approaches such as the Village Project may be fundamental for the survival of art 
education in the UK.

In Chapter 8, Katarina Horrox presents a multi-modality outdoor therapy ser-
vice offering art therapy for young people in Scotland, primarily working with mar-
ginalised groups. Katarina outlines the key ethical and practical considerations for 
working therapeutically outdoors through a composite case study. Based on feed-
back from service users, Katarina argues that participating in outdoor art therapy 
facilitated access to therapy as well as access to nature, which further enhanced 
the development of an ecological sense of self. Outdoor art therapy also harnessed 
non-verbal communication and elements which may be less accessible to other 
therapies. As a result, Katarina proposes that outdoor art therapy should be adopted 
in wider contexts, such as statutory services, in order to increase access to therapy 
and nature and to reduce the gap in health inequities.
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In Chapter 9, Debi Keyte-Hartland and Louise Lowings introduce an eco-
logical curriculum implemented in a nursery school, focusing on learning with 
nature rather than ‘about’, ‘in’ or ‘for’ nature. Within their context, this curricu-
lum approach supported the development of children’s ecological identities by 
exploring, representing and telling the (real and imagined) stories of their environ-
ments, thereby facilitating relational learning ‘with’ nature through the arts. The 
curriculum also enhanced children’s attitudes of care, empathy and attention to 
the more-than-human. Debi and Louise question whether adding learning ‘about’ 
environmental sustainability to an already full curriculum in England is appropri-
ate. Instead, they argue that an ecological curriculum should be at the core of the 
school culture, leadership and educational practices of schools as a whole.

In Chapter 10, Penny Hay presents the Forest of Imagination, an annual partici-
patory contemporary arts and architecture event in Bath, UK. The Forest inspired 
the public to reimagine familiar spaces through creativity and awareness of nature 
in an urban context. A multi-modal, in-depth case study in a primary school, the 
Living Tree Mirror Maze, provided a space for children to discuss their ecological 
enquiries, debates and thoughts in collaboration with artists. Forest of Imagination 
exemplified how creative and inclusive placemaking can lead to a higher sense 
of belonging, wellbeing, connection to nature, sustainability, community engage-
ment and active citizenship. Within her chapter, Penny illustrates the capacity of 
Forests to inspire creativity, enhance wellbeing and transform lives, communities 
and economies.

In Chapter 11, Anna Dako offers an overview of her eco-somatic ‘Felt Think-
ing’, an approach of walking with sensuous presence when working therapeutically 
with children and young people. The practice of ‘Felt Thinking’ is based upon the 
idea of fully engaging the nervous system in an ongoing dialogue with the living 
environment when walking outdoors and paying attention to listening, smelling, 
touching and noticing elements of nature. Anna argues that this embodied par-
ticipation in nature through the senses represents a form of arts-in-nature that is 
fundamental to young people’s self-regulation and emotional wellbeing.

In Chapter 12, Estella Guerrera presents the ‘Open Studio’, an expressive and 
therapeutic arts approach facilitated by an art therapist and supported by educators 
in the premises of a greenhouse. This approach was designed to support adoles-
cents in residential and semi-residential care programmes in Imola, Italy. Being 
fully immersed in the process of creating art in the indoor and outdoor spaces of 
the greenhouse, young people had the opportunity to find moments of inner peace, 
process and express their emotions through their artwork and develop a stronger 
connection with themselves and with nature. Estella notes the absence of judgment 
on artistic abilities and artworks allowed experiences of acceptance and inclusion 
within the group to emerge, which was particularly important for adolescents who 
were used to feeling excluded in other educational, therapeutic and social contexts.

Finally, in Chapter 13, Melissa McDevitt Weston and Carla van Laar con-
clude this book by reminding us to be mindful of ‘What’s beneath our feet’ by cul-
tivating cultural awareness, particularly when working with First Nations People. 
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Melissa is a proud Boon Wurrung woman and contemporary Aboriginal artist, and 
Carla is a non-Aboriginal woman and creative arts therapist in the Boon Wur-
rung Country, Australia. Together, they recommend ways to work in culturally  
respectful ways in nature and with natural materials to understand the connec-
tion of Aboriginal people to the Country and the importance of acknowledging the 
Country and Cultural Heritage. Melissa and Carla argue that cultivating Cultural 
awareness adds a layer of depth to arts-in-nature practice, which can become a pro-
foundly healing experience for Country, Traditional Owners and their Ancestors, as 
well as for the practitioners and the young people they work with.

Notes

1 www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/departments-and-centres/departments/curriculum-pedagogy-and- 
assessment/eco-capabilities-supporting-childrens-wellbeing-through-participatory-art-nature

2 www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/departments-and-centres/departments/curriculum-pedagogy- 
and-assessment/branching-out-tackling-mental-health-inequalities-schools-community- 
artscapers
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Introduction

The UN’s IPCC (2021) report on climate change asserted, “Human influence has 
warmed the climate at a rate that is unprecedented in at least the last 2000 years” 
(p. 42). It concluded that it was “code red for humanity” as current levels of emis-
sions from greenhouse gases will result in rising temperatures and sea levels, caus-
ing catastrophic devastation for life on our planet (IPCC, 2021). To help avert 
this, Sobel (2019) argues that children need to love the natural world before they 
develop a desire to save it. Mackay and Schmitt (2019) and Dickson and Gray 
(2022) contend that people who have positive experiences of nature connection 
in childhood are more likely to develop pro-environmental behaviours when they 
are older. There is also increasing evidence that suggests children’s wellbeing can 
be enhanced through experiences of direct contact with nature outdoors (Chawla, 
2015; Gill, 2014; Pirchio, 2021; Owens & Bunce, 2022).

Despite this, it is argued that children in modern industrialised nations increas-
ingly suffer from an impoverished relationship with the natural world (Chawla, 
2015); this is only exacerbated by social and financial inequalities (Barrable, 2022). 
Dodd, FitzGibbon, Watson, and Nesbit (2021) assert that most children’s play in 
the United Kingdom (UK) takes place indoors, reflecting a trend in industrialised 
societies where it is argued children suffer from a disconnection with nature (Louv, 
2012). Malone states children in many Western countries are growing up in a “bub-
ble wrap generation” (2007, p. 513), and Bonnett (2020) describes Western society 
as having “a kind of autism with regard to nature,” caught up in “hyper-consumerism 
and neophilia” (p. 15). It is argued the dominant culture of these industrialised socie-
ties creates a discourse that separates humans from nature and, consequently, the 
other-than-human is objectified and treated as resource (Evernden, 1999). Abram 
(1997) coined the term ‘more-than-human’ as a point of difference from the domi-
nant culture in industrialised societies to highlight the way the other-than-human is 
framed as less-than-human. This framing of nature as less-than-human and an object 
of resource is significant not only because it has a negative impact on our relation-
ship with the more-than-human, but also because it has a detrimental effect on our 
wellbeing and our existential understandings. Over 50 years ago, Shepard (1969) 
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analysed how our relationship with nature is inextricably bound up in our under-
standing of ourselves and that in the West this entails people suffering from a type of 
sickness. As a remedy, Shephard (1969, p. 122) stated, “Human sanity requires some 
less-than-obvious connections to nature as well as the necessities of food, water, 
energy, and air. We have hardly begun to discover what those connections may be.” 
Perhaps only now, as we begin to be confronted with the realities of the climate crisis 
and are faced with children’s increasing disconnect from the natural world, are we 
beginning to realise the importance of these ‘less-than-obvious connections.’

If a separation from the more-than-human can be detrimental to wellbeing and 
existential understanding, in contrast, music making can improve wellbeing and 
enhance human experience. It is argued that joint music making has adaptive value 
(Mithen, 2009), that our brains are pre-wired for music (Peretz, 2019), and that music 
is at the core of being human (Hodges, 2019; Levitin, 2008). Regelski (2017, p. 59) 
states that “music is a primary source of sociality – of all kinds – and, thus, is a key 
contribution to the health and well-being of society.” It is not surprising, therefore, 
that research shows the positive impact music making can have on people’s wellbe-
ing (MacDonald, 2013). In addition, research suggests young people’s wellbeing can 
increase due to music making in schools (Lee, Krause, & Davidson, 2017). Despite 
this, there is evidence that many young people feel alienated from music making 
in schools (Cogdill, 2015), in contrast with the positive relationship they have with 
music outside of school (Welch & MacPherson, 2018). Drawing on Martusewicz 
et al. (2011) theory of eco-justice education, Smith (2021) calls for a re-visioning 
of music education away from anthropocentric perspectives and more in tune with 
“the needs of both humans and other-than-humans in our ecosystem” (p. 5). Smith 
(2021) argues mainstream music education fails to allow opportunities for children to 
“maintain their sense of wonder in nature; to fully develop their sensory capacities;  
to maintain, and if necessary, repair their mental health; and to attune more care-
fully to their wild nature and soul’s purpose” (p. 9). Despite this, there is a wealth of 
evidence that demonstrates music making and encounters with the more-than-human 
world enable people to have joyful transcendent experiences that have a significant 
impact on their wellbeing and existential understandings. These feelings of transcend-
ence have been called ‘optimal experiences’ and involve “a sense of deep enjoyment” 
and a sense of feeling in harmony with the world (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p. 49).

For the purposes of this study, it is important to identify how optimal experi-
ences share a fundamental element of transcendence as we argue the experience of 
transcendence is of particular significance when considering how music making 
and immersion in nature places impact children’s wellbeing and their sense of rela-
tionship with the more-than-human world.

Transcendence

The word transcendence comes from the Latin transcendere, meaning “climb over 
or beyond, surmount, overstep” based on the Online Etymology Dictionary (https://
www.etymonline.com/). Experiences of transcendence move the experiencer 

https://www.etymonline.com/
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beyond everyday reality, allowing them to experience an improved reality. There 
are various optimal experience theories, yet they all commonly involve an experi-
ence of transcendence. Maslow (1968) outlines “peak experience,” transcendence 
of everyday experience where everything feels interconnected and “the whole of 
the world is seen as unity” (p. 98). Csikszentmihalyi (2002) similarly explains that 
in a state of consciousness he calls ‘flow,’ people “stop being aware of themselves 
as separate from the actions they are performing” (p. 53). In both peak experience 
and flow, there is a feeling that ordinary reality has been transcended and an aug-
mented reality is perceived. This new or heightened perception, whereby there is 
a loss of ego and a sense of oneness with the universe, is also an important part of 
Laski’s (1961) theory of ‘ecstasy,’ during which people experience a reality that is 
“outside the normal course of events” yet felt to be “derived from a praeternatural 
source” (p. 5).

Turner’s theory of communitas, an experience of a heightened sense of commu-
nity, also involves similar feelings of transcendence. Turner positions communitas 
in the context of Csikszentmihalyi’s flow theory, claiming that “Flow may induce 
communitas, and communitas flow” (Turner, 1974, p. 80). He explains, however, 
that whereas an individual experiences flow, communitas is a type of shared flow 
(Turner, 1977). Turner conceptualised that communitas is preceded by an experi-
ence of liminality, a time when people “act and feel in ways opposite to or different 
from their standardized modes of behaviour” (1970, p. 200). It is during liminality 
that people experience wide-open wonder, paving the way for the joy of communi-
tas (Turner & Turner, 1970).

A fundamental aspect of all these optimal experiences is complete absorption 
in the moment that allows transcendence from everyday concerns and identities to 
an ego-less state. Turner (2012) describes how musical activity can induce com-
munitas as “the musicians’ eyes may be open but are unseeing because they have 
become the music” (Turner, 2012, p. 45). There is also evidence claiming that 
outdoor nature spaces enable people to experience communitas (Ashworth, 2017; 
Sharpe, 2005; Sudmann, 2018). In all these optimal experience theories, artistic 
experiences and experiences of nature are highlighted as common activities that are 
particularly potent at causing transcendence from everyday reality (Csikszentmiha-
lyi, 2002; Laski, 1961; Maslow, 1968). Although differences have been identified 
between these optimal experience theories (Bassi & Delle Fave, 2016), this study 
focusses on how the children’s responses relate to the experience of transcendence, 
which is a common feature of all these theories.

Existential understanding

The experiences of transcendence espoused by these different optimal experience 
theories are not only described as being an elevation above everyday reality that 
brings about an increased sense of wellbeing, but also as providing an existen-
tial understanding of the true nature of reality. During these times, “the authentic 
human essence” (Turner, 1974, p. 77) is revealed, and people “are closest to their 
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real selves” (Maslow, 1968, p. 115). Experiences of engagement with music and 
with nature are seen as being particularly powerful at inducing profound existential 
insights. Bonnett (2015) argues that nature’s inherent mysteriousness and integ-
rity “have the power to shape our perception, understanding and existence and in 
so-doing connect us to the cosmos as a whole” (Bonnett, 2015, p. 48).

The study

This research analysed the experiences of children aged 7 to 10 years of age from 
six different primary schools making music in outdoor rural locations. The sam-
pling was purposive (Bryant, 2017) as schools were chosen, at least partly, due to 
their close proximity and accessibility to rural locations surrounded by nature. The 
participating children (n=161) all undertook the same task: to create music in a 
rural location using the same resources (drums, wooden flutes, didgeridoos, vocal 
sounds, and movement). Choosing instruments that could be played easily without 
the need for prior practising or training was important as it allowed all children 
to be able to make music easily. The rural locations were either fields, woods, or 
beaches (see Table 2.1).

Ethical approval was gained from the university ethics committee before 
beginning research. All participants (including the children and their parents/
guardians) completed letters of informed consent, which noted that children were 
able to withdraw from taking part at any time (BERA, 2018). In addition, as 
Groundwater-Smith, Dockett, and Bottrell (2015) highlight, ethical decisions are 
continually made throughout the research process. This meant adopting what Guil-
lemim and Gillam (2004) call a reflexive research process as research ethics “is 
more than the linear application of specific rules” (Punch & Oancea, 2014, p. 75).

After informed consent was obtained from all the participants, the research 
methods in each school followed the following procedure:

Day 1 – The children created and performed their music in the outdoor rural 
locations.

Day 2 – The children were interviewed about their experiences of music making 
outdoors.

Table 2.1 Sample of schools, pupils, and locations

School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4 School 5 School 6

Sample size 30 25 48 28 28 28

Number of pupils 
interviewed

5 5 6 6 6 6

Age (in years) 9–10 9–10 7–9 7–8 8–9 9–10

Location Field Beach Beach Woodland Woodland Field
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On the first day, one of the researchers set the task, but they did not interfere once 
the children began composing their music. The other member of the team was 
not present but provided an external perspective in the later analysis. The aim 
was to create a setting that would allow the children to freely express themselves 
both in their music making and in their descriptions of their experiences. It was 
the children’s choices and the children’s ideas that were sought. In this sense, the 
aim was that the children were the custodians of power and knowledge regard-
ing their musical experiences. In addition, their responses would show how their 
autonomy during their music making had impacted their experience. This is in 
line with Kincheloe’s (2012) assertion that critical teacher researchers should 
focus “on the relationship between knowledge and power” and conduct research 
and formulate pedagogy “in ways that open this relationship to the sunlight of 
analysis” (p. 202).

On the second day, a random sample of children (n=34) from across all the 
schools were asked about their experiences and how they felt when they were 
making their music in group interviews to reflect the group music making. Quali-
tative data was gathered in order to “enter the child’s world and meanings to 
get the child’s perspective from the inside out” (Greig, Taylor, & Mackay, 2007, 
p. 54). The interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analysed. This analysis 
was not an attempt to discover an objective reality “but an attempt to secure an 
in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in question” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, 
p. 2). Each interview was analysed before merging the data sets ‘into one overall 
interpretation’ (Punch & Oancea, 2014, p. 345). The data gathering and analysis 
was an inductive “bottom-up,” not a “top-down” procedure and prioritised gath-
ering data and “examining potential patterns amongst the data produced” (Greig 
et al., 2007, p. 50). This ensured no preconceived categories or codes (Morse 
et al., 2009).

Findings and discussion

The analysis provided a number of common themes, described in turn in what 
follows.

Freedom

Children described an enhanced sense of ‘freedom’ when making music in nature 
places. All the children interviewed felt that a combination of making music in the 
outdoors allowed them to feel more freedom in comparison to being in school. This 
is expressed by School 5, Pupil 3 (S5P3): “I think it was the setting that made it. 
When you’re in school, it’s just like in a prison, but when you’re outdoors, you feel, 
I can do whatever I want.”

The children’s responses consistently described being absorbed in their music 
making and that nothing else seemed to matter. For example, School 2, Pupil 4 
(S2P4) said: “It felt like the only thing I needed to concentrate on when we were 
there was just making the song.”
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The importance of freedom was highlighted by P4S5:

Music, I felt . . . I love music and all, but I thought ‘it’s going to be the same 
thing.’ We went to the woods, and it was different. We felt close to nature. Then, 
we started playing and everything felt free, and you could feel the sounds. . . . 
That’s when you really just go along with it. When you’re inside the music, it 
feels like it’s changed.

Senses

The children consistently highlighted the impact of a heightened sensory awareness 
gained from music making outdoors in rural locations. For example, one theme that 
kept on returning as a reason why experiencing nature through the senses may 
have positively impacted the music making was because it made the children more 
easily get ideas – it helped their music ‘flow.’ This is exemplified in the following 
interview extract:

S3P1:  Down the beach, there’s different scenery and, like, at school it’s, 
like, just one sound. It’s like just one sound because you’re in a room. 
But, in the beach, it’s like lots of different sounds. It’s in the air; 
there’s loads of sounds, and it kind of helps your music go with flow.

Interviewer: So how does that help?
S3P1:  I think it’s easier down the beach because there’s lots of different 

sounds. Like . . . at school, it’s harder because you can’t get the right 
note. There’s lots of sounds in school, but sometimes you can’t hear 
properly, and there’s not the right one that you need.

Similarly, another pupil noted, “The environment and the sounds of nature like 
help you concentrate and it just to takes you to a completely different level . . . of 
sound and music . . . just makes it sound very good” (P5S3).

Immersion in nature

The children’s responses from the interviews suggested a sensory immersion in 
nature had positively affected their music making and wellbeing. Throughout the 
children’s responses, this sense of being absorbed in their music making due to a 
sensory immersion in nature is repeated. For example, P2S2 stated, “I liked playing 
the music because of the waves and the birds and the echoes helped the music to 
flow, so it’s like part of all around us.”

Similarly, P2S6 stated that:

It’s like going to a different world, like entering different worlds. You just put all 
your worries aside, and you don’t really care, almost like what anyone thinks or 
what everyone does. You’re just yourself, and there’s almost nobody there, and 
you’re just there in a happy place, and you’re just doing whatever you want to do.
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Enhanced wellbeing

Aligning with Csíkszentmihályi ’s (1990) flow theory, Laski’s (1961) theory of 
ecstasy, Maslow’s (1970) theory of peak experience, and Turner’s (1969) theory 
of communitas, the children describe their music making as involving intrinsic 
pleasure. The pleasure was not experienced afterwards or as a result of some end 
goal. It was experienced because of the immersion in the music making and during 
their music making. In other words, it was autotelic (Csíkszentmihályi, 1990). This 
example from P2S6 exemplifies this:

You forget everything, and you get really into the music. It feels like you’ve got 
to stick with it; you’ve got to have the amazing time. You’re not thinking, ‘Oh, 
when is this over.’ You’ve got to go, and you’ve got to keep playing because it 
feels great. You’re thinking . . . ‘Oh, I don’t want this to end.’ You’ve got to do 
the music, and it makes me feel happy that you’re doing it, and it makes me feel 
like I don’t want to stop doing the music.

The responses from the children consistently expressed how they felt their music 
making had helped their feelings and made them feel better. This response from 
P2S3 was typical when stating, “Playing the music made me happy just because the 
sun was reflecting on me. It makes my heart go stronger because I’m brave enough 
to sing out.” P4S6 reported that “Playing my music changed me and made me feel 
happy to just go out and do something, just feel free.”

Similarly, P2S1 said, “It feels, like, more just enjoyable, like, if it’s just doing 
its own thing and you’re not making it do everything. The music just takes over 
and kind of does it.” P1S6 also emphasised the enjoyment and union that’s felt with 
the music:

When we were playing music . . . it’s just like a dream, and everyone is just like 
happy, and you’re in like a fairy tale like X said you’re just it . . . just makes you 
feel really like happy and you don’t want it to ever stop.

Transcendence

The interviews showed that the children seemed to have experienced a sense of 
transcending their sense of self. In other words, experiencing freedom from the 
identities of the ego, creating “a sense of deep enjoyment” (Csikszentmihalyi, 
2002, p. 49). Maslow (1968) explains how peak experiences allow perception 
to be “ego-transcending, self-forgetful, egoless” (p. 90). Laski (1961) similarly 
describes the experience “in which the ecstatic and what is believed to be encoun-
tered become more or less one” (Laski, 1961, p. 122). This is perhaps more aptly 
described as freedom from the ego self rather than a loss of the ego self as it is 
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a positive experience. This is reflected in the children’s responses. For example, 
P5S4 said:

I felt like I was someplace else playing a bit of music . . . I felt a bit different. 
It didn’t feel like me; it felt like someone else. . . . I felt like I was in a different 
place where nothing else mattered, a whole different world of music.

The idea of being teleported to a different world, where anything could happen, 
resonates with Turner’s liminality (1969). Turner and Turner (1970) describes limi-
nality as a “fructile chaos, a fertile nothingness, a storehouse of possibilities, not 
by any means a random assemblage but a striving after new forms and structure” 
(pp. 11–12). He argues that this enables people “to act and feel in ways oppo-
site to or different from their standardized modes of behaviour” (Turner & Turner, 
1970, p. 200). In all the interviews, there was evidence that the children experi-
enced states or modes of behaviour during their music making, that were different 
from their normal ways of behaving. This included responses that suggested they 
felt that their sense of identity had been changed, albeit momentarily, during their 
music making. For example, “I didn’t feel like me. I felt like a different person, but 
I didn’t know who. I just felt like a made-up person and not me. . . . I just felt not 
like myself.”

Transcendence occurs even though these liminal experiences are described as 
being different, even ‘wild’ ways of feeling. For example, P1S6 said:

I think when the music is playing, I do transform into a different person, to a 
different world. We see it as different stuff. When you transform into that dif-
ferent world, it is calm, but it doesn’t always have to be calm. You can change 
it. Sometimes you can feel happy and wild, and you can just imagine when you 
turn and transform into that world. . . . You don’t always have to be calm; you 
can be wild.

This is supported by P6S4, who stated, “When they were all bashing the drum all 
quickly, I quickly started playing the drum quickly. I was like a crazy person! Then 
we were all together, and nothing else mattered. Everything felt happy and smooth.”

We can see the progression to communitas here as the pupil goes from feeling 
like a “crazy person” to feeling “together and nothing else mattered” and then feel-
ing “happy and smooth.” This was supported in all the responses. For example, 
P1S5 stated:

I felt like I was just going with the rest of them. They were all doing the same 
thing. We were communicating but not talking. We were talking to get ideas, 
but when it was time to perform, we all got our heads in it, and we all thought, 
yeah . . . then when we were playing . . . it was like blowing in the wind, 
really. . . . Just being together.



20 Arts in Nature with Children and Young People

The effortless nature of the experience, “like blowing in the wind,” can be related 
to Turner’s (1977, p. 50) description of communitas being like a “shared flow,” 
where there is intrinsic pleasure gained from feeling and being together. In all the 
interviews, the children stated that they had experienced a sense of feeling at one 
with their fellow music makers and that this was a pleasurable experience.

Implications for policy, practice, and research

It is claimed that music education is in decline as fewer students are choosing 
to study music when they are given a choice (Aróstegui, 2016; Bath, Daubney, 
Mackrill, & Spruce, 2019; Cooper, 2018; Savage, 2021). Lamont and Maton 
(2010) suggest that pupils choose not to study music because they view it as an 
elite option, accessible only to those who have a talent for music. This perspec-
tive is perhaps being perpetuated by the way music is framed in mainstream edu-
cation (Bath et al., 2019), as it is seen as less of a priority for pupils compared to 
other subjects (Savage, 2021). Csikszentmihalyi (2002) states that in music edu-
cation, “too much emphasis is placed on how they (children) perform, and too lit-
tle on what they experience” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p. 112). Such views imply 
that music education needs to be made more relevant to students and allow them 
opportunities to explore music making and experience the potential of their own 
music making, particularly in settings outside of school. The results of this study 
suggest that children’s music making can be a powerful experience when taking 
place outdoors and immersed in natural environments, especially when children 
are given the freedom to create their own music together in groups. There was 
no expectation of an aesthetic standard that the children’s music needed to reach. 
The combination of this sense of freedom and the impact of the natural envi-
ronments allowed the children’s music making to instigate transcendent optimal 
experiences that positively affected their wellbeing and existential understand-
ings. This has significance for music education policies and curricula that cur-
rently present a conception of music and an aesthetic standard that is unattractive 
to many pupils.

Conclusion

The previous analysis suggests that the children’s music making in nature places 
afforded the children experiences that were beneficial to their sense of wellbeing. 
The music making in the nature places allowed the children to access states of 
being that relate to optimal experience theories (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002; Laski, 
1961; Maslow, 1968; Turner, 1974). These experiences involved an immersion in 
nature and a sense of transcendence, whereby the children felt elevated above their 
everyday reality. The children’s responses consistently expressed that they not only 
felt close to nature and part of the more-than-human world but that this felt like a 
natural experience. For example, P6S6 said: “It just felt like I was natural, I was 
something natural, like a tree or something. It felt like I did it every day.”
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This is significant, as it is claimed that children in ‘Western societies’ are increas-
ingly separated from the natural world (Louv, 2012). It is argued that enabling chil-
dren to feel an augmented connection with the more-than-human world through 
making music in natural settings is more likely to lead to more pro-environmental 
attitudes and behaviours in the future (Mackay & Schmitt, 2019; Dickson & Gray, 
2022). Moreover, the music making activities undertaken by the children require 
no previous musical training or musical knowledge. Therefore, the resulting well-
being benefits are potentially accessible to all children if teachers are willing to 
engage children with nature places in this way. We suggest that as well as the musi-
cal experiences, which are valuable in and of themselves, this also has significance 
in terms of helping to address health and wellbeing inequities that exist due to 
impoverished socio-economic circumstances.
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Chapter 3

The Breeze Forest  
School Project
Child-centred support for 
development and wellbeing

Lucy Tiplady

Introduction

In England, increasing numbers of young people are experiencing mental health 
difficulties. NHS Digital reported that in 2022, 18% of children aged 7 to 16 years 
and 22% of young people aged 17 to 24 years had a probable mental disorder; in 
children aged 7 to 16 years, the rates of a probable mental disorder have risen from 
1 in 9 in 2017 to 1 in 6 in 2022, whilst in young people aged 17 to 19 years, the rates 
have risen from 1 in 10 in 2017 to 1 in 4 in 2022 (Newlove-Delgado et al., 2022). 
The COVID-19 pandemic is widely believed to have caused additional difficul-
ties for children and young people (Crawley et al., 2020). The increased demand, 
together with severe disruption to already over-stretched and underfunded NHS 
services, has created extremely long waiting lists with many young people’s needs 
remaining unmet.

Poor mental health impacts upon many areas of a young person’s life, including 
educational disadvantage and increased risk of school exclusion (Ford et al., 2018). 
We also know that health inequalities are widespread: children experiencing social 
and economic disadvantage are more likely to experience mental health difficul-
ties (Reiss, 2013), and research in the UK reports that the socioeconomic mental 
health gap has not reduced over the past 20 years but may be widening (Collishaw, 
Furzer, Thapar, & Sellers, 2019). If given appropriate funding and time, schools are 
well placed to support children and young people and whilst there has been some 
critique of “the therapeutic turn in education” (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019), overall 
there is widespread evidence that mental health interventions in schools can have 
a wide range of benefits for children, families and communities (Weare & Nind, 
2011). Nevertheless, it is also the case that stigmas associated with school-based 
interventions continue to be a barrier to accessing services (Bowers, Manion, Papa-
dopoulos, & Gauvreau, 2013; Gronholm, Nye, & Michelson, 2018). This chapter 
argues that there is an urgent need for a range of non-stigmatising, child-centred 
approaches to support children and young people’s wellbeing and development.

The Breeze Forest School Project was developed by Harriet Menter, the edu-
cation manager at Scotswood Garden, in response to a local need from schools 
struggling to support children and young people’s mental health and engagement 
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in education. Whilst in no way replacing specialist mental health services, Menter 
believed that schools could provide support for students experiencing social and 
emotional difficulties through a forest school approach. At the time of the pro-
ject’s development (2016–2017), research had shown contact with nature to impact 
the behavioural development of children, including symptoms of ADHD (Amoly 
et al., 2014), and to moderate the impact of stressful life events for children (Wells 
& Evans, 2003). However, there was little research on how forest school could 
support children’s wellbeing. Menter had been delivering forest school and forest 
school training and had observed the power of the approach, particularly for young 
people with additional needs. She believed that children and young people with 
social and emotional needs would benefit from small groups with high adult ratios 
delivered on a regular and long-term basis. These parameters are embedded within 
the six forest school principles advocated by the Forest School Association (2022), 
but the competing priorities of schools often mean that these are not fully realised. 
Whilst forest school practice continues to grow throughout the UK and internation-
ally, there are concerns that this expansion has led to a dilution of the principles 
(Sackville-Ford & Davenport, 2019), with McCree (2019) referring to “Full Fat 
FS,” “FS Lite,” and “FS Ultra Lite” (p. 4).

The Breeze Project has worked with schools since 2017, including first and pri-
mary mainstream schools, a primary age additionally resourced centre, secondary 
special schools, and pupil referral units. This chapter will focus on Park View First 
School,1 a mainstream school located in an urban area of the North East of England 
which, at the time of engagement, had a high number of care-experienced children 
who were struggling within the classroom environment:

Our initial participation in the Breeze Forest School Project came about as a 
result of wanting to support a number of post looked-after children in the school, 
both adopted and those under special guardianship orders, who due to their 
early life experiences were finding it difficult to settle in a classroom, displaying 
hypervigilance, distressed behaviours and a lack of self-belief and self-worth.

(Park View First School)

The majority of children and young people taken into care have experienced 
abuse and/or neglect (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children 
[NSPCC], 2021), which are associated with poorer educational, mental and physi-
cal health outcomes (Rahilly & Hendry, 2014). Wilkinson and Bowyer (2017) state 
that “there is strong evidence to suggest that maltreatment is associated with social, 
emotional, behavioural and mental health difficulties, which can continue through-
out childhood and beyond” (p. 27). McAuley and Davis (2009) also highlight the 
extensive research which shows that care experienced children and young people 
are more likely to display disorganised attachment behaviours due to their earlier 
experiences. Educationally, in 2019, 27% of looked-after children were classified 
as Special Educational Needs (SEN) compared to 3.1% of the general child popu-
lation, with the average Attainment 8 score2 for looked-after children in England 
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19.1, compared to 44.6 for non-looked-after children (Department for Education 
[DfE], 2022a, 2022b). Schools are crucial in supporting care experienced children 
and young people and the support necessary to be ‘ready to learn’ often goes far 
beyond academic support.

This chapter will explore how the children at Park View used the natural envi-
ronment in combination with playful and arts-based activities embedded in the for-
est school approach to support their development and emotional wellbeing. Forest 
School research has experienced recent growth, with some studies evidencing the 
impacts on wellbeing (McCree, Cutting, & Sherwin, 2018; Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 
2019; Tiplady & Menter, 2021a); however, we are still learning what the full 
impacts of such approaches might be and under what conditions (McCree, 2019; 
Sackville-Ford, 2019). Beyond forest school, Moula, Palmer, and Walshe (2022) 
have highlighted the scarcity of research evidence of health and wellbeing interven-
tions for children and young people that combine both arts and nature. In exploring 
the interconnection of such approaches through forest school, we are not only con-
tributing to the understanding of forest school but to the wider field of how arts in 
nature can support the wellbeing and mental health of children and young people.

Methods

Study design

The researcher took an ethnographically inspired participatory approach in 
researching with participants and using the ongoing research to inform the devel-
opment of the Breeze Project. The researcher was an embedded member of the 
project, attending approximately half of the sessions; this ensured that she could 
witness and experience the project firsthand and engage in knowledge exchange 
throughout whilst also retaining intellectual integrity and utilising robust research 
methods to ensure the rigour and validity of findings. Theory of change (Dyson &  
Todd, 2010) was used to work with the school and forest school practitioner to 
clearly articulate the desired outcomes of the Breeze Project, together with the 
steps of change that were anticipated to lead towards those outcomes; these steps 
of change were informed by practice, research, and theory. Participatory and visual 
methods were used to maximise the variety of ways in which the children could 
contribute to the research and convey their experiences. Full details can be seen in 
the Breeze Forest School 2018–2021 evaluation report (Tiplady, 2022).

Participants

This chapter focuses on data from nine children, aged 5 to 9 years, from Park View 
First School who engaged with Breeze during the 2018–2019 school year. The 
research also sought feedback from the children’s families, school staff, and the 
forest school practitioner.
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Intervention description

The Breeze Project was designed to use a forest school approach to support the 
social and emotional development of children currently struggling to engage fully 
in their education. Forest school is based within a natural environment with trees 
and uses a range of learner-centred processes to support the holistic development 
of individuals. Learners choose their own activities, with no pre-determined cur-
riculum or programme; typical activities might include exploration of nature, den 
building, role-play and games, fire lighting and cooking, and arts and bushcraft 
activities (including whittling and the use of tools). Practitioners support learners 
to take risks, appropriate to their own development and the environment, and to 
build resilience and self-confidence. Forest school should maintain regular sessions 
over a sustained period of at least two seasons. Breeze was designed to take place 
weekly over a minimum of a school year and included a plan-do-review cycle to 
ensure that sessions were designed to meet the needs and interests of each child in 
the group. Menter began by leading sessions herself in partnership with the school 
and was involved in the weekly planning, delivery, and reviewing of sessions (with 
the researcher also participating approximately every other week); school staff con-
currently engaged in forest school training (one at Level 3, which qualifies a person 
to lead forest school sessions, and a second at Level 1) with the intention that they 
would gradually take over responsibility by the end of the school year.

Data collection and analysis

A data collection plan was co-designed in relation to the school’s theory of change, 
with school staff, the forest school practitioner, children, and the researcher all 
participating in data collection as detailed in Table 3.1.

For the purposes of the Breeze evaluation, data was analysed in relation to the 
theory of change, with multiple sources of data being used to assess whether a 
particular step of change had been “substantially evidenced,” “partly evidenced,” 
“not evidenced,” or whether there had been “evidence to refute” (Tiplady, 2022). 
Beyond this, the data was analysed thematically using Braun and Clarke’s 
six-phase process to look for any unanticipated processes and impacts of the pro-
ject (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This chapter will explore an aspect of this thematic 
analysis related to the questions: what contribution does the natural environment 
combined with arts and bushcraft-based activities make within the forest school 
approach; how do children respond to these opportunities and utilise them in 
their learning and development; and what outcomes are experienced?

Ethics

The research was reviewed and granted ethical approval by Newcastle Univer-
sity. Participants gave informed consent, and it was made clear that they could 
withdraw from the research at any time during the research project without 
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adverse consequences. The research was designed in co-production with the 
school and forest school practitioner to ensure that it sat comfortably within 
the project and did not detract from the project aims and objectives. As the 
researcher often attended Breeze sessions, she explained her role to the group, 
gained consent at the start of the project, and checked that individual children 
were happy to take part in the research during any given encounter, asking: “Is it 
ok if I join you? Would you like to tell me about what you are doing?” If a child 
either verbally or non-verbally communicated that they did not want to engage 
at that time, the researcher would always respect that and move away. It was 
also important that the research was not unduly time-consuming for school staff, 
practitioners, or the children but that there was a reciprocal transfer of knowl-
edge that everyone benefitted from. In these ways, the researcher was mindful of 
the ‘everyday ethics’ often involved in community-based participatory research, 
with responsibilities to relationships in addition to ethical principles of consent 
(Banks et al., 2013).

Findings and discussion

Park View First School engaged with Breeze because they recognised that, for a 
number of their children, the classroom could be an extremely challenging envi-
ronment. As such, there was an immediate need to support their holistic devel-
opment and self-belief in order for them to develop the skills to engage fully in 

Table 3.1 Methods of data collection for Park View First School

Data Person responsible for data collection

Observations of Breeze sessions (17) Researcher
Planning and evaluation meetings  

and documents for weekly Breeze 
sessions

School and/or forest school 
practitioner

Interviews with school staff (5) Researcher

Interviews with the forest school 
practitioner (2)

Researcher

Children’s reflections during sessions Researcher, school staff, and forest 
school practitioner

Individual forest school diaries (9) Children and school staff

Individual interviews with children  
using visual methods (e.g., photographs, 
artefacts, and/or pupil views templates; 
Wall, Higgins, & Packard, 2007) (9)

Researcher

Parent/carer questionnaires (7) Researcher
Interviews with parents/carers (3) Researcher
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their education. Whilst schools in England are obliged to follow a tightly packed 
curriculum (DfE, 2014), forest schools have no pre-determined curriculum, with 
learners encouraged to make their own choices, supported by a trained practi-
tioner. Research has shown that, when given the opportunity, children and young 
people can ‘take what they need’ from their forest school experience and develop 
in ways important to them as individuals (Tiplady & Menter, 2021a). In addition 
to the learner-centred pedagogy, the Park View data demonstrates the importance 
of the natural environment in combination with arts and bushcraft-based activi-
ties that the children utilised in their forest school experiences. Here, we discuss 
how the environment and activities can support children in their development and 
wellbeing, firstly through imaginative play and performance and secondly through 
whittling and bushcraft.

Imaginative play and performance

At the start of their engagement in Breeze, a number of the children found it 
difficult to interact with one another, and disagreements and emotional out-
bursts were common. Over time, the children were given the opportunity to 
develop social and emotional skills, supported by skilled adults who modelled 
and scaffolded new skills, gradually reducing involvement as learners devel-
oped (Bruner, 1977). These skills were often developed through games and 
play, which the children chose to engage in, and so were especially motivated 
to persevere when disagreements occurred. For some of the children, imagina-
tive play and performance became a recurring focus, as exemplified by the case 
of Peter.

Peter

Peter is a lively 6-year-old who immediately enjoyed the space available at forest 
school; this included playing in trees, bushes, and the mud, making dens and engag-
ing in imaginative play, as well as relaxation and engagement with nature, such as 
spending time in a hammock and watching the birds, “I love lying in things. . . . I’m 
watching the birds”. Peter is care experienced and was adopted after being taken 
into care due to neglect. Initially, Peter found it difficult to take the other children’s 
ideas on board and would try to control the rules and narrative of games and play; 
this would often lead to conflict if he was challenged. However, over time, Peter 
learnt to compromise with his friends and to be more flexible in welcoming others 
into games if they asked. Peter’s mum shared that whilst she had worried at first 
that being taken out of class might be stigmatising, forest school had been a “saving 
grace, it really helped him to see school in a different light . . . a place where he can 
feel good about himself”. Peter took delight in telling his mum the names of plants 
and bugs that he learnt and talked to her about the other children in the group. His 



30 Arts in Nature with Children and Young People

mum commented on how she believed that Breeze had provided a space for Peter 
to develop friendships which he had previously found difficult:

He seems more confident now, there’s that level of maturity in his relation-
ships, he’s had issues with emotional regulation, but he’s been allowed to work 
through that at forest school . . . the main benefits are in terms of his relation-
ships with other children. He used to be quite scared of other children. Forest 
school has provided a safe space to work at friendships.

(Peter’s mum)

Over the year, Peter used these developing social and emotional skills to engage 
in imaginative play and performances with other children; a common narrative 
which was returned to regularly over a six-month period was that of rescuing a 
‘rock baby.’ Engaging in this role-play sometimes involved firefighters, the police, 
or family members who would rescue the baby from fire or some imminent danger. 
Family situations would often be enacted; homes would be made in the bushes, and 
a bed would be made for the rock baby. Peter would sometimes invite adults into 
the game, “You look after the baby,” and at other times, he would invite the adults 
to watch a performance, “Come and see, you sit there,” as he and the other children 
enacted the latest storyline.

Learner-centred play is an important part of the pedagogical approach at forest 
school (FSA, 2022). This enables children to choose to explore and make sense 
of their experiences and has similarities with child-centred play therapy, which is 
based on the belief that children have the “ability to be beneficially self-directing” 
(Porter, Hernandez-Reif, & Jessee, 2009, p. 1028). Unlike play therapies, forest 
school does not have the aim of engaging in therapy, but its holistic approach to 
supporting children’s development means that children may engage in some of 
these processes with appropriate adults close at hand where needed; within the 
Breeze Project, there was always specialist trained school staff to support the chil-
dren in addition to the forest school practitioner.

Children’s play can have many outcomes, including working through trauma 
and exploring emotions (Andrews, 2012); by enabling children to direct their 
own activities, there is a greater likelihood of reducing stigma and working at a 
child’s individual pace. It is further thought that the natural environment encour-
ages creativity and exploration; drawing on Nicholson’s “theory of loose parts” 
that an environment rich in open-ended resources, such as sticks, stones, mud, and 
water, facilitates inventiveness, creativity, and discovery (Nicholson, 1971). For-
est school pedagogy recognises the natural environment as particularly beneficial 
for creative processes as natural objects may be used to represent innumerable 
things; for example, a stick may be used as a support structure, a barrier, a pen, a 
wand, a sword, a conductor’s baton, etc. This enables children to be much more 
self-directed in their games and play as many more possibilities are available in 
comparison with more structured environments common in schools.
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Whittling and bushcraft

Another common activity at forest school is whittling and bushcraft, where chil-
dren are encouraged to use the materials they find to create artefacts. Learners are 
supported to create objects of their own choosing with no expectations from the 
adults beyond using the equipment safely; this can be a very different experience 
for children who are often used to engaging in activities that have pre-defined out-
comes. A number of the children from Park View developed a love of whittling 
and bushcraft; the process appeared calming and rewarding for the children, and 
school staff and parents believed that it contributed to improved self-esteem, as in 
the case of Luke.

Luke

Luke is 9 years old and in the final year of first school. He was adopted as a baby, 
and his parents shared that:

During the last 18 months or so (since the age of about 7), he has been trying to 
come to terms with what it (being adopted) means in terms of his background, 
identity, family relationships, and self-esteem. This has translated into difficult 
behaviour at times – especially at home when he regularly questions authority 
and shows insecurity around attachments.

Luke was also finding it difficult to settle in class, and there were concerns that 
he had not made expected progress during the previous school year. Forest school 
was an entirely different environment for Luke compared to the classroom, and 
the school staff commented on how calm and relaxed he was compared to school. 
Luke was particularly interested in whittling and crafting and, over the school year, 
he learnt how to use a sheath knife, bow saw, loppers, and bill hook. Luke used 
these skills to create a range of artefacts, including wands, lightsabres, a gnome, 
toadstool, animals, medals, and a marble run; these would sometimes be developed 
over a session but often over a number of weeks. Adults would praise Luke’s efforts 
during sessions, supporting him in internalising positive dialogues, and his crea-
tions would also be celebrated back at school and home. Luke expressed feelings 
of satisfaction at anticipating a whittling project turning out well, “this is going to 
look really good” and his parents commented:

He looked forward to every Wednesday morning (when Breeze took place) and 
was really proud of his achievements (e.g., crafts/drawings/wood handiwork) 
during his time at forest school. We have kept a lot of these as mementos of his 
time at forest school. The whole experience at forest school, we think, helped 
to build up his self-confidence and self-esteem, making him more resilient, con-
tent, relaxed, understanding, and patient.
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Research has shown that the environment at forest school can be experienced as both 
physically and pedagogically very different to school (Tiplady & Menter, 2021b); 
this is also true of the types of activities that learners engage in as there are no expec-
tations about how something will be crafted, how long it will take or what will be 
produced. This departure from past experiences that have often been negative for 
children who struggle within the classroom can open up new possibilities as they 
see themselves succeed and create new self-narratives. Luke’s parents and teachers 
believed that the positive experiences he had at forest school helped him to develop 
self-esteem and enabled him to have more positive experiences at school and home:

Luke really shines at forest school and is doing better in the classroom. We’ve 
seen it with his self-esteem; he’s able to say, “I’m good at climbing or whit-
tling,” and that’s really boosting his self-esteem.

(Park View First School)

The children from Park View all expressed their enjoyment of Breeze and were keen 
to talk about the activities they enjoyed and, in particular, the freedom they experi-
enced: “You can relax and do things you want to do,” “You have a lot more freedom 
at forest school, you’re allowed to run a lot,” and “You get to play for the whole morn-
ing!” School staff and parents spoke of the children’s enthusiasm for forest school:

They all love forest school.
(Park View First School)

She says she loves forest school and that forest school is ‘her thing.’ . . . Mar-
tha has had a lot of therapeutic support in the past (four months of therapy and 
two years of child psychotherapy), and this has definitely been the most effec-
tive. . . . Martha is definitely happier on forest school days. She says it is the 
best day of the week.

(Parent/carer)

Enjoyment and engagement are important elements in supporting children and 
young people’s development and wellbeing.

Implications for policy, practice, and research

The Breeze research has shown that forest school can support children and young 
people’s development and wellbeing, particularly in regard to developing the social 
and emotional skills essential to relationships and engagement in learning. Com-
bining access to the natural environment, arts and bushcraft-based activities, and 
child-centred pedagogy through forest school appears to be particularly powerful in 
disrupting negative narratives that young people may have formed about themselves 
and school and instead encourages creativity and exploration. We have seen how 
children have utilised these processes to explore and make sense of past experiences 
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and to develop social and emotional skills, relationships, and self-belief. Schools 
and practitioners need to carefully consider the broad outcomes that they hope 
their children and young people will achieve and to plan and resource forest school 
accordingly. Some key aspects that have been seen to be important in supporting 
children and young people with social and emotional needs include selecting appro-
priate young people according to the intention of the group; maintaining consistent 
staff and young people; high adult-to-young person ratios; ensuring forest school 
is not conditional on behaviour in school (unless there are safeguarding concerns), 
establishing long term programmes of at least two and a half hour sessions; ena-
bling freedom with some structure as appropriate to the group; and locating within 
a suitable wooded site (Menter & Tiplady, 2023). Future research and policy need 
to address how school-based interventions such as Breeze can reach more children 
and young people whilst still retaining the key aspects, such as long-term and high 
staffing ratios, that make programmes both enjoyable and effective.

Conclusion

We know that increasing numbers of children and young people are experiencing 
mental health difficulties and that those already facing disadvantage are more likely 
to experience poor mental health, exacerbating existing health inequalities. Current 
services are not meeting the needs of many, and alongside increased NHS services, 
schools are in urgent need of support to address the needs of children and young 
people struggling to engage in education. It is essential that schools are funded to 
provide non-stigmatising provision that takes a child-centred approach. By com-
bining access to the natural environment, arts and bushcraft-based activities, and 
child-centred pedagogy, forest school has been shown to be particularly effective 
in supporting children and young people’s wellbeing and development. Research 
shows that schools are well placed to offer early interventions around mental health 
and wellbeing, given their close relationships with and access to the children who 
need them. However, this can only be achieved with additional funding and support 
for schools.

Notes

1 The name of the school and participants are pseudonyms.
2 Attainment 8 measures pupil attainment across eight government approved subjects at 

GCSE level and is used to judge school performance (DfE, 2022a).
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Chapter 4

Performing with/in place
Exploring sense of place through 
story making and sharing

Sarah Victoria Sharp

Introduction

You can be inspired by all your different surroundings, it’s kind of interesting how it can 
go from just a place to a story.

(Participant audio recording)

All places are full of stories – echoes of the past, becomings of the present, and 
whispers of futures yet to be made. Stories entangle local and global experiences, 
weaving together endless encounters into a collaborative tapestry of place. They are 
the constructed narratives through which we understand the world (Basso, 1996). 
We are all entangled in this world-story, intricately and inextricably enmeshed in 
the time/space/matter of the universal web. We are infinitely engaged in an ongo-
ing process of mutual affect, both affecting and affected by the multiplicity of con-
nections. The stories we tell simultaneously express and shape what we learn and 
know about this experience, but as Donna Haraway (2019) tells us, “It matters what 
stories tell stories” (p. 565). So, how do we make and share stories with the world 
around us? What might the process of creating them reveal about our relationships 
with the world or our ‘sense of place’? And how might this sense of place impact 
our wellbeing? These were the questions that motivated the launch of a new par-
ticipatory drama project by One Step Theatre (Figure 4.1).

One Step Theatre is an environmentally focussed arts organisation founded by 
Sarah Victoria Sharp and Florence Taylor (hereafter “we”/“us”/“our”, etc.). One 
Step produces participatory performances and creative experiences with and for 
young people, providing opportunities to include their voices in environmental dia-
logues within their local communities. Our work combines live and digital art to 
platform accessible and relatable conversations about the environment while facili-
tating young people to develop their creativity by collaborating with professional 
theatre makers. In 2021, One Step created an immersive audio and physical perfor-
mance entitled Ears to the Ground (ETTG), commissioned as part of the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council (AHRC), a part of the United Kingdom Research 
and Innovation (UKRI), funded project ‘Outside the Box: Open Air Performance 
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as Pandemic Response’ (see O’Malley & Turner, 2021). ETTG brought together 
five teenagers aged 14–17 years in Belle Isle Park, Exeter, for a workshop week 
culminating in a show created and performed by them in situ. Through participa-
tory drama activities we recorded responses that the young people had to their local 
environment, making a verbatim audio track which they paired with collabora-
tively devised physical movements in an immersive outdoor performance.

The aim of ETTG was to explore the ways that story making and sharing with/
in place might help us to understand our relationships with the more-than-human 
world or our ‘sense of place’. Our understanding of a sense of place was initially 
inspired by Ursula Heise’s Sense of Place, Sense of Planet (2008), which considers 
ways that developing relationships with our local place or environment can impact 
our understanding of our entanglement with the global environment. ‘Place’ in this 
context can be understood not simply as a fixed geographical location but as an 
ensemble of co-constitutional relations across time/space/matter. A sense of place, 
therefore, moves beyond connecting people with place as if they are separate fixed 
entities in need of a communication link and towards exploring how embodied 
experiences shape both people and place through reciprocal agentic encounters. 
Thus, ETTG foregrounded embodied encounters to develop an understanding of 
relationality and entanglement with/in place. I draw on feminist post-human and 
new-materialist interpretations of ‘entanglement’ and ‘relationality’ to articulate the 
knotted way in which everything is interconnected and interdependent through the 
affective process in which things exist in constant relationships. Quantum physicist 

Figure 4.1  ‘Ears to the Ground’, One Step Theatre, Exeter 2021. Photo: Rhodri 
Cooper. Commissioned by Outside the Box
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and philosopher Karen Barad (2003) explains how all matter exists only through 
and because of its relationship with all other matter, making existence a state of 
becoming-with everything else through mutual relationality. During our encoun-
ters with place, therefore, we cannot ignore the way in which we are implicated 
in place; as Greg Mannion (2020) explains, “people and places are reciprocally 
enmeshed and co-emergent” (p. 1357). My use of ‘with/in’ denotes the complexity 
of emergent encounters through their entangled relationality. Understanding our-
selves as implicated in the world’s becoming, always already existing in relation 
to our more-than-human environment, suggests possibilities for ways to develop 
a sense of place. Ecological philosopher Anna Tsing explains why an understand-
ing of relationality is vital in our approach to environmental education as it is “the 
beginning of appreciation for multi-species interactions” (2012, p. 142). Tsing sug-
gests that it is this appreciation which is necessary in our time of climate crisis to 
imagine better ways of living together on our damaged planet.

Much of current environmental education is predominantly focussed on scientific 
knowledge transmission about climate change and conservation, perpetuating ideas of 
human exceptionalism by separating human activity from ‘nature’ by teaching about 
the environment rather than acknowledging how we live with/in it (Dunlop & Rushton, 
2022b). Understanding ourselves as entangled entities, deconstructing human excep-
tionalism, and resisting anthropocentric philosophies which implicitly justify the 
exploitation and destruction of multi-species ecologies is the imagining required to 
develop a pedagogy for living in a changing world (Haraway, 2016; Tsing, Bubandt, 
Gan, & Swanson, 2017). ETTG proposes a model of participatory story-making prac-
tice to facilitate such imaginings through the development of a sense of place. This 
model could help inform pedagogic strategies to address the needs of young people, 
including their wellbeing, as they learn to live in a changing world.

Methods

ETTG was a week-long participatory project with a group of young people in 
August 2021, which included multiple days of creative activities prompted by 
facilitators Sarah Victoria Sharp and Florence Taylor. The project adhered to BERA 
Guidelines (2018) for research with young people, and informed consent for par-
ticipation was obtained from the young people and their guardians.

Participants

Participants were recruited through an opportunistic selection process (Cohen, Man-
ion, & Morrison, 2017) via an open call on social media and targeted advertisement 
at local schools through drama departments. The project was described to potential 
participants as a free-of-charge opportunity to create an original outdoor performance 
for those interested in the environment. Recruitment resulted in five participants, four 
girls and one boy, aged 14–17 years. All those who expressed an interest took part in 
the project. Four of the participants came from the same school, which has 21.5% of 



Performing with/in place 39

students receiving free school meals (FSM). In 2019, Devon County Council reported 
a wide range of deprivation, with areas in both the most and least deprived 10% nation-
wide; Exeter was ranked 193 out of 317 local authorities in England for deprivation. 
However, we did not collect any specific information on the socio-economic back-
ground of our participants as it was not relevant to their participation in the project.

Location

The entirety of the on-site delivery (stages 1, 3, and 4 outlined further on) took 
place in a small coppice in Belle Isle Park, Exeter, an area the young people had 
passed by/through before but did not report a relationship with at the start of the 
project. The coppice was in a public park without restricted access during the pro-
ject, and whilst we were somewhat secluded under the trees, passers-by did occa-
sionally stop to watch or walk directly through the area, thereby becoming part of 
the entangled encounter of performance and place.

Activity

We guided participants through creative activities on-site from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. 
each day in a variety of weather conditions. ETTG was evaluated by an external 
evaluator provided by the ‘Outside the Box’ umbrella project (Faull, 2021). Along-
side observations throughout the project, a core part of the evaluation was informal 
interviews with participants and audience members who shared their experiences 
of the process. One Step also undertook an internal review following the project, 
including practitioner reflection and a short follow-up survey with audience mem-
bers and participants. The survey encouraged a reflection on the impacts of ETTG 
on their relationships with outdoor spaces and performances, their enjoyment of 
the project, and their personal development through the process (participants only). 
The evaluation helped inform the development of One Step’s subsequent work.

Findings and discussion

Four key findings supported the project aim: participants experienced heightened 
observation of their environment; the activities instigated a recall of memories and 
creation of imagined stories inspired by place; participating in the project improved 
participant wellbeing; and finally, possibly as a result of the above three, partici-
pants reported an increased understanding of, and appreciation for, their relation-
ships with/in the environment – their sense of place.

Stage 1: audio collection. (2 days)

The project started with activities to develop a connection between the participants 
and practitioners with/in the park. These activities progressed towards exploring 
the place in further detail, drawing on activities to engage both imagination and 



40 Arts in Nature with Children and Young People

memory. Activities included opportunities for a combination of individual creation 
and response as well as group collaboration. All activities were audio-recorded by 
participants on separate devices, generating over 30 hours of content.

Attentive exploration

Our launching point for the audio collection activities was through the encourage-
ment of close attentiveness to place. Close attention to place can facilitate an aware-
ness of relationality with/in it as it encourages a noticing of the many and complex 
entanglements that are already and always unfurling (Taylor & Pacine-Ketchabaw, 
2015). Attending to the details of place is vital in story-making as it is from these 
encounters that stories of relationality can flow:

[Looking at leaf] It’s yellow, you know what the yellow reminds me of? Cause 
I can see that it’s the same colour as my hair, maybe a bit more, yeah, pretty 
much is the same colour as my hair, actually. And it reminds me of the – of 
‘Thank you for the Music’ by ABBA where they’re like ‘[singing] I am the girl 
with golden hair, I want to sing it out to everybody’.

(Participant audio)

Attentiveness was facilitated by prompts given in the workshop activities, the first 
of which was to ‘explore the space’. Initially, we prompted them to explore the 
place through walking, inspired by Sarah Pink’s (2009) suggestion that walking is 
an “experiential process through which understanding, knowing and (academic) 
knowledge are produced” (p. 8). Walking allows for an embodied, sensory under-
standing of place when undertaken with the practice of close attentiveness. Steph-
anie Springgay (2011) advocates for walking as a performative practice to promote 
‘emplacement’, in which one becomes aware of “the bodily encounters that happen 
along the way, the shared experience of affective relations”, claiming that “it is 
these moments that create the art” (p. 653). And so it was for our participants, the 
process of exploring facilitated careful attentiveness, which allowed for an experi-
ence of encounters with/in place:

Everything just, like, amazes me, like, woooaoah grass! I normally spend my 
time inside, so going outside is like, “wowww, I’ve never seen this before”. 
Maybe I should invest in going outside more.

(Participant audio)

Within the exploring stages, participants were encouraged to find stillness in place 
to create and respond individually. Rosemary Lee (2006) promotes stationary 
exploration in her article, Expectant Waiting, in which she examines the profound 
connection between environment and character invoked by attending to place 
through stillness. Such stillness allows for a consideration of self in relation to 
place, a moment to explore the embodied experience of being still with/in place 
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and consider its affective potential. Facilitating extended stillness turned out to be 
a core aspect of the improved wellbeing experienced by participants, suggesting 
a connection between an awareness of relationality with/in place and improved 
wellbeing:

It’s nice to just sit here, I think. . . . I feel quite comforted talking to you [a tree]. 
It’s just enjoyable to be next to you. Maybe someone before me, like years 
ago, maybe like a hundred years ago, ranted to the very same tree. That would 
be cool.

(Participant audio)

Fictioning

The close attentiveness developed through detailed exploration was then used in 
the story-making process. Our approach to story-making was informed by Bur-
rows and O’Sullivan’s (2019) writing on ‘fictioning’. They explain fictioning as a 
playful imagining of stories informed by attentiveness to sensory information from 
the surrounding physical world. We incorporated this with our understanding of 
story-making from feminist writer and philosopher Ursula Le Guin (1986), who 
proposed that it is “an active encounter with the environment by means of posing 
options and alternatives and an enlargement of present reality by connecting it to 
the unverifiable past and the unpredictable future” (p. 44–45). Our interpretation 
of story-making, or fictioning, articulates an embodied experience of encounters 
across temporal scales by sharing imaginings of unmemorable pasts and possi-
ble futures. Imaginings here can be understood not merely as make-believe but as 
the creative process of folding possibilities for alternative worlds into the present. 
Through ETTG, we discovered that fictioning can be a way to express an under-
standing of relationality and can unlock experiences that work towards the devel-
opment of a sense of place:

What if a tree decided things? What decisions would a tree make?
(Participant audio)

I’m drawn to this tree because it has an aura of knowledge and omniscience. I think 
it could tell me a lot about the future and the past, what might happen and what 
might not. . . . It will remind me a lot of the lessons I’ve learned, how these sort of 
places can become home. . . . I think this place has helped me regain my creativity, 
and I really appreciate that. I’m leaving a little bit of what I’m receiving.

(Participant audio)

We followed the idea of fictioning to draw attention to the relationality and precar-
ity of life through story-telling activities. Our activities collapsed together sen-
sory information from our physical world with imagined worlds and used this 
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combination to explore the ways in which we respond, and are responded to by, 
our Earthly companions:

Like, there’s a woodlouse here, and I’m not going to kill it instantly because, 
like, I’m scared of it. I’m not scared of it, but if I was, I’m not just gonna kill it 
because, like, it has a life, and it has a job to play in this, like, role.

(Participant audio)

We should believe ourselves to be equal to everything around us. . . . We need 
to learn how to live harmoniously.

(Participant audio)

Through the process of storying sensory encounters, narratives of possible 
“future-images (of people and worlds) are manifested within the present” (Bur-
rows & O’Sullivan, 2019, p. 17). By engaging with this story-making process, 
ETTG encouraged a sensory attentiveness to place and allowed for collaboratively 
imagined futures to weave through encounters of relationality:

Unchartered territories within charted territories. An oasis of life within a cor-
rupted world. Filtered light speckles on overgrown land. A colony of species 
rebelling against one. A silent war brought about the oppression of the senses. 
Stories fly around.

(Participant audio)

Our experience of story-making with/in place suggests possibilities for learning to 
understand the ways in which we continue to become with the more-than-human 
world.

Stage 2: audio compilation. (2 days)

Once all the audio content had been generated, the practitioners worked through 
it without participants to compile a 30-minute audio track. The audio editing was 
a creative process, cropping and compiling the audio recordings using our skills 
as theatre makers and story-crafters. It required an attunement to the possibilities 
of audio assemblages as they formed and fell away in the editing process. Guided 
by the new-materialist writing of Mannion (2020) on the curative role of creating 
artistic assemblages, we retained an awareness of the multiplicity of opportunities 
afforded by different audio combinations, embracing their affective potential and 
allowing that to guide curation. Therefore, our process of cutting the participant’s 
material was a generative one that created the audio experience, actively entan-
gled with the encounters of place experienced by the participants in the preceding 
two days to co-create the final audio track. The audio track was compiled on Logic 
Pro and downloaded into an MP3 file format that could be shared with participants 
and audience members for the performance (see Stage 4).
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Stage 3: physical development. (2 days)

After a few days’ rest while practitioners compiled the audio, the participants 
returned to the site to engage in a series of physical activities, developing a live 
performance which accompanied the audio track. We drew on our experience as 
physical theatre practitioners to facilitate the creation of movements that took 
inspiration from ideas that had emerged through the audio. The focus of the 
exploration was the participants’ relationship with/in the place and with each 
other. For example, we encouraged participants to experiment with gestures 
and poses that embodied some keywords (including ‘lively’, ‘connected’, and 
‘peaceful’) that had been expressed in the audio. We then used drama techniques 
of patterning (e.g., repeating movements in different orders), staggering (e.g., 
different people starting movements at different times), and synchrony (e.g., 
finding one movement to all do simultaneously) to create sequences of move-
ment with the group.

We also played with multiple ways to move through the area to create an ensem-
ble performance. For this exploration of moving, we drew on the principles of 
Laban Movement Analysis (LMA), which identifies human bodies as moving 
according to four components: direction, speed, weight, and flow (Laban, 1950). 
Thinking with LMA, we folded through aspects of the physical Viewpoints Method 
(Bogart & Landau, 2005), exploring bodily relationships in time and space. We 
experimented with the shoaling exercise, where participants move together through 
the space as an ensemble (a collaborative group) whilst exploring different ways of 
moving the body following the leader style, for example, moving slowly low to the 
ground (in response to the word ‘grounded’) or waving arms whilst tall in the air (in 
response to “space to breathe”). Another exercise was grid formation movements, 
where participants imagine the space as a grid that directs channels of movement 
along which they explore encounters with place, for example, what happens when 
they collide with an obstacle such as a tree, hear a noise, come face to face with 
each other, and how these moments of tension are resolved (i.e., what movement 
is taken). These approaches to considering movement encouraged participants to 
explore their bodies in relation, thus creating a performative encounter of place by 
experiencing time, space, and bodies (including more-than-human bodies) through 
and with movement (which can, of course, include stillness). These sequences 
made up the physical part of the performance.

The performative encounter through the body draws on ecological artist Susan 
Finley’s (2010) proposition that “performance is a way of knowing and of being. . . . 
Knowledge is located in the body” (p. 3). Movement allows us to experience how 
“cognition, action, and the senses are intertwined” (Powell, 2010, p. 541), both 
within and across bodies – including nonhuman bodies. Thinking with such phi-
losophies, environmental awareness can be achieved by understanding the mov-
ing body as intricately connected with both the internal and external environment, 
which simultaneously make and shape each other. Therefore, movement is part of 
the process of becoming-with place. We encouraged participants to use their bodies 
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to perform their experiences with/in place as ways of learning with their embodied 
encounters of entanglement, which helped them build a greater sense of relation-
ship with place:

I’m leaving a gift of presence, but I’m leaving a burden of a footprint.
(Participant audio)

Stage 4: performance. (1 day)

Audience experience

At the end of the week, participants shared their work in a public performance. 
There were three performances across one day with an average audience size of 11. 
The audio track was distributed to the audience, who listened to it whilst immersed 
in the place of the performance with the participants moving around them. Audi-
ence members noted an increased level of observation of the space throughout the 
performance, which developed their sense of relationship with the environment:

It made you look around you more. I’ve never thought to stop and look at the 
trees in such detail before.

(Audience member)

It made me look at the trees in a new way. I know the area and have been 
through it many times, but this time, I stopped and looked.

(Audience member)

This heightened observation could be attributed to being encouraged to spend an 
extended period in place whilst watching the performance. This time spent in situ, 
combined with listening to the audio recording, highlighted details they might have 
missed without the encouragement of such close attention. The format of the per-
formance also allowed audience members to feel like contributors, adding to the 
sense of relationality engendered by the performance:

It was really very interesting. A bit different to other audio performances I have 
experienced. These have been very solitary walking tours. This was more of a 
gathering with performers in front of us. It was more social – as if we are wit-
nesses; onlookers, but also part of it.

(Audience member)

Perhaps then, both the form and content of the performance engaged the audi-
ence in developing a relationship with the environment (which included the par-
ticipants and each other). Heise (2008) articulates that a sense of place is deeply 
interwoven with an understanding of environments as shared spaces that transcend 
immediate human physical and temporal barriers. In EETG, this could be seen 
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in the audience’s experience of the participants’ performed encounters of place, 
both current in the physical performance and historical in the audio track, which 
the audience experienced simultaneously with their own encounters of place. The 
performances collapsed together multiple scales of memory and imaginings within 
more-than-human encounters to encourage an experience of the co-constituting 
environment, or as Heise would have it – a sense of place.

Impact on wellbeing

From discussions with the young people over the week, after the final performance, 
and from talking to their families, the external evaluator concluded that the project 
had a strong impact in developing participant’s confidence, resilience, creative and 
performing skills, and improved their social and emotional wellbeing:

This space has brought me peace. It’s let me express myself, my thoughts, my 
interests. It’s let me have a distraction without actually being distracted – having 
a focus point.

(Participant audio)

All participants commented on improved confidence and resilience as a result of 
the project:

I feel more confident and can express myself better.
(Participant feedback)

I’m more confident interacting with others. That’s a big change for me.

(Participant feedback)

This was also noticed by a number of parents of participants who commented on ben-
efits to the wellbeing of their child as a result of their involvement with the project:

[Name] is so much more confident because of this. They loved the autonomy – It 
was so young-person-led, which was excellent.

(Parent of participant)

Due to our collaborative project design, participants all commented they felt they 
were ‘100%’ co-creators in the project, and using their own ideas and being treated 
as collaborators were regularly mentioned positively:

It’s a place to be creative. Freedom to be yourself.
(Participant feedback)

It’s not like school. Here, you are listened to. Here, we are treated more like equals.
(Participant feedback)
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During the week, confidence within the group grew, so they were more willing to 
take risks and explore performance strategies they hadn’t encountered before. The 
external evaluator concluded that by the end of the week, there was a strong sense 
of collaboration and understanding within the group, which was evident not only 
when speaking to them for feedback but also within the performance itself. These 
impacts on the personal development of participants contributed to their reports of 
improved wellbeing as a result of the project. They noted that increased provision 
of creative activities outdoors such as this would benefit them and their peers, and 
they did not feel this was something they were currently receiving through the 
school curriculum or extra-curricular activities.

I wish we had more things like this.
(Participant feedback)

Implications for education

Despite commitments by the Department of Education in England to “put climate 
change at the heart of education” (DfE, 2021), young people still desire a refor-
mation of the national curriculum to include more substantial teaching about the 
ecological emergency we currently face (Teach the Future, 2022). Further, 92% of 
surveyed teachers think more needs to be done to address climate change in schools 
(Teach the Future, 2021).  The demand for more effective environmental education 
in British schools is apparent, leading to the challenging question of what that edu-
cation looks like. In Theatre Ecology, Baz Kershaw (2007) suggests that art and the 
environment are both so enmeshed in daily life that engaging with one without the 
other is paradoxical since they are not ontologically distinctive. An active aware-
ness of the role of each in relation to the other, therefore, increases the efficacy of 
learning as a fuller understanding of entanglement can be attained. Indeed, Hilary 
Inwood (2008) advocated for integration of creative activities with place-based edu-
cation as a “dynamic way to increase the power and relevancy of learning about the 
environment” (p. 30). This is in line with the demands of young people represented 
by groups like Teach the Future for a revised approach to environmental education.

ETTG provides an example of the pedagogic potential of story making as a way 
to experientially learn about our entangled relationships with/in our local environ-
ment. Exploring these relationships can encourage the development of a sense of 
place, which might inspire young people to think critically about their affective role 
in the worldwide environment and be aware of the interconnected ways all actions, 
encounters, and decisions are part of the world’s becoming. From this mindset of 
relationality, we can take a hopeful interpretation of individual agency, we are part 
of a changing world and are co-authors of that change as it continues to unfold. 
Young people often report feelings of powerlessness when engaging with environ-
mental education, leading to fear or anxiety (Hickman et al., 2021). Considering 
individual agency through relationality could combat this by empowering young 
people to understand themselves as affective authors of the world’s changing story. 
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It enacts the pedagogic shift from learning about the environment to learning how 
we are always and already becoming with/in it. Such a shift could facilitate imagin-
ing ways to live better on a changing planet to emerge.

But that’s just my view. You don’t have to predict the future, for hope.
(Participant audio)

Conclusion

ETTG adds to the body of evidence that outdoor creative activities provide oppor-
tunities for young people to build relationships with their more-than-human envi-
ronments (Taylor & Pacine-Ketchabaw, 2015). Such opportunities have a positive 
impact on participants’ wellbeing and can improve their confidence and capacity 
for creative expression. ETTG contributes that creative activities which encourage 
close attention offer embodied experiences of being with/in the world by explor-
ing everyday encounters as possibilities of relational knowledge exchange. The 
process of ETTG enabled us to explore ways that story-making, through interac-
tive drama activities, can facilitate such relational encounters by co-creating an 
outdoor, immersive, and participatory performance with a group of young people. 
It demonstrates a practice for creative engagement with a place that can encourage 
an awareness of entanglement by developing a sense of place. The implications of 
such practice are significant as it proposes possibilities for ways that an ontologi-
cal shift towards learning to become with the world can be undertaken, a process 
which may be vital for multi-species survival in our time of planetary crisis.
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Chapter 5

Exploring restorative 
connections with nature through 
communicative musicality

Nick Clough and Jane Tarr

Introduction

This chapter explores how children’s experience of music-making enhances the 
healing power of their connections with nature. David Orr, in writing about eco-
logical literacy and human interaction with nature, noted that:

The form and structure of any conversation with the natural world is that of the 
discipline of ecology as a restorative process and a healing art.

(Orr, 1992, p. 90)

This chapter focuses on musical dimensions that can add to such ecological con-
versations with nature. It describes how a teacher, a Forest School (FS) practi-
tioner, a music therapist and a teacher trainer participated in a small-scale action 
enquiry within an Academy Trust in Southwest England. Together, they explored 
the contributions of ‘communicative musicality’ (Malloch & Trevarthen, 2009) 
in establishing restorative connections with nature for primary-aged school chil-
dren whose social, emotional and mental health had been identified as a cause for 
concern (DfE & DoH, 2015, p. 98). Their social and emotional difficulties mani-
fested in many ways, including anger, aggression, anxiety, attention difficulties, 
bullying and vulnerability to bullying, communication difficulties, lack of empathy, 
obsessive tendencies, panic attacks, stress, unstable relationships and withdrawal 
(Clough & Tarr, 2022).

The study is pertinent considering that incidences of self-harm, attempted sui-
cide and anxiety have become more frequent in young people since the COVID-19 
lockdown (Commission on Young Lives, 2022). Whilst young people may not gen-
erally have experienced severe physical symptoms when contracting COVID-19, 
they remained highly susceptible to its psychosocial effects (Power, Hughes, Cot-
ter, & Cannon, 2020). Moreover, COVID-19 has compounded the anxieties of 
young people with vulnerabilities arising from other adversities (Young Minds, 
2020). One in six children aged 6–16 were identified as having a probable mental 
health problem in July 2021, a huge increase from the already troubling one in 
nine in 2017 (NHS Digital, 2021). These phenomena are reflected in subsequent 
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discussions of psychosocial damage to children’s wellbeing that have occurred as a 
result of COVID-19 (Howard-Jones et al., 2022) and form the basis for exacerbat-
ing children’s health inequities that are discussed in this chapter.

The enquiry reported here represents a sequel to recommendations made 
in our earlier study that encouraged ongoing collaborations between teachers 
and music therapists (Clough & Tarr, 2022). The intention in this study was 
to promote safe, inclusive and interactive practices that can facilitate vulner-
able children’s social and emotional access to learning and also address health 
inequities within the school environment. Building on emerging evidence that 
forest schools can support young people’s wellbeing (Tiplady & Menter, 2020), 
the inter-professional discussions that have informed this enquiry have drawn 
attention to the restorative potential of musical engagement and interaction 
within the forest school context. It was understood that insights from the field 
of music therapy may complement the practices of the participating teacher 
and FS practitioner within a local designated woodland environment of natural 
beauty. Thus, the action enquiry was inter-professional in its intent, exploring 
the application of improvisation, dialogic engagement and connectivity (as they 
relate to communicative musicality) within an ongoing nature-based wellbeing 
programme. The enquiry also addresses timely questions about how nature itself 
is valued as a relational human resource while the UN Decade on Ecosystem 
Restoration (2021–2030) is in progress.

The enquiries were shaped by addressing the following research questions:

1. To what extent did the ecological and musical experiences address children’s 
social and emotional needs?

2. What new professional capacities were required to enhance children’s wellbeing 
through the experience of music-making within nature?

Methods

Participatory action research (PAR) was chosen as a framework that could engage 
the teacher, the FS practitioner, the music therapist and the teacher trainer collabo-
ratively in the intervention and research process that took place over two months. 
The imagery of Chevalier and Buckles writing about PAR was invoked as a basis for 
the invitation to participate and as justification for gathering the inter-professional 
team together.

Those who accept the invitation meet at agreed crossroads and choose to inter-
act according to shared rules. But they do so with many other considerations in 
mind. The gathering is like a nexus – a focus point where lines and paths inter-
sect for a period of time. All those taking part spend time at this junction, but the 
way that they interact, the things they do and the rules they follow are directly 
affected by their respective origins and destinations.

(Chevalier & Buckles, 2019, p. 29)
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This study gained ethical approval from the Bath Spa University Ethics Com-
mittee in March 2022. It was agreed the children themselves would not participate 
directly as respondents in the PAR process. Nonetheless, an information sheet and 
consent form were signed by their parents or carers, the teacher and the FS prac-
titioner, including information about confidentiality, anonymity, and the right to 
withdraw at any time. Children themselves assented enthusiastically to participat-
ing in the modified forest school programme that included music-making,

Study design

As we gathered together, it was accepted that sharing the knowledge and skills of 
the trained music therapist could be pivotal in developing new approaches that can 
address the identified needs of children. Thus, the themes of communicative musi-
cality, improvisation and dialogue were prioritised in the study design as transfer-
able points of focus.

Communicative musicality (Malloch & Trevarthen, 2009) has been recognised as 
a fundamental theme in the field of music therapy. Engaging with communicative 
musicality as a concept, music can be seen as the foundation of human expression and 
communication. For example, the vocalising between a baby and their carer uses the 
musical elements of timbre (quality of sound), pitch (high and low sounds), duration 
(short and long sounds) and loudness or dynamics (volume of sound) to communi-
cate. This is a vital part of building secure attachments between parents or carers and 
their children (Papousek & Papousek, 1981). Malloch, Sharp, Campbell, Campbell, 
and Trevarthen (1997) conducted close auditory analyses of the interactions between 
babies and their carers, documenting all musical elements within these communica-
tions. Malloch named this process ‘communicative musicality’, specifying it as an art 
of companionable communication that draws on innate human abilities to move sym-
pathetically with the other and acts as a vehicle which, through the participants’ use of 
voice, gesture and movement, carries emotion from one to the other (Malloch, 1999, 
pp. 48–50). Together with Trevarthen, he later published a comprehensive collection 
of materials related to communicative musicality (Malloch & Trevarthen, 2009).

This understanding of communicative music-making provided a practical focus 
in the teacher training described in what follows through encouraging the repli-
cation of these kinds of interactions in a forest school setting. Teachers we have 
worked with previously have recognised this as a restorative process and have 
adopted similar approaches using musical instruments (and occasionally their 
voices) to stimulate socialising musical responses from young people (Clough & 
Tarr, 2022, pp. 44–69). We have observed that communicative music-making fre-
quently starts, as conversations do, from moments of paired interaction. On hearing 
two players making music together, other participants will often join in, synchronis-
ing their playing with the original pair. Such communicative group music-making 
can include a range of active and physical responses referred to as ‘musicking’, a 
term originally coined by Small (1998) as ‘the art of taking part in any capacity in 
a musical performance’ (p. 9). In this chapter, the term musicking is used to convey 
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this wider understanding of group music-making and listening. It is reflected by 
Stensaeth (2015), a music therapist and researcher, writing that ‘musical improvi-
sation refers not only to composing in the moment but includes joyful playing on 
musical instruments and everything that is understood as musically intended within 
the situation (body language, gestures, mimicry, etc.)’ (p. 210). The inclusion of 
gesture and body language further supports the notion of musical improvisation as 
a holistic form of communication that involves reflecting, grounding, dialoguing 
and accompanying (Wigram, 2004).

The notion of dialogic interaction was relevant to this inter-professional 
enquiry, having complementary applications within music therapy and education. 
‘Joint focused attention’ and ‘answerability’ are two elements of a dialogic process 
identified by Stensaeth (2015, pp. 213–222) that were applied within this study. 
Wegerif (2019) also argues for a broader definition of dialogue, drawing on earlier 
propositions of Bakhtin (1984) that dialogue is not limited to spoken words but 
includes personality and tones of voice. This broader definition of dialogic interac-
tion, which could potentially include dialogic interaction with natural phenomena, 
influenced the design of this study.

Intervention outline and ethical approval

This intervention was a pilot to explore the potential of communicative musicking 
for enhancing children’s restorative connections with nature. Due to high instances 
of COVID-19 across the school, we chose (as the music therapist and teacher trainer 
who were orchestrating the intervention) to restrict our engagement to direct contact 
with the teacher and FS practitioner. They were both working one afternoon every 
week in a woodland with 12 children following referrals from an Academy Trust 
overseeing educational provision across a range of primary schools in southwest 
England. Over a period of two months, the teacher and FS practitioner engaged with 
us in five two-hour training and enquiry sessions immediately following their work in 
the woodland with the 12 children. This was an opportunity to explore skills related 
to communicative musicking, to share their experiences on the woodland activities 
that had just occurred and to discuss plans for their next session. During each train-
ing session, we recorded the conversations with the teacher and FS practitioner and 
developed verbatim narrative accounts that included their photographs and musical 
recordings. Selected photographs from the woodland activities were converted into 
graphic sketches to protect the identities of all participants (Figure 5.1).

The programme was organised over the five-week period around these ecologi-
cal and musical themes:

• communicative musicality (Malloch & Trevarthen, 2009);
• earth walking for earth keeping (Van Matre, 2019);
• dialogic experience (Stensaeth, 2015; Wegerif, 2019);
• making wider connections (Carmichael, 2022); and
• listening to nature, ecotones, soundscapes of trees (Bayley, 2022).
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The programme emphasised the significance of structuring musical spaces and 
experiences in ways that allowed time for attentive listening; the sensory explora-
tion of phenomena, including the instruments themselves and relational activities 
that involved turn-taking, dialogic pair work, group improvisation and opportuni-
ties to take the lead as a conductor of sounds in nature. A collection of small and 
portable instruments was loaned to the project, which was carefully selected to 
reflect a range of natural sounds, such as seed and nut rattles, egg shakers, small 
carved soft-sounding drums, frog guiros and coconut shell kalimbas.

Data collection and analysis

We used three approaches to address the research questions. Throughout data col-
lection and analysis, the teacher and FS practitioner were coded as T1 and T2 and 
children as C1, C2, C3, etc.

Approach 1. Data collection that drew on the teacher’s/FS practitioner’s narra-
tive and graphic accounts of children’s encounters with nature through musical 
experiences in the woodland. Photographs, sketches and musical artefacts from 
the activities, together with verbal descriptions, were refashioned as ‘reflexive 
products’ (Clough & Tarr, 2022, pp. 38–39) to stimulate the participants’ fur-
ther shared recall, self-reflections and theorising (see Table 5.1). Chevalier and 
Buckles (2019) have termed such methods as ‘interfacing’ arguing that these 

The newly accessed blowing instruments supported the development of the previous week’s 
activities involving conversations with birds. The children took to this straight away and went off 
to their own spots that they had identified and visited previously. T1 observed that C2 was 
completely engrossed in chatting away with the bird on her musical instrument_ As T1 observed 
other children, she recognised that the blowing instruments supported these bird conversations in 
new ways and that the children's engagement in the activity was more sustained. Later in the 
session, C2 was observed lying in a hammock playing the newly accessed autoharp. She spent 
3-4 minutes making sounds to call in the birds with her playing. 

Figure 5.1 An example of a r eflexive product based on the teacher’s original  
photograph and verbal account. Sketches by Jane Tarr
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may ‘create genuine dialogue and break open the private turfs and bunkers of 
disciplinary data collection, analysis and theory’ (p. 27).

Approach 2. Data collection from observable indicators related to music-making 
in natural environments. They were derived from five identified ‘flow’ variables 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996) – focused attention, clear-cut feedback, clear goals, 
control of situation and pleasure – that were seen as relevant to the social and 
emotional needs of the children. These observable indicators, presented in what 
follows, stimulated the teacher’s and FS practitioner’s reflections on children’s 
ecological and music-making experiences in the woodland.

• Focused attention: noticing the ways that the child looks carefully at aspects 
of the natural environment or musical instrument; explores textures or sounds 
of the natural environment; listens attentively to own musical productions 
and productions of the partners.

• Cut feedback: noticing the ways that the child listens carefully and reacts to 
the instrument or natural environment through smiling, showing expressions 
of puzzlement, joy, surprise, saying something and moving in response.

• Clear goals: noticing the ways that the child aims to explore the sounds 
of the instrument or natural environment; developing a musical response or 
movement within the natural environment; discovering the rules of interac-
tion and musical dialogue with the natural environment and partners.

• Control of situation: noticing the child’s movements within the natural 
environment and with the musical instruments that are well controlled, both 
during listening and playing. The child listens to the partner(s) or the natural 
environment and responds by repeating or changing musical ideas, engaging 
in collaborative playing or movements, respecting turn-taking and natural 
phenomena.

• Pleasure: noticing the ways that the child is smiling or laughing, is calm, 
shows no displeasure, repeating musical actions and environmental explora-
tions; speaks to the teacher or partners and shares the joy of music-making in 
the natural environment.

Approach 3. A professional competence framework (UNESCO, 2015, p. 39) sup-
ported the collaborative identification and naming of new inter-professional 
competencies. These comprised knowledge, skills and ways of being and living 
alongside others that could enhance future practices on communicative musical-
ity. New emerging competencies were recognised as the teacher and FS practi-
tioner reflected on their interactions with children.

Findings and discussion

Following the first session with children in the woodland, T1 and T2 expressed 
that they valued the practical introduction to the instruments that they received 
during the first training session with the teacher trainer and music therapist, which 
allowed them to facilitate simple musical exchanges with the group. The examples 
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reported here are distilled from discussions with T1 and T2 that were stimulated by 
their own photographs, musical recordings and verbal narrative accounts that were 
subsequently presented back to them as reflexive products (Table 5.1).

Reflecting further on children’s level of engagement, T1 and T2 reported that 
the non-verbal aspect of playing music made it accessible to children who were 
hesitant to engage and that the open woodland space provided opportunities for 
paired and group work that was quite loud and animated. Some of this work was 
trans-modal, allowing one partner to play rhythmically and another to dance. They 
also reported that as subsequent sessions included activities that drew attention to 
sensory aspects of trees (drawing on the work of Van Matre, 2019), children began 
to relate their playing to natural phenomena, such as answering birdsongs.

Table 5.1  Twelve professional competencies that have emerged as teachers supported 
children’s restorative journeying in nature through musical experiences

Professional 
competences

Learning how to 
know

Learning how 
to do

Learning how 
to be

Learning how to 
live alongside 
others

Supporting 
children’s 
restorative 
connections 
with nature 
through 
musical 
experiences

Understanding 
phenomena 
in the natural 
environment 
alongside the 
qualities of 
the selected 
musical 
instruments.

Making music 
alongside 
children to 
encourage 
non-verbal 
expression 
within the 
natural 
environment.

Being playful 
with the 
social 
opportunities 
of musical 
interactions 
in the natural 
environment.

Recognising 
the power 
of sitting in 
a circle and 
participating 
in music-
making 
together 
with other 
children.

Understanding 
how one’s  
own musical 
capacities can 
support  
children’s  
musical  
communications 
with others and 
with nature.

Encouraging 
children’s 
dialogic 
musical 
responses 
within the 
natural 
environment.

Valuing 
children’s 
own 
strategies for 
connecting 
with nature 
through 
music-making.

Recognising the 
restorative 
value of 
dialogic 
musical 
exchanges 
with/between 
children 
within natural 
environments.

Exploring how 
group music-
making in 
the natural 
environment 
impacts on 
children’s 
wellbeing.

Documenting 
the impact 
of children’s 
sensory and 
relational 
musical 
experiences 
in nature 
through Flow 
criteria.

Recognising 
how freedom 
of movement 
within the 
natural 
environment 
contributes 
to children’s 
wellbeing.

Sharing 
curiosity 
about 
phenomena 
in the natural 
environment 
during group 
musical 
walks and 
music-making.
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The discussions regarding the extent to which the ecological and musical expe-
riences addressed children’s social and emotional needs were enriched through 
the five selected observable indicators from Csikszentmihalyi’s theory of Flow 
(1996). As T1 and T2 became familiar with these indicators, they supported their 
decision-making about future session planning. T1 and T2 also gained confidence 
in identifying how each observable indicator was relevant to the musical woodland 
activities. For example, they noted that the Flow indicator ‘focused attention’ was 
very high when children stopped to study the tracks of birds in soft mud during a 
musical group walk and when individual children identified their own spots where 
they could converse musically with birds.

While this feedback from T1 and T2 indicated that the ecological and musical 
experiences were addressing children’s social and emotional needs, it was also 
apparent that they themselves were developing new professional capacities and 
awareness around children’s wellbeing. The iterative process of describing, repre-
senting and reflecting on the experiences of the children provided opportunities for 
T1, T2, the music therapist and the teacher trainer to explore how their professional 
knowledge, skills and values may be extended to counter the social and mental 
health inequities that the children were facing.

Our starting point as leaders of this study was that ‘competencies cannot be 
taught but have to be developed by the learners themselves. They are acquired 
during action, on the basis of experience and reflection’ (UNESCO, 2017, p. 10). 
We adopted a form of experiential professional learning identified by Kolb (1984), 
arguing that acquiring new knowledge, skills and values derives from the trans-
formation of experience. We tried to establish a cycle of learning that moved 
from concrete experience to reflection and encouraged forms of theorising that 
stimulated abstract experimentation (Kolb, 1976, p. 24). Within the framework of 
participatory action research, this cycle of learning provided opportunities for the 
inter-professional team to explore how to know and act and how to adapt their ways 
of being and living alongside others in the context of the woodland classroom.

During an early interaction in session 2, in response to two short texts that T1 
and T2 had chosen for themselves (Wall Kimmerer, 2020, pp. 9–10; Carmichael, 
2022, pp. 25–29) they reflected on their ongoing learning about the contributions 
that nature itself can make to children’s restoration. T1 commented:

I would love to be able to help the children get access to her (Wall Kimmerer’s) 
sense of the sacred space of nature, to be able to have a dialogue with nature and 
to receive the learning from nature.

Carmichael’s account (2022) stimulated T1 to report how an interaction with a 
spider in the woodland prompted one child to recognise that his initial aggressive 
response had been triggered by his fears. T1 reported that through discussion:

He learned something about himself that he had not been able to learn in the 
classroom with his peers. He got it through the spider. It was magic to me, like 
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a native American cultural view that nature speaks to us and that animals are 
holders of knowledge.

For both T1 and T2, it was a new experience to consider the contributions of 
music-making/listening within the natural environment to children’s wellbeing. The 
discussions were focused on the 12 categories listed in Table 5.1. Each competence 
statement emerged through the weekly shared reflections by T1 and T2 immediately 
following their weekly woodland sessions. As a group of 12 professional compe-
tence statements, they provide an informative summary of the proceedings.

Implications for policy, practice and research

Our study highlights the need to develop policies and school-based practices to 
address the health inequities experienced by children with social, emotional and 
mental health concerns. Even within this small-scale enquiry, the contribution of 
inter-professional collaboration was evidenced as the participating teacher and FS 
practitioner developed the confidence to introduce new interactive, inclusive and 
restorative music practices within the natural woodland environment as part of 
school provision. The findings indicate it may be fruitful to consider the inclu-
sion of such practical inter-professional knowledge and skill sharing within initial 
teacher education programmes and music therapy training.

With respect to ongoing enquiries in the workplace, there is evidence that the 
iterative process of reflection about music- and nature-based actions has fed the 
teachers’ capacity for transformation with respect to enhancing children’s wellbe-
ing. The participatory action research approaches that were adopted were effec-
tive in capturing the efforts and reflections of the practitioners. The systematic 
documentation informed their subsequent discussions about how to improve the 
way that health inequities experienced by children may be addressed. The dialogic 
exchanges between the participants within the enquiry were also instrumental in 
creating new opportunities for children to experience music-making and listening 
in natural woodland settings; they have opened spaces for new inter-professional 
conversations and critical thinking about how natural learning environments can 
also be restorative.

Conclusion

This chapter has outlined ways in which the combination of cultural and profes-
sional approaches (including music therapy practices) and ecological resources 
(local natural environments) which are readily available can contribute to teacher 
training and subsequently to children’s wellbeing. It has been noted that commu-
nicative musicality is understood by music therapists as a means through which 
secure connections between parent/carer and child are built. An implied subtext 
to the discussions in this chapter is that children’s connections with nature are 
themselves vulnerable and that their health inequities arise in part because of 
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human separation from nature. Recognition of the effects of these disconnections 
has been fundamental to the arguments that have been rehearsed. Recognition that 
music-making/listening can support children’s restorative connections with nature 
is also significant to the development of holistic approaches to environmental 
protection. The sensitising of teachers and children to the beauty and restorative 
effect of intertwining musical and ecological experiences is an opportunity open to 
policy-makers as they promote awareness of the interdependence of humans with 
the natural world. It is one small but feasible step towards restoring the health of 
human communities and ecosystems together.
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Chapter 6

Pocket adventures
Nurturing young children’s wellbeing 
and development through art-in-nature 
early childhood education

Nomisha Kurian and Ruth Sapsed

Introduction

Under the canopy: the bent heads of snowdrops in spring, the lilt of the robins, the juniper 
green of a leaf-trail swinging back and forth. The children seem alive to every sound, 
every sight, every touch.

(Extract from Nomisha’s observational notes)

In this chapter, we introduce the work of Cambridge Curiosity and Imagination 
(CCI), an arts and wellbeing charity that works locally, nationally and internation-
ally to build creatively healthy communities. Children and their communities are 
at the heart of CCI’s work. CCI explores how ideas and questions can lead the 
way in creative explorations supported by artists. Each programme aims to help 
individuals become more deeply connected to the world on their doorstep, often in 
socio-economically disadvantaged communities.

The first author of this chapter is a CCI Community Ambassador who researches 
children’s wellbeing (Kurian, 2022, 2023). The second author is CCI’s Director, 
bringing over 15 years of practitioner experience furthering CCI’s vision of an 
inclusive, accessible and creative society (Ayliff, Sapsed, Sayers, & Whitley, 2020).

Human-centred design and eco-capabilities

We adopted a two-part theoretical framework in our arts-in-nature practice described 
in what follows. One element is the human-centred design, used to explore the aes-
thetic and embodied dimensions of children’s lived experiences. The other element 
is the eco-capabilities framework (Walshe, Moula, & Lee, 2022) to understand how 
the programme impacted creativity, play and wellbeing.

Human-centred design is an approach that prioritises the needs and voices of 
service users in emotionally-intuitive services that promote human wellbeing 
(IDEO, 2015). It helps place-based arts praxis achieve participatory, grassroots, 
collective creativity. For example, Derby Museums (‘Designated’ by Arts Council 
England as having a nationally significant collection) launched its human-centred 
design approach to “expand perspectives of what a museum is and can be”, and 
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became the UK’s first major museum designed entirely through co-production with 
the local community (Butler, Fox, & MacLeod, 2018).

The eco-capabilities framework pioneered by Walshe, Moula, and Lee (2022) 
offers a structured pathway for exploring the impact of nature on human well-
being. Eight eco-capabilities can be developed in children through arts-in-nature: 
autonomy; bodily integrity and safety; relationality (both human and nonhuman); 
senses and imagination; mental and emotional wellbeing; spirituality; and identity.

CCI’s design

When viewed through a human-centred design lens, CCI’s ethos to designing 
arts-in-nature programmes can be understood, in part, as a response to a crea-
tive and spatial design challenge: local communities’ struggles to access green 
spaces for creativity, health and wellbeing. On the one hand, time in green spaces 
has been shown to promote feelings of contentment and pleasure for individu-
als across varied ages, races, genders and socio-economic origins (Capaldi, Pass-
more, Nisbet, Zelenski, & Dopko, 2015; Richardson, Passmore, Lumber, Thomas, 
& Hunt, 2021). While assessing the nature-wellbeing link is beyond the scope of 
this chapter, we note the rich literature proposing varied mechanisms for the link 
between nature and wellbeing. Theoretical explanations include “biophilia” – the 
idea that individuals are born with an innate attraction to nature (Wilson, 1984); 
attention-restoration theory, which holds that nature provides complex yet appeal-
ing shapes and patterns that have a restorative effect upon mental capacity (Kaplan 
& Kaplan, 1989); and stress-reduction theory, which proposes that nature has a 
calming effect upon the body’s physiological systems (Ulrich, 1983). The link 
between nature and enhanced health and wellbeing has thus been demonstrated.

On the other hand, inequalities in young people’s access to green spaces and 
its subsequent health benefits are increasingly widening. The Natural Childhood 
Report (2012) found that, in the last 30 years, the number of children regularly 
playing in wild places in the UK has fallen by 90%. Given the well-documented 
nature-wellbeing link, it is concerning that contemporary youth may be less sup-
ported in engaging meaningfully with nature. Youth in low-income households 
may be still more disadvantaged, since children living in deprived areas are nine 
times less likely to have access to green space (National Children’s Bureau, 2012). 
Since there is already a strong link between poverty and ill health, this means that 
children already at risk of poor health have the least opportunity to reap the health 
benefits of green space (Allen & Balfour, 2014). Tackling inequalities in access to 
nature thus goes hand-in-hand with addressing health inequalities more broadly.

CCI seeks to address these issues by helping people trust in their own creativity, 
learning from artists’ creative practices and creating spaces in nature for children 
to flourish. The organisation was founded in response to concerns about the strip-
ping away of children’s freedoms, particularly in the UK education system and the 
impact on their future. CCI projects involve people of all ages. They take place in 
various spaces, including schools, nature reserves, hospitals and playgrounds. The 
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charity prioritises recruiting socio-economically disadvantaged families and young 
people for its programmes, as they are less likely to have access to green space. As 
part of the Fullscope consortium, the charity works collaboratively to support chil-
dren and young people’s health and wellbeing in Cambridgeshire and Peterborough.

Much of CCI’s work is grounded in green spaces. However, well-structured design 
principles govern how CCI supports communities in engaging with green spaces. 
Figure 6.1 captures the principles/threads of practice which underpin all CCI’s pro-
grammes. Taken together, these principles embody an approach to working locally 
to make art in the outdoors that CCI calls ‘Artscaping’, defined as to affect and be 
affected by art, nature and space; to create a response from materials and feelings 
in order to express new ideas; and to enhance the environment in ways that delight 
(Figure 6.1). These ways of working are woven into everything from how projects 
are planned at the outset to every experience and invitation that those involved are 
offered through to how the work is documented and shared at the end.

Pocket adventures: methodology

CCI’s interest in learning from and with children sits at the heart of the design 
for the project ‘Pocket Adventures’ that we describe here. Cambridgeshire County 
Council’s ‘Talking Together’ team was commissioning innovative approaches to 
support the “50 things to do before you’re five” app, a free resource they provide 
to help parents develop their home learning environment. The app shares a wide 
range of low-cost and no-cost local activities and CCI’s aim was to bring some 

Figure 6.1  Cambridge Curiosity and Imagination (CCI) core design principles/
threads of practice
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of these to life, led by local young children. CCI had begun to work with a local 
primary school (given the pseudonym of the “Abbey School” in this chapter) back 
in 2019 through the Eco-Capabilities programme (Walshe et al., 2022), where two 
classes of eight- and nine-year-olds had spent eight sessions with artists and their 
educators discovering a small and tangled nature reserve on the back fence of their 
school (the reserve has been given the pseudonym ‘Hawthorne’ in this chapter). 
They had grown to love and cherish this space and a small number from this origi-
nal group then worked with artist Sally Todd to support children from the nursery 
and reception classes on this new project.

The project aimed to co-create a series of ‘Pocket Adventure’ cards showcasing 
children’s explorations of their local green space. Educators, CCI volunteers, 12 
four and five-year-old Nursery and Reception pupils and four Year 5 pupils joined 
Sally for the project. The older children were encouraged to work as peer mentors. 
There were six sessions out in Hawthorne Nature Reserve, all following CCI’s core 
design principles.

In our findings, we draw on three sources of data: observational notes created by 
Nomi, who was acting as a CCI community ambassador during her ethnographic 
immersion in the field-site; exploratory interviews with Sally Todd as the lead 
artist-educator leading the project; and interviews with teachers and families to 
assess the outcomes of the project. Consent was gathered from all families and 
children through official CCI forms signed prior to the commencement of the pro-
ject. Pseudonyms have been used for all children and families.

We used deductive coding to identify patterns and themes within the data and 
draw conclusions based on the theoretical frameworks of human-centred design 
and eco-capabilities. This meant that our data analysis connected the socio-material 
design elements of CCI’s practice to children’s social, emotional and intellectual 
experiences in the nature reserve. We note that the eco-capabilities framework con-
tains a range of possible abilities that can be nurtured in a natural environment. Given 
the multiple dimensions of Pocket Adventures – from rapport-building with the chil-
dren to co-creating cards – numerous opportunities for analysis emerge. However, we 
focus specifically on dimensions of children’s lived experiences that proved particu-
larly relevant to the aims of this book: autonomy and play, identity and relationality.

Findings and discussion

Autonomy and play

The nature reserve was part of a forest space, which was chosen for its capacity 
to offer children a more intense sense of expansiveness than they were used to – a 
novelty that could be both daunting and liberating, as the lead artist-educator attests:

The environment holds us; it provides a framework. Hawthorne is not the wild-
est place, but it is beyond the school gates and has a sense of wildness. It’s actu-
ally a very small space. If you look at it on a map, you can sense its parameters. 
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But a place like this, it does some alchemy to our minds. It’s a bit like a Tardis; 
it feels expansive. To a four-year-old, this must feel enormous. The bendiness of 
the trees, the wildness. The freedom may even be a bit uncomfortable at times. 
But the children became so emboldened.

(Sally)

Accessing this spatial contrast to school helped children reclaim the autonomy 
to play. Our previous research has shown young children thriving in joyful play 
(Kurian, 2023). Yet, as noted by a pioneering early years educationalist, play comes 
under threat when children enter formal schooling and find their free time restricted:

For five years, an intuitive program called play has worked so well. . . . Then the 
children enter school and find, strangely enough, that this natural theatre they 
have been performing, this playfully deep fantasy approach to life is no longer 
acceptable, is no longer valid. Suddenly they begin to hear, “Do that playing 
outside, after your work”. This is a serious problem, for when play is eliminated, 
the model for story making is eliminated as well.

(Paley, 1997, p. 122)

CCI aims to reclaim this “natural theatre”. In contrast to the overly prescriptive 
schooling that Paley (1997) critiques, Pocket Adventures was designed to provide 
more mindful engagement with time and space. Whilst site-checks of Hawthorne 
were always conducted prior to artscaping so that health and safety hazards were 
cleared by adults, natural formations (e.g., rocky outcrops, trailing brambles, leafy 
trails) were embraced as spaces for the children to discover and explore freely. 
Adults were continually on standby as a friendly, safe, but non-directive presence. 
The programme was thus designed to embrace the sensory abundance of the forest 
in a safe yet exploratory way, a balance that triggered rich, complex play behaviour.

For example, being surrounded by objects of varying sizes, shapes and states 
of motion (from a still leaf to a fast-moving stream) stimulated children to engage 
in schematic play. This is a type of play that involves repetitive action; in the 
early years, children often feel a powerful drive to repeat actions, such as moving 
in circles, jumping up and down, throwing objects or moving them from one point 
to another (Louis, Featherstone, Macgraw, Hayes, & Beswick, 2013). Schematic 
play can be seen as disruptive, nonsensical or futile. Indeed, amidst the fast pace of 
mainstream classrooms, young children are often chastised for engaging in repeti-
tive actions that look non-productive (Grimmer, 2021). However, schematic play is 
valuable for learning through repetition, helping children to represent and develop 
their ideas about the world and developing their creativity and intellectual curiosity.

A strength of Pocket Adventures was that, by abandoning the timetabling and 
prescribed routines of a typical lesson, the design of the programme allowed mul-
tiple forms of schematic play to emerge by enfolding children in natural stimuli in 
free-flowing, unstructured time and space. Table 6.1 below offers a glimpse into 
these spontaneous play behaviours.
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Hawthorne also differed from more regulated play spaces, as Sally said:

If you offered a prescribed space like a playground, the children would not react 
that way. They began to move independently through those spaces from week to 
week. A relaxing of their body, a sense of being so preoccupied with exploring 
this wonderful distraction of the space. They would move beyond clinging to 
the adults or the children that they normally hung out with in school.

(Sally)

One mother made a similar point about space and agency:

The thing about Hawthorne is that it is quite a wild space. It is not a playground. 
It is quite organic. There are spaces in it to really explore. He (my son) liked the 
untamed elements and seeing an odd animal. He’d come home and say, “I saw 
a deer”. You’re out of the classroom environment; you’re out of the school 
grounds. Letting them feel they are experiencing something different. Elements 
of light and shade. They need a space where they’re not observed, where they 
can jump out of places. . . . Not being prescribed . . . that’s the important part 
of being in the natural world. It sparks their imagination. Children are always 
drawn to the margins, spaces they have freedom. Climbing over something, 
making their way over something, especially if they get muddy. They need to 
explore freely to be able to have those challenges.

(Mother of child-participant)

These narratives prompt reflection on the possibilities of different spaces opening 
up (or closing down) for autonomy as an eco-capability, depending on whether 
spaces are designed to convey messages of restraint and restriction or exploration 

Table 6.1 Types of schematic play observed in Pocket Adventures

Type of schematic play Examples observed in Pocket Adventures

Transporting Carrying leaves to build a house.
Trajectory Watching the movement of the nearby stream and 

the flight path of nearby magpies and robins.
Enveloping Covering soil with petals.
Vertical and circular 

movement
Jumping, brandishing twigs, swinging back and forth 

on a leaf trail.
Collecting Gathering ‘treasure-troves’ – a tarpaulin sheet 

was spread on the forest floor and children 
were instructed to collect objects they found 
memorable or special. These collections included 
magpie feathers and heart-shaped leaves.

Hiding The children called nooks and crannies they found 
in the nature reserve ‘secret tunnels’.
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and privacy. Human-centred design practitioners have pointed out that even play-
ful designs that claim to foster fun and enjoyment can become “a prison” if they 
set out to prescribe exactly how, what and where to play (Köknar, 2019, p. 11). 
This reflects our interviewees’ objections to restricted spaces. Children’s responses 
to the wilderness of Hawthorne support growing calls in human-centred design 
research for playful designs to honour “blank spaces” where individuals derive 
their own meanings from the play space (Köknar, 2019, p. 11).

In addition to enabling the type of free-flowing play marginalised in traditional 
schooling, the autonomy that children gained in Hawthorne may have encouraged 
growth in confidence.

One of the nursery children, from week to week, took ownership of that little 
bit of woodland and became independent rather than watching peripherally. He 
moved material, picked up sticks and mapped out a place for himself. I felt he 
was emboldened through this offer of an open invitation rather than me say-
ing, “We’re going to this place to do this and this”. His teacher remarked on 
his behaviour as being quite distinct as he began talking very animatedly about 
Hawthorne. His mother also remarked on the change in her son, a sense of con-
fidence, something being unleashed, a physical expansion.

(Sally)

Our previous research has found that being given opportunities to make choices 
and exercise agency (even in seemingly small actions) can support children’s 
confidence that they matter as full individuals (Kurian & Cremin, 2023). Sally’s 
testimony suggests how a blend of natural stimuli and unstructured playtime can 
support the eco-capability of autonomy. In Hawthorne, children’s creativity and 
wellbeing were nurtured in environments free of rebuke, censure and restriction.

Senses and imagination

Another eco-capability that proved to be closely connected to free play and auton-
omy was senses and imagination. Human-centred design considers sensory-rich 
design to be an effective tool for fully engaging the user through multiple modali-
ties, from sight to smell to touch (IDEO, 2015). The eco-capabilities framework 
places similar value on developing one’s senses and imagination (Walshe et al., 
2022).

In Pocket Adventures, children frequently utilised their senses and imagina-
tion through their abundant opportunities for socio-dramatic play. This is a type of 
‘make-believe’ play that involves children using objects, language, space or move-
ment to represent something else; it has long been identified as crucial for social, 
linguistic, cognitive and emotional development, as it develops key skills such 
as meta-cognition, self-regulation, literacy, planning and problem-solving (White-
bread, Coltman, Jameson, & Lander, 2009). The design of the Pocket Adventures 
played an important role in promoting socio-dramatic play; the following snippets 
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of peer dialogue suggest how physical elements of the reserve became transformed 
into fantastical spaces in the children’s imaginations.

Tim:  *spotting a hollow in the ground* “That’s a bear cave”.
Arabella:  *jabbing twig back and forth and manoeuvring smaller 

stick on top of it* “This is my pet horse and I’m feeding 
him a carrot”.

Laura, Tania and Makis:  *poking sticks into the ground in carefully coordinated 
unison* “We’re digging for diamonds”.

Arabella:  *spotting branches significantly bigger than her* “We 
need to run! This is a giant’s garden!”

Paula:  *touches hair ribbon to leaf, puts leaf on hair* “I’ve got 
fairy hair, you know. The woods make me a fairy”.

Our previous research has found that fantastical stories carry the unique power 
to captivate young children’s imaginations, fuel their curiosity and foster their 
emotional and cognitive development (Kurian, 2023). Indeed, in Hawthorne, chil-
dren’s journeys of discovery included numerous fantastical stories and imaginings:

When we sat around in a circle with the children and asked them to describe 
Hawthorne, the words that emerged were hairy fields, strawberry fields, tweety 
fields, bramble bush . . . brambleforest. It has 1,000 trees, a jungle swing, the 
boot eater tree, the unicorn boat house tree, heart-shaped leaves, furry leaves, 
spiky leaves, stripy leaves, a secret tunnel . . . and a bear cave.

(Sally)

Many of these imaginings evoke what early years psychologists have called “dizzy” 
play – when the conventional rules of reality are subverted in favour of surreality 
and humour (Wood, 2014). Hawthorne became more than a physical site. In line 
with the participatory nature of human-centred design, children became symbolic 
co-designers of the space, reshaping it through their imagination. These musings 
even included frightening or disturbing meanings.

The children said they saw “ghosts in the tree” – maybe they’d heard a ghost 
story. Many children said they were the monster; some chased the others. I think 
this is primal for us as humans; we need to be able to build up strategies for 
dealing with fear. That is the important role of fairytales in our life. There is a 
need for us to be emboldened by facing up to things that frighten us. I saw this 
rippling through their play. As humans, we are shaped by these fears, and we 
come up with strategies.

(Sally)

Socio-dramatic play in the forest could thus include pretend play to process anxi-
eties and fears, turning Hawthorne into a site of emotionally complex mythmaking.



68 Arts in Nature with Children and Young People

Identity and entangled eco-capabilities

Walshe et al. (2022) allude to eco-capabilities potentially being entangled and 
interconnected (p. 19). This section develops this notion, using the term ‘entan-
gled eco-capabilities’ to capture abilities that grow together in overlapping ways. 
To this end, we examine identity, which the framework defines as the qualities, 
beliefs, personality and expressions that characterise an individual; and how 
identity is shaped by relationality, which the framework defines in both human 
and nonhuman terms as expressing care and concern for fellow humans and 
for nature respectively (Walshe et al., 2022). A striking example of entangled 
eco-capabilities emerged from nine-year-old Rob’s acts of selfhood and mythical 
identity-making:

Rob: Pan is God of the Wild. He has goat legs and a horn.
Nomi: Have you ever seen Pan?
Rob: Yes. I am Pan.
Nomi: Does Pan live near you?
Rob: Very near. Because I am him.

Rob’s roleplay as Pan included safeguarding flowers and foliage:

Rob:  *holding up snowdrop he tucked into his coat pocket on the way home* 
This one died because somebody trampled near it. So I’m keeping it. I hate 
the human world because some people throw rubbish around in nature. Peo-
ple do bad things. I’m Pan, God of the Wild. So look, I put the snowdrop 
here in my coat pocket. I’m going to protect it. I have a snowdrop charm.

In setting out to protect fragile nonhuman life, Rob’s socio-dramatic play devel-
oped his identity as a steward of nature. Rob became known as the ‘Snowdrop 
Guardian’ by other children. Eventually, he chose to embody this identity visually 
while artscaping (Figure 6.2).

Rob’s self-depiction affirms his sense of ecological stewardship. His 
guardian-avatar wields a staff confidently, connoting strength and protective-
ness. Tree and sky blur together and hover above Rob, bigger than the human 
figure, suggesting that Rob sees himself not as dominating nature but harmoni-
ously ensconced within it. Hawthorne seems to have transmitted ‘place-responsive 
pedagogy’ – that is, empowering children like Rob to nurture human-environment 
relationships in organic, spontaneous ways (Mannion et al., 2012, p. 792). Simul-
taneously, Rob’s sketch suggests how art provides “the space to do, see, be and 
believe in children’s real and imagined worlds’ and ‘understand the ways children 
do, see, be and believe in themselves” (Hickey-Moody, Horn, Willcox, & Florence, 
2021, p. 3). His mingling of senses, imagination and identity suggests the potential 
of designing for entangled eco-capabilities: eco-capabilities that grow together in 
overlapping and symbiotic ways, like trees with shared roots.



Pocket adventures 69

Figure 6.2  The ‘Snowdrop Guardian’: A Forest Guardian for Bramblefields Nature 
Reserve, co-created by Sally Todd with Shirley Primary School community 
for the Fantastical Forest
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Implications for practice

Foregrounding the voices of artists, children and their families, this chapter explored 
how an art-in-nature environment was mindfully designed to promote imagina-
tive play and autonomy and develop children’s sense of identity and engagement 
with their senses and imagination. The following implications for practice should 
be considered by practitioners offering arts-in-nature experiences to children and 
young people:

1. Offering children a sense of expansiveness and novelty in their play environ-
ments is key. A natural space can provide this, even if it is relatively small.

2. Recognise the value of play in children’s development and be mindful of how 
schooling can sometimes limit it.

3. Consider how the natural environment differs from more regulated play spaces, 
such as playgrounds. Recognise that children may react differently to each type of 
space and consider the benefits of offering a more organic, untamed space for play.

4. Create opportunities for play that are free-flowing, unstructured and not overly 
prescriptive. Allow children to feel agency. Let them stretch their imagination.

5. Embrace the sensory abundance of a natural space, while conducting site-checks 
to ensure health and safety hazards are cleared. Achieving a balance of safety 
and freedom is possible, even with very young children.

6. Be a friendly and safe but non-directive presence. Allow children to discover 
and explore freely.

7. Recognise the value of schematic play, which involves repetitive action, and 
encourage it in natural environments. Schematic play is valuable for learning 
through repetition and can help children develop their creativity and intellectual 
curiosity.

8. Giving children creative tools (e.g., drawings about their time in green space) 
can allow them to express and process their evolving relationship with the 
environment. It can also be a chance to express positive roleplays through 
socio-dramatic play (e.g., expressing a new identity as a protector, steward or 
friend of nature).

While these recommendations are child-centred, they can also be adapted for adults 
in age-appropriate ways.

Conclusion

We close with a practitioner’s words that sum up CCI’s desire to provide crea-
tive refuge through ways of being and learning in nature that are multi-sensory, 
exploratory, embodied and emplaced:

The children we work with are very vulnerable – many don’t have a place they 
feel they can go in their community where they feel safe. Many spend little or 
no time outside. Many speak regularly about death and sadness. Yet the children 
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who have joined projects we’ve run with CCI often say that these are their 
favourite two hours of the week, that they notice how happy they feel outside. 
This work is therapeutic, but not therapy.

(Matt Edge, CEO and Therapeutic Practitioner,  
Cambridge Acorn Project, June 2022)

Integrating a human-centred design and eco-capabilities lens has helped us stress 
the value of designing playful environments in nature. In the words of CCI patron 
and award-winning author Robert Macfarlane, it appears timely to “tip a little won-
der back into the world” (CCI, 2022).

References

Allen, J., & Balfour, R. (2014). Natural solutions for tackling health inequalities. 
London: UCL Institute of Health Equity. Retrieved from www.instituteofheal-
thequity.org/resources-reports/natural-solutions-to-tackling-health-inequalities/
naturalsolutions-to-tackling-health-inequalities.pdf [Accessed February 11, 2022]

Ayliffe, P., Sapsed, R., Sayers, E., & Whitley, D. (2020). Artscapers: Being and becoming 
creative. Cambridge: Cambridge Curiosity and Imagination.

Butler, T., Fox, H., & MacLeod, S. (2018). Placing citizens at the heart of museum development: 
Derby Silk Mill – Museum of making. In S. MacLeod, T. Austin, J. Hale, & O. Hing-Kay 
(Eds.), The future of museum and gallery design (pp. 160–174). London: Routledge.

Capaldi, C. A., Passmore, H. A., Nisbet, E. K., Zelenski, J. M., & Dopko, R. L. (2015). 
Flourishing in nature: A review of the benefits of connecting with nature and its appli-
cation as a wellbeing intervention. International Journal of Wellbeing, 5(4), 1–16. doi: 
10.5502/ijw.v5i4.449

CCI. (2023). Trustee recruitment pack. Retrieved from https://cambridgecandi.org.uk/sites/
default/files/2023-11/CCI%20Board%20pack%20Nov%202023.pdf

Grimmer, T. (2021). Developing a loving pedagogy in the early years: How love fits with 
professional practice. London: Routledge.

Hickey-Moody, A., Horn, C., Willcox, M., & Florence, E. (2021). Arts-based methods for 
research with children. London: Springer Nature.

IDEO. (2015). The field guide to human-centred design. A step-by-step guide that will get 
you solving problems like a designer. New York: Author.

Kaplan, R., & Kaplan, S. (1989). The experience of nature: A psychological perspective. 
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Köknar, C. (2019). Who is at the center? Designing playful experiences by using 
player-centred approach. In International Conference on Human-Computer Interaction 
(pp. 11–21). Cham: Springer.

Kurian, N. (2022). School as a sanctuary: Trauma-informed care to nurture child well-being 
in high-poverty schools. In A. Green (Ed.), Springer international handbook of education 
development in Asia-Pacific. London: Springer.

Kurian, N. (2023). Building inclusive, multicultural early years classrooms: Strategies for 
a culturally responsive ethic of care. Early Childhood Education Journal, 1–16. doi: 
10.1007/s10643-023-01456-0

Kurian, N., & Cremin, H. (2023). Helping young people feel that they matter: Promoting 
students’ eudaimonic wellbeing and agency to build peace. In P. Trifonas (Ed.), Springer 
handbook of curriculum theory and practice. London: Springer.

Louis, S., Featherstone, S., Macgraw, L., Hayes, L., & Beswick, C. (2013). Understanding 
schemas in young children: Again! again! London: Bloomsbury Publishing PLC.

http://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/resources-reports/natural-solutions-to-tackling-health-inequalities/naturalsolutions-to-tackling-health-inequalities.pdf
http://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/resources-reports/natural-solutions-to-tackling-health-inequalities/naturalsolutions-to-tackling-health-inequalities.pdf
http://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/resources-reports/natural-solutions-to-tackling-health-inequalities/naturalsolutions-to-tackling-health-inequalities.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5502/ijw.v5i4.449
https://cambridgecandi.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-11/CCI%20Board%20pack%20Nov%202023.pdf
https://cambridgecandi.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-11/CCI%20Board%20pack%20Nov%202023.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-023-01456-0


72 Arts in Nature with Children and Young People

Mannion, G., Fenwick, A., & Lynch, J. (2012). Place-responsive pedagogy: Learning from 
teachers’ experiences of excursions in nature. Environmental Education Research, 19(6), 
792–809. doi: 10.1080/13504622.2012.749980

National Children’s Bureau. (2012). Environmental inequalities and their impact on the health 
outcomes of children and young people: Policy and evidence briefing [online]. Retrieved 
from www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/files/Environmental%2520Inequalities.
pdf [Accessed February 11, 2022]

Natural Trust. (2012). Natural childhood report [online]. Retrieved from https://nt.global.ssl.
fastly.net/documents/read-our-naturalchildhood-report.pdf [Accessed February 11, 2022]

Paley, V. G. (1997). Story and play: The original learning tools. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press.

Richardson, M., Passmore, H.-A., Lumber, R., Thomas, R., & Hunt, A. (2021). Moments, 
not minutes: The nature-wellbeing relationship. International Journal of Wellbeing, 11(1), 
8–33. doi: 10.5502/ijw.v11i1.1267

Ulrich, R. S. (1983). Aesthetic and affective response to natural environment. In I. Altman &  
J. F. Wohlwill (Eds.), Behaviour and the natural environment (pp. 85–125). Boston, MA: 
Springer.

Walshe, N., Moula, Z., & Lee, E. (2022). Eco-capabilities as a pathway to wellbeing and 
sustainability. Sustainability, 14(6), 3582.

Whitebread, D., Coltman, P., Jameson, H., & Lander, R. (2009). Play, cognition and 
self-regulation: What exactly are children learning when they learn through play? Educa-
tional and Child Psychology, 26(2), 40–52.

Wilson, E. O. (1984). Biophilia. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Wood, G. (2014). Surreal things: Surrealism and design. UK: V&A Publishing.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2012.749980
http://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/files/Environmental%2520Inequalities.pdf
http://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/files/Environmental%2520Inequalities.pdf
https://nt.global.ssl.fastly.net/documents/read-our-naturalchildhood-report.pdf
https://nt.global.ssl.fastly.net/documents/read-our-naturalchildhood-report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5502/ijw.v11i1.1267


DOI: 10.4324/9781003357308-7

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.

Chapter 7

The Village Project
A community of relational creativity

Alan Cusack

Introduction

At 9 a.m. on a Monday morning in the third week of June, 50 Year 8 students enter 
a small screened-off wooded area behind the tennis courts where they will live 
together for a week. For the rest of the year, it is an underused area of the school. 
A liminal space that has escaped the formal occupation of classrooms, labs, and 
gyms typical of the school institution. A quiet place where the canopy of tall syca-
more trees dampens the noise of the nearby playground and tennis court. It is only 
50 meters from the main school grounds but could not be further away. The site 
reveals little of what took place the previous year. Disappearing desire lines still 
crisscross rhizomatically through the forest floor, faintly mapping the movements 
of last year’s Village and connecting sites once deemed important. By this evening, 
the site will be transformed when this small stretch of woodland will once again be 
shared with 50 12-year-old students. In small groups of four or five, they will have 
built huts from sustainable materials and will be cooking their first meal together 
on an open fire, nervously speculating on the days ahead when they will be given 
more responsibility than they have possibly ever experienced. They will have no 
electronic devices or contact with the outside world. They will establish their own 
rules and govern themselves. They will have the opportunity to work alongside 
creative practitioners or initiate their own activities. They may do nothing at all. 
The site will be one of a number of transformations that will take place this week.

A brief history of the Village Project

King Alfred School is an informal independent day school in North London. It 
was founded in 1898 by a group of liberal parents and intellectuals who were con-
cerned with conventional Victorian educational practices at the time. The school 
aimed to provide a progressive education by adopting child-centred learning theo-
ries, privileged outdoor education, and a hands-on approach to learning. It was 
originally intended to be a ‘demonstration’ school where innovative approaches to 
pedagogy could be developed with a view to contributing to the wider educational 
debate. With increasingly similar concerns today, the Village Project has become 
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an integral part of the school’s curriculum and a unique opportunity to explore 
theories of teaching and learning through practice.

The project was established in 1990 by the head of Design and Technology at 
the time, Stephen de Brett. A somewhat radical figure, de Brett had previously 
trained as a person-centred psychotherapist under the leading psychologist Carl 
Rogers. A series of personal experiences, including facilitating cross-cultural 
workshops across Europe and accidentally stumbling into Woodstock, contributed 
to de Brett’s ideas about education. He wanted to give students greater control over 
their learning and provide an opportunity to explore what it means to be part of a 
community. The first Village consisted of thatched huts made from straw, willow, 
and hundreds of saplings, felled by the students themselves. Initially, the scale of 
the project meant it was only feasible biannually. Two further Village Projects took 
place in 1992 and 1994, exploring various hut-building techniques, but due to the 
construction time and its impact on the wider curriculum, it was eventually deemed 
unsustainable. However, reflecting on the value of these early experiences and rec-
ognising the potential, a revised Village Project was reintroduced as an annual 
event in 2012 and continues to be a vital part of the King Alfred School narrative.

The project was initially developed from the psychological ideas of Carl Rog-
ers, who believed that therapeutic practices could be more effective, and more 
positive, if understood as ’client-centred’. Rogers’ ‘humanistic psychology’ would 
later inform his contributions to education and student-centred learning. In both 
contexts, Rogers believed that the quality of the relationship between the client 
and psychologist or teacher and student is of most significance. He believed this 
relationship should be underpinned by three core conditions: Empathy, Congru-
ence, and Unconditional Positive Regard. When these conditions are met, indi-
viduals have the natural capacity towards growth and reaching their full potential 
in a process he referred to as the actualising tendency (Rogers, 1995). These core 
conditions would form the bedrock upon which the Village Project was established. 
It addressed concerns over the diminishing agency found in schooling at the time 
and provided an opportunity for what de Brett (2022) describes as experiential 
citizenship; one that investigated ideas of democracy while cultivating a sense of 
ownership over one’s own learning.

The project has also focussed on a particular age group, which has been noted 
for its own concerns. A Government report published in 2015 described Key Stage 
3 as the ‘wasted years’ of education, suggesting more priority should be given to 
“timetabling, assessment, and monitoring of pupils’ progress” (OFSTED, 2015). 
Year 8, in particular, is often regarded as lacking purpose or a “clear and com-
pelling identity” and is defined by a dip in both attainment and motivation (Gal-
ton, Gray, & Rudduck, 2003, p. 93). This can often result in behavioural issues in 
which many teachers may find an unconditional positive regard difficult to main-
tain. While numerous factors have been attributed to this decline, including poor 
teaching and inconsistent homework, it seems unlikely that more assessment and 
monitoring would contribute positively to the wellbeing of most 12-year-olds. 
A heightened awareness of emerging adulthood can sometimes be at odds with the 
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lived reality in Year 8 where there is a “widespread failure to acknowledge pupils’ 
social maturity and their readiness to take on more responsibility” (Galton et al., 
2003, p. 95). Research carried out in the US by Eccles and her colleagues argue that 
the apathy often assumed by adolescents is “less a consequence of students’ devel-
opmental stage than of the mismatch between students’ needs and the opportunities 
afforded them” (Eccles et al., 1993, p. 567). The Village Project is an opportunity to 
provide greater autonomy and creative freedom in a bid to re-imagine the potential 
of the ‘wasted’ year of education.

A community of relational creative practice

Although originally underpinned by Rogerian ideas of the self and community, the 
Village Project affords a unique opportunity to explore how we learn. It has become 
increasingly informed by pedagogical theories such as Jean Lave and Eteinne 
Wenger’s ideas around “situated learning” and “communities of practice” (Lave, 
1991; Wenger, 2008) in which learning is understood as “a social phenomenon 
constituted in the experienced, lived-in world, through legitimate peripheral par-
ticipation in ongoing social practice” (Lave, 1991, p. 64). A crucial aspect of Lave 
and Wegner’s model is the legitimacy of the practice taking place. For example, 
the Villagers spend a considerable amount of time learning how to design and build 
huts from sustainable materials, not to demonstrate an abstract notion of knowl-
edge but to have somewhere to sleep. During the week, the students work alongside 
highly skilled practitioners to collaboratively produce artworks and artefacts that 
have utility in the Village. These makers and doers are not necessarily teachers, 
not in any formal sense at least, and so different kinds of learning can take place. 
The dialogue between material, process, and participants offers rich opportunities 
for sensory and embodied learning and questions teacher/student relationships. It 
also clearly reveals teaching and learning as a social enterprise. In his plea for a 
communalist teaching, Sennet argues that “Innovation is collective activity” occur-
ring through “dialogic conversation” (Sennet in Geilen & Bruyne, 2012, p. 40). 
This social aspect is something Carl Rogers also deemed important. Despite being 
written in the 1950s, his theories of creativity included a concern for the relational:

My definition, then, of the creative process is that it is the emergence in action 
of a novel relational product, growing out of the uniqueness of the individual 
on the one hand, and the materials, events, people, or circumstances of his life 
on the other.

(Rogers, 1954, p. 251)

Rogers recognised the impact creativity has on wellbeing and self-actualisation. 
However, collaborative approaches to creativity can often be at odds with a prevail-
ing perception of the artist as an individual genius. As a secondary school art teacher, 
I witnessed a decline in artistic engagement during early adolescence, often accom-
panied by the phrase “I can’t draw”. Fear of failure at this stage of development 
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can have a negative impact on wellbeing and lead to “possible self-schemata that 
define life goals and life tasks in terms of present failure, rather than future pos-
sibilities” (Anderman & Maehr, 1994, p. 292). Artistic practices have the capacity 
to offer alternative and arguably more inclusive ways of knowing through embod-
ied and affective learning experiences. These opportunities can become quickly 
effaced in the school setting where the criteria are often structured around meas-
urable individual achievement. These assessment-based regimes have sustained a 
misalignment between contemporary art practice and what is taught in schools. 
Recent developments in contemporary art have been more concerned with social 
relations than the production of material objects by an individual artist. Such prac-
tices include the relational, participatory, dialogical and socially-engaged.1 Despite 
this growing trend, art in schools has largely held on to a selective modernist model 
of art education, principally concerned with aesthetics and characterised by for-
malist and reproductive exercises that “effectively exclude the learners’ voices, 
or learners as directors of their own learning” (Adams, 2013, p. 243). Adams and 
Owens (2016) argue that, in fact, the “practice of education has many parallels with 
relational art practices” (p. 55), suggesting that an art education beyond aesthetics 
might offer new, and more productive, ways of thinking about learning through 
the arts. The Village Project can be conceptualised as a relational art practice; one 
that privileges the social and views art as an encounter or an event rather than the 
production of easily assessed or commodifiable objects.

Crucially, the Village Project is also an outdoor learning experience. When we 
leave the classroom, we leave behind many of the perceptions associated with 
artistic activity, and the dominance of individual self-expression can give way to 
more open-ended opportunities. The natural environment in this context makes for 
a wonderfully unlevel playing field, one in which:

Learners are engaged intellectually, emotionally, socially, politically, spiritually, 
and physically in an uncertain environment where the learner may experience 
success, failure, adventure, and risk taking. The learning usually involves inter-
action between learners, learner and educator, and learner and environment.

(Itin, 1999, p. 93)

The inclusivity relational creative practices provide is arguably beneficial for well-
being, but so too is the environment in which it takes place. Hoad, Deed, and Lugg 
(2013) argues that working in the natural environment “increases the potential for 
building awareness of different perspectives on the world” (p. 43). The Village has 
always been concerned with working in and with nature. The creative practition-
ers invited to take a residency all have expertise in nature-based materials and 
processes. However, it has largely been the relationship between the agents within 
the Village that has been the primary area of research. What has become apparent, 
particularly following the pandemic, is the significance of the natural environment; 
not just as a setting for the learning that takes place but as an active agent within 
that dynamic social process.



The Village Project 77

Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT) (1999) provides an alternative social 
structure of the Village Project, one in which both human and non-human act-
ants have the same amount of agency. In this conceptualisation, diverse elements 
such as the practitioner, the tools they are using, and the woods in which they are 
situated have social roles within the network, and each has a script to be enacted 
(Latour, 1999, p. 177). The theory is often applied to social contexts concerning 
technology, such as a hospital, where the relationship and interactions between 
disparate elements, such as medical and non-medical professionals, equipment, 
and technology are analysed to understand the function of the system better. The 
entanglement of human and non-human social actants that constitute the Village 
presents an array of relations and opportunities for dialogue and participation in 
which the non-human elements of the natural environment are understood as actors 
and not “hapless bearers of symbolic projection” (Latour, 2005, p. 10). This is a 
useful approach when we consider creativity as a relational activity, its impact on 
the young people engaging in that activity, and the role nature plays in those rela-
tions. It reveals a dialogic relationship in which learning events are determined just 
as much by the natural environment as by the student or the teacher and an under-
standing for the students that these events also “affect or change the environment” 
(Itin, 1999, p. 95).

The Village Project 2022

While the first day of the Village is loaded with anticipation and perhaps a little 
anxiety, the students have not arrived unprepared. They have spent the previous 
half-term preparing for the week. Most subject areas have oriented their curriculum 
to support and inform the project. In Design and Technology, the students have 
been experimenting with modular hut building designs using sustainable materials. 
In Geography, they have been learning about sustainability practices that may be 
applied throughout the week. In History, they have been learning about forms of 
government in preparation for their own society. In Art, they have been working 
with ceramics, ready to be fired in the Village raku kiln. In English, they have been 
studying relevant texts and developing public speaking skills. They have also had 
PSHE and extra-curricular time dedicated to practicalities such as personal hygiene, 
fire safety, and food preparation, as well as an introduction to more complex skills 
such as conflict resolution strategies. The students have spent a substantial amount 
of time learning how to communicate as a large group and practise various forms 
of representation that will constitute the politics of the Village.

The project is staffed by a core team of eight teachers from different depart-
ments and several sixth form students who camp just outside the main Village 
area. All other members of staff are also invited to work with the students at any 
time, but like everything in the Village, this is optional. This is often used as an 
opportunity for teachers to share a passion or interest that is not necessarily their 
subject area. Previously, we have had scientists teach painting, mathematicians 
build pizza ovens, and members of the estates team facilitate guided meditation. 
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Additional creative practitioners were invited to participate, including bushcraft-
ers, blacksmiths, a storyteller, martial artists, a sculptor, and a ceramicist.

On Monday morning, the students enter the empty strip of woodland with their 
belongings and will not leave until Friday evening. We have our first morning 
meeting, which takes the shape of a large circle around a communal fire in a clear-
ing in the middle of the site; a ritual that is repeated every day. A talking stick is 
passed around, and each person introduces themselves, revealing something they 
are looking forward to and something they are worried about. The external prac-
titioners are also introduced, explaining what they will be doing throughout the 
week and inviting participation. When the meeting closes, the individual groups 
get together and start building their huts for the week. The students are now famil-
iar with the tools and materials provided and are encouraged to work independently 
to construct their huts. Some groups work remarkably well together – others less 
so, but by the end of the day, they will sleep in whatever they build.

The first day of the Village is about establishing the space. While the students 
are building their huts, the blacksmiths are setting up a forge, the sculptor is con-
structing an outdoor studio, and the bushcrafters are creating their own space for 
nature-based activities. Lunch is a relatively quick affair consisting of sandwiches 
and fruit so as not to disrupt the momentum of the day. By late afternoon, all the 
huts have been constructed and the students have settled into their new homes. It 
is a day of intense activity in which the small strip of woodland is quickly trans-
formed into a thriving village of 12 huts and various communal spaces.

The evening meal is cooked in open fire pits. The Villagers retrieve food from 
the Village pantry and prepare and cook their own dinner. For many, this is the first 
time they will have prepared a meal, and the experience of sharing food together 
under the trees can leave a lasting impression. After the evening meal has been 
cleared up, there is a campfire sing-along around the communal fire and an oppor-
tunity to get everyone together and reflect on the day.

The only other rule of the Village is bedtime. Students are in their own huts by 
10 and lights out by 10:30 p.m. This is a necessary expectation to maintain posi-
tive relations with the neighbouring houses, something the students understand and 
largely respect. The first night can be unpredictable, and sleep can be elusive for 
both students and staff. Some students are excited to be sleeping outside with their 
friends; others are very anxious.

Tuesday is the first proper day of the Village. Logs are split and fires are lit for 
breakfasts of varying ambition. Our morning circle begins at 9:30 a.m., and while 
it is not mandatory to attend, everyone does. The talking stick is passed around, 
and we discuss the previous night and the day ahead. A large blackboard is popu-
lated with activities that are taking place – some of these are facilitated by external 
practitioners, while others are student-led. There is no timetable for the day and no 
formal lessons as such. The realisation that they will be leading their own learning 
can be a difficult proposition for many students. The blacksmiths, sculptors, and 
bushcrafters will not be delivering ‘lessons’ but performing their identities as crea-
tive practitioners and inviting collaboration. Some students make their way to the 
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forge and ask if they can make axes. Some join the bushcrafters in whittling and 
making cookies from foraged nettles. Some hang a slackline between two trees to 
practise tightrope walking. Some find a foot-operated pottery wheel and take turns 
throwing pots of varying success. On the first day, however, many use this new 
freedom to do nothing. They will simply hang out with their hut mates.

During lunch, there is a council meeting, where a representative from each hut 
meets to discuss life in the Village. Issues such as stolen firewood, noisy neighbours, 
or untidy hut members often come up, and the Villagers are encouraged to deal with 
these issues independently but can ask for guidance when necessary. Conducting 
effective meetings can be a difficult task, so the early meetings are often facilitated by 
sixth form students who have previous experience with the project. By the end of the 
week, it is hoped that these meetings will be entirely student-led. After lunch, there is 
a whole Village meeting, this time delivered by the council, where they give feedback 
on any issues raised. After the meeting, the afternoon activities continue. In addition to 
the practitioners, a collection of resources is made available to the Villagers, including 
musical instruments, tools, and materials. There are also printed instructions and the 
necessary resources for a range of activities, such as how to build a trebuchet or how 
to make a kite. These activities can be undertaken at any time without adult supervi-
sion or guidance. Throughout the week, students form groups, work collaboratively to 
decipher instructions, try things out, and make a lot of mistakes. However, every year, 
without fail, a pizza oven made from kitty litter will appear somewhere in the Village.

The Village demon

As the week progresses, the Village takes on a life of its own, taking on an identity 
that distinguishes it from previous years. With increasingly less adult intervention, 
the students become more confident in exercising autonomy, making decisions, and 
taking responsibility. With each conflict, there is growth and new understandings. 
During this time, the practitioners continue building their communities of practice. 
Two martial artists run a series of Japanese Jujutsu workshops, a storyteller spends 
Wednesday collecting and sharing stories, and on Thursday, a ceramicist installs a 
raku kiln in the heart of the Village.

Throughout the entire week, the resident sculptor has been collaborating with 
the students on a huge Village demon. The idea is loosely based on the Balinese 
ritual of purification, where individual villages build giant demonic puppets and 
burn them the day before the New Year. The Village demon is a large installation 
situated between trees; its form is dictated by the space it occupies. The sculp-
ture changes every day, growing with the Village. Skills that have been learnt in 
other situations, such as knot-tying, lashing, and whittling have been brought to 
the sculpture. It is adorned by found objects, foraged foliage, and wrought iron 
forms forged with the blacksmiths. It is an assemblage of the many narratives of 
this year’s Village. The condition of its construction is in constant negotiation 
between the participants – both past and present – the materials and processes 
employed, and the space in which it is situated.
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These relations create a highly discursive environment requiring questioning, 
reflection, and critical thinking. Importantly, it creates a safe space for dialogue. 
Although the Village Project is underpinned by notions of democracy and politi-
cal engagement, it seems the space cultivated through a shared creative practice 
can be a particularly fertile one. The students bring their identities to this social 
encounter; they share their experiences and demonstrate a level of vulnerability 
that is perhaps more difficult in other environments. There is no ownership over the 
sculpture and no sense of completion until its ritualistic burning on the last night. It 
is art as a social process, inviting encounters with both human and non-human act-
ants. It resists authorship, classification, and assessment, elements of more formal 
educational practices that are all too often exclusionary. The collaborative nature 
of the work facilitates a civic ethic, a safe space where the many voices and the 
inherent conflicts are able to play out through the sculpture and the social bond it 
has generated. The relationship with the natural environment fosters an ethics of 
sustainability where the active role that the site, the trees, and the materials play 
have also contributed to the co-construction of meaning and a reconfiguration of 
the social network the sculpture has provided.

At four o’clock on Friday afternoon, the small, wooded area behind the tennis 
courts has been returned to its original condition. The huts have been disman-
tled, and the materials will be carefully stored for next year. The site has been 
thoroughly cleared by the students so they can leave it in the same state they 
found it. Even the pizza oven has disappeared. It is once again a quiet place, 
bearing little trace of the events and transformative experiences of the previ-
ous week.

A laboratory for learning

The Village Project is a “laboratory for learning” (de Brett, 2022) and, as such, 
undergoes a substantial amount of analysis and reflection. Adults contribute 
through participant action research, while the students are encouraged to main-
tain reflective journals, complete surveys, and take part in small focus groups. 
For example, last year, the students were asked to reflect on the impact of being 
outdoors without their mobile devices for a sustained amount of time. Responses 
included:

I think living outdoors had a massive impact on creativity and increased produc-
tivity and the will to get up in the morning.

It made me think about how much we rely on screens and how we don’t 
really need them.

I felt like it was a bit calmer.
I felt more myself because I didn’t spend all my time on my phone; I could 

spend more time with people, and I’m trying to continue.
I felt very peaceful during the day, and it was a great change of pace from 

regular school.
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In addition to this, the project has benefitted from the analysis of external research-
ers. For example, in 2016, Professor Bill Lucas and Dr Ellen Spencer from the Cen-
tre for Real-World Learning at the University of Winchester worked with Village 
staff to conduct research into how the project might lead to “enhanced understand-
ing by students of themselves as learners and better staff-student relationships” and 
how the project might develop five specific capabilities: creativity, independence, 
resilience, social responsibility and sustainability (Lucas & Spencer, 2016).

The Village Project 2022 continued to build on findings and recommendations 
from the research, particularly around ideas of sustainability. It aimed to understand 
better the specific role nature plays in relation to teaching and learning through the 
arts and its impact on wellbeing. Unsurprisingly, this year further supported the 
idea that young people might benefit from the digital detox the Village provides. 
Having no access to portable electronic devices or social media highlighted the 
pressure it exerts and the passivity it creates. Student feedback consistently reports 
how this absence led to a more social environment and much more engagement in 
alternative activities.

Another recurring observation is the importance of the natural environment to 
this experience. The opportunity to spend a sustained amount of time in nature has 
clearly had a positive impact on the wellbeing of the Villagers, many of them dis-
cussing and comparing it to their experiences during the lockdown. The creative 
practices have provided opportunities for reflection, risk-taking, and developing 
self-confidence and resilience. What is noteworthy from the Village is the potential 
of such activities when understood as a relational practice. It cultivates the condi-
tions for a community of practice as defined by Lave (1991) and Wenger (2008). 
The collaborative and transient nature of many of the activities, such as the Village 
demon, invited participation from students who may not otherwise have chosen to 
engage in an art practice more typical of the school setting. Free from predetermined 
lesson outcomes or assessments, it provided an inclusive invitation for students in 
which “the event and their participation in it constituted the purpose, the meaning, 
and the material of the work” (Adams, 2013, p. 252). This relational understanding 
of creative practice suggests that much rich learning occurs through the dialogue 
it generates and directly implicates the natural environment within this discourse.

Implications for practice and research

The Village Project is an example of how engagement with the arts in nature can have 
a positive impact on the wellbeing of young people. The reflections gathered over 
the years clearly show how this experience supports the social, physical, and mental 
health of the students who take part. However, it also worryingly highlights the 
health inequalities at play as not all young people have access to such opportunities. 
King Alfred School is a particular type of institution. As an independent progressive 
school, it has the support and resources for endeavours such as the Village Project. 
While this is undoubtedly a privilege, it is hoped that the learning from the project 
can be applied to a range of settings by demonstrating how immersive learning 
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experiences, less didactic pedagogies, and a sustained encounter with nature can 
provide the conditions for developing capabilities that might benefit young people 
beyond the school setting. It also reveals rich cross-curricular opportunities through 
an arts-in-nature practice that can make meaningful links across the school curricu-
lum. Crucially, the project highlights the importance of relationships with regards to 
pedagogy and how having the courage to really trust students can have a profound 
impact on the learning that occurs. However, cultivating these relationships is not 
without its challenges, particularly in more mainstream settings. Teachers, arguably 
more than most, can find it difficult to reconceptualise their own identities and to 
act less ‘teacherly’, but embracing the position of a participating co-learner can be 
transformative for everyone in the relationship. The Village Project has shown that 
even small changes in one’s approach to teaching can have a significant impact. Tak-
ing the time to listen, admitting you don’t know something, and agreeing to find out 
together can be the first steps in an exciting new journey.

Conclusion

The Village Project provides a much-needed opportunity for young people to 
immerse themselves in nature, to take responsibility for themselves, each other, 
and their environment, and to direct their own learning. The activities and the rela-
tionships they foster have a positive impact on students’ wellbeing by developing 
not only a sense of independence but also an understanding of interdependence, 
one that includes nature. The community of practice the Village establishes pro-
vides a social and inclusive learning experience. In an increasingly accountable and 
assessment-driven regime, this relational approach to creativity is not only good 
for our students’ health but also good for the health of art education in the UK. The 
extensive planning, preparation, and resourcing of the project is not insignificant. 
However, it has become clear that the educational value is not in the site, resources, 
or external practitioners but in the space carefully cultivated to explore, challenge, 
and disrupt how we learn in a social context and to recognise and value the active 
role nature plays in the process.

Note

1 The dematerialisation of the art object was an idea that characterised conceptual art prac-
tices of the 1960s that turned away from traditional notions of art production, exchange, and 
distribution. This trend continued through Futurist, Situationist, and Dada performances 
and can be found in more recent participatory and socially-engaged art practices, in which 
artists act as facilitators of social events, rather than producers.

References

Adams, J. (2013). The artful dodger: Creative resistance to neoliberalism in education.  
Review of Education, Pedagogy, and Cultural Studies, 35(4), 242–255. doi: 10.1080/ 
10714413.2013.819726

https://doi.org/10.1080/10714413.2013.819726
https://doi.org/10.1080/10714413.2013.819726


The Village Project 83

Adams, J., & Owens, A. (2016). Creativity and democracy in education: Practices and poli-
tics of learning through the arts. London and New York: Routledge.

Anderman, E. M., & Maehr, M. L. (1994). Motivation and schooling in the middle grades. 
Review of Educational Research, 64(2), 287–309. doi: 10.3102/00346543064002287

de Brett, S. (2022). The village project [Unpublished Manuscript]. London: King Alfred School.
Eccles, J. S., Wigfield, A., Midgley, C., Reuman, D., Iver, D. M., & Feldlaufer, H. (1993). 

Negative effects of traditional middle schools on students’ motivation. The Elementary 
School Journal, 93(5), 553–574. doi: 10.1086/461740

Galton, M., Gray, J., & Rudduck, J. (2003). Transfer and transitions in the middle years of 
schooling (7–14). In Continuities and discontinuities in learning. London: DfES.

Gielen, P., & de Bruyne, P. (Eds.). (2012). Teaching art in the neoliberal realm: Realism ver-
sus cynicism. Amsterdam, New York: Valiz; USA distribution, D.A.P. (Antennae series).

Hoad, C., Deed, C., & Lugg, A. (2013). The potential of humor as a trigger for emotional 
engagement in outdoor education. Journal of Experiential Education, 36(1), 37–50. doi: 
10.1177/1053825913481583

Itin, C. M. (1999). Reasserting the philosophy of experiential education as a vehicle 
for change in the 21st century. Journal of Experiential Education, 22(2), 91–98. doi: 
10.1177/105382599902200206

Latour, B. (1999). Pandora’s hope: Essays on the reality of science studies. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press.

Latour, B. (2005). Reassembling the social: An introduction to actor-network-theory. Oxford 
and New York: Oxford University Press.

Lave, J. (1991). Situating learning in communities of practice. In L. B. Resnick, J. M. Lev-
ine, & S. D. Teasley (Eds.), Perspectives on socially shared cognition (pp. 63–82). Wash-
ington, DC: American Psychological Association. doi: 10.1037/10096-003

Lucas, B., & Spencer, E. (2016). The village a week of community living and experiential 
learning. Winchester: University of Winchester.

OFSTED. (2015). Key stage 3: The wasted years? 150106. Retrieved from www.gov.uk/
government/publications/key-stage-3-the-wasted-years

Rogers, C. R. (1954). Toward a theory of creativity. ETC: A Review of General Semantics, 
11(4), 249–260.

Rogers, C. R. (1995). On becoming a person: A therapist’s view of psychotherapy. Boston, 
MA: Houghton Mifflin.

Wenger, É. (2008). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity (18th print-
ing). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543064002287
https://doi.org/10.1086/461740
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053825913481583
https://doi.org/10.1177/105382599902200206
https://doi.org/10.1037/10096-003
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/key-stage-3-the-wasted-years
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/key-stage-3-the-wasted-years


DOI: 10.4324/9781003357308-8

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.

Chapter 8

An outdoor therapy service 
offering art therapy for young 
people and adults

Katarina Horrox

Introduction

This chapter explores an art therapy practice delivered as part of an Outdoor Ther-
apy Service. It begins by situating the Outdoor Therapy Service in its organisational 
and social context. It explains the rationale that underpins the Service, drawing on 
research and theory, and explores practical and ethical considerations. The practice 
of art therapy with this client group is illustrated through a composite case study. 
The chapter illustrates how art therapy can be applied in a specific milieu and 
suggests that outdoor therapy services may be effective in wider contexts, such as 
public health services.

Venture Trust Outdoor Therapy Service

The Outdoor Therapy Service is part of the charity Venture Trust. Venture Trust has 
provided personal development work in outdoor and community settings in Scot-
land since 1982. As an organisation it has focused on working with marginalised 
groups. Consequently, the charity has amassed extensive experience of working 
safely and reflectively in the outdoors with clients who have experienced adver-
sity and trauma. Venture Trust began this work because it believed that offering 
an ‘alternative’ route to personal development, via outdoor experiential learning, 
could assist engagement for certain clients (Gass, Gillis, & Russell, 2020).

In 2016, Venture Trust began offering psychodynamic wilderness therapy pro-
grammes with clinical practitioners embedded in service design and delivery. 
Building on this experience, the Outdoor Therapy Service was launched in 2020. 
This work has been developed, monitored and refined over the years, with results 
published in magazines, journals and newspapers (e.g., Lloyd, 2018; Hildmann, 
Higgins, White, Strang, & Hardie, 2019; Horrox & Hardie, 2020; Paquette & 
Vitaro, 2014). In this chapter, the term therapy refers to counselling, psychotherapy 
and art therapy and the term outdoor therapy includes outdoor art therapy.

The Outdoor Therapy Service offers therapy in outdoor settings. Accredited 
counsellors and therapists work one-to-one with clients for up to 20 sessions in 
green spaces within the client’s local community. Green spaces may be woodlands, 
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inner-city parks or country estates. The therapeutic work is referred to as ‘out-
door therapy’, rather than ‘ecotherapy’, because it does not always take place in 
a nature-based environment. On occasion, the work will take place in an urban 
environment, such as a football pitch or a housing estate. This depends on the needs 
of the client and where they feel able to meet. The Service operates in Edinburgh, 
the Lothians, Glasgow, Fife, Clackmannanshire and Falkirk. Within these local 
authority areas, it focusses on areas defined as ‘deprived’ on the Scottish Index 
of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD). SIMD areas generally have lower incomes, less 
resources and fewer opportunities. They may also have higher instances of men-
tal health issues (Scottish Government, 2020). The Outdoor Therapy Service was 
developed as a response to the dearth of service provision available in SIMD areas 
and the obstacles experienced by clients in accessing traditional clinical services.

Clients of the Outdoor Therapy Service include young people aged 16–24 and 
ex-service personnel of any age. They have commonly experienced multiple adverse 
childhood events, including relational and/or shock trauma. Clients may have 
received diagnoses such as borderline personality disorder, post-traumatic stress dis-
order, anxiety and depression. Clients self-refer or are referred through third parties, 
such as specialist third-sector organisations, social work and Child and Adolescent 
Mental Health Services (CAMHS). The criteria for accessing the service is that the 
person has faced or is facing some form of adversity. The service is free to its users.

The multi-modality clinical team is comprised of an art psychotherapist (clinical 
manager and author of this chapter), a psychodynamic counsellor, an integrative 
counsellor, a person-centred counsellor, a transactional analyst, a pluralistic coun-
sellor and two counselling student placements.

Rationale for outdoor therapy in this social context

The Service practises therapy outdoors for a variety of reasons. Firstly, because 
there is compelling evidence that practising outdoors may increase access to ther-
apy; this has been identified through client feedback, monitoring and professional 
experience (Venture Trust, 2022). One reason for this seems to be that sessions 
occur in a ‘neutral’ non-clinical setting. For clients who have experienced institu-
tional power dynamics, such as being taken into care or encounters with the police, 
there may be an understandable resistance to engaging with institutional settings 
or statutory services, because they may have felt unsafe in such contexts. Meeting 
in a setting where clients choose the location can add a degree of autonomy to the 
process. Additionally, clients may choose a place already familiar to them, such as 
a local park, and this may encourage a greater sense of safety. This arrangement 
also alters the therapist-client power dynamic because the therapist meets the cli-
ents more on their own terms, literally stepping into their environments.

Outdoor therapy may be doubly relevant because, after several years of people 
being confined to their homes during the COVID-19 pandemic, many clients have 
described an increase in social anxiety (Gray et al., 2022). For clients without pri-
vate access to gardens, such as those living in housing estates, we might reasonably 
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expect an increase in instances of anxiety. By meeting clients close to home, some-
times at the end of their street, therapists are able to accompany clients into the 
community. Clients are able to access therapy in a way that could be more difficult 
if they were obliged to attend a doctor’s surgery. Anxiety is often accompanied by 
internal bodily dysregulation, such as increased heart rate or shortness of breath, 
which may feel to be beyond the client’s immediate control. By accompanying 
clients into public spaces, they may feel safe enough to experience autonomic nerv-
ous system regulation. This can be integrated into the therapeutic work, helping 
clients to feel more at ease again in public. In going back into their community, the 
client may re-develop a link with local spaces, potentially fostering a wider sense 
of connection. In larger rural council areas, such as Fife, services can be hard to 
access if the client lives remotely or has difficulty with public transport, so working 
in this way can allow therapy to reach more people.

Rationale for outdoor therapy

Outdoor therapy has a range of benefits related to an encounter with the natural 
world. These are further explored in what follows. For clarity, the terms ‘nature’ 
and ‘natural’ will be used to describe environments or objects that are not made by 
humans, such as plants, trees and landscapes. The author acknowledges that this 
term nonetheless remains problematic.

Theoretical rationale

The theoretical premise for working therapeutically outdoors begins with the recog-
nition that environments have a profound impact on us (Clayton & Saunders, 2012; 
Searles, 1960); they can shape us, just as we can shape them. We exist in relation 
to our environments (Bennett, 2010; Deleuze & Guattari, 1987; Heidegger, 1996). 
A person’s experience in any environment will impact how they might engage with or 
relate to someone or something. In this context, the environment of the therapeutic set-
ting inevitably has an impact on the work (Takkal, Horrox, & Rubio-Garrido, 2017). 
This observation applies, whether it is a therapist’s consulting room with its carefully 
chosen furniture and decor or an ancient woodland with trees many centuries old. In 
the outdoor context, a person may learn a lot about themselves through their encounter 
with the environment, when they engage with it as a live, dynamic space full of infor-
mation. By means of this encounter with the place, accompanied by another person 
(the therapist), the client may be able to find themselves in relation to a wider world, 
which can encourage a sense of ‘being-in-the-world’ (Heidegger, 1996).

Research rationale

The effectiveness of practising therapeutically outdoors is supported by a growing 
body of research. Clinical studies and empirical evidence indicate positive out-
comes related to psychological and physical wellbeing, though further research 
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is needed (Cooley, Jones, Kurtz, & Robertson, 2020; Ewert, Mitten, & Overholt, 
2014; Harper & Dobud, 2021; Mygind et al., 2019; Naor & Mayseless, 2021a; 
Stier-Jarmer et al., 2021). To summarise key themes arising from these studies, 
nature-based therapies may encourage insight and growth. They may also foster an 
embodied and ecological sense of self which support the client to feel connected 
with and part of nature. This can develop through the therapeutic process in the 
live, natural setting which engenders a sense of interconnectedness and perspective.

The practice of outdoor therapy is also supported by evidence that time simply 
spent in natural environments has mental and physical health benefits (Kuo, 2015). 
Research has shown that it can encourage emotional regulation and decrease stress, 
which can lead to attention restoration (Kaplan, 1995; Yao, Zhang, & Gong, 2021). 
Similarly, research suggests a genetic tendency to affiliate with the natural world, 
and, as such, people often experience nature as a benevolent and restorative envi-
ronment that encourages cooperation and bonding (Frumkin, 2001; Roszak, 1995; 
Wilson, 1984). If we consider this in the context of neuroscientific research by 
Damasio (2019), evidencing that we integrate our experiences via the senses, it is 
reasonable to imagine that time spent in nature encourages growth and regeneration.

Outdoor art therapy rationale

The practice of art therapy outdoors, sometimes known as ‘eco-art therapy’, is 
supported by a small but growing body of literature (Berger, 2017). Some recent 
contributions have been made by clinicians in the UK, Russia and Israel, which 
have pointed to varied benefits in different populations (Heginworth & Nash, 2019; 
Kopytin & Rugh, 2017; Bourassa, 2021). Some of the value of eco-art therapy 
overlaps with the benefit of outdoor therapy, but there are aspects that make it 
distinctly different. An example would be working with natural materials, which 
permits clients to have a symbolic, sensory or visual experience in the therapeutic 
process. This means that processing may be undertaken, not just through verbal or 
cognitive means, but experientially, on an embodied or unconscious level.

Practice rationale

The practice is rooted in the idea that the outdoor environment is a live setting which 
contains animate experiences (Rust, 2020). It can, therefore, play an active role in the 
therapeutic process. The environment may be described as a co-therapist, offering 
information and insights. Client, therapist and natural environment have a recipro-
cal and triangular relationship, rather than a dyadic relationship (Jordan & Marshall, 
2010). If the natural environment is considered an active participant, we may also 
have a transferential relationship with it (‘transference’ is understood as the redirec-
tion of feelings from one being to another and a key element of therapeutic work). In 
this case, the natural setting becomes not just a context in which things occur but a 
part of the transference exchange. An example would be a client experiencing a grey 
sky as frightening or persecutory, when speaking about an abusive experience.
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If we presume that a person’s psychological and physical wellbeing is inherently 
connected with the natural world, we may reasonably imagine that outdoor therapy 
might help to foster a healthy, reciprocal relationship with it (Segal, Harper, & 
Rose, 2020). This experience of developing an ecological sensibility has the poten-
tial to impact and shape a person’s response to the ecological and climate crisis, a 
response which is more engaged and less prone to being overwhelmed by anxiety 
or disavowal (Weintrobe, 2022).

When working with art materials, the therapist might invite the client to work 
with natural objects in the vicinity of the session. These are found in situ and often 
left behind once the session ends. This generates an ephemeral and cyclical ele-
ment to the work because something is created and then returned. The materi-
als also offer clients a means of understanding themselves symbolically in natural 
forms, implicitly reminding clients that they themselves are part of nature. Using 
found objects as art materials may be helpful with some clients because it is a way 
to connect with and contemplate the outer world. These materials can symbolically 
bridge psychological barriers to allow clients to identify with something beyond 
themselves. Brooker (2010) describes how found objects may offer a cognitive 
process that assists in thinking beyond the self, addressing issues such as isolation 
and social inclusion.

When there is movement in the session, the therapist will often follow the 
physical rhythm of the client in pace and direction. This mirroring may encour-
age a sense of attunement (Siegel, 2010). The therapist may work with the client’s 
embodied experience, noting that their pace is unusually erratic or slowed down 
or that a walking route has changed significantly. This can hint at the client’s psy-
chological state and can offer material to work with (Marshall, 2016). Clients also 
comment on the importance of not holding eye contact when walking side-by-side. 
With clients that have experienced significant trauma, eye contact can sometimes 
prompt dysregulation, as the client seeks and over-interprets information from the 
face of the therapist.

The openness of the outdoor location may also generate feelings of space and 
distance, which can encourage a sense of perspective. Clients can feel awe in 
the natural environment and this can promote a desire for self-exploration (Jiang 
& Sedikides, 2022). These aspects of working outdoors contribute towards a 
non-verbal, experiential, embodied and unconscious therapeutic process.

Practical and ethical considerations in outdoor therapy

The Outdoor Therapy Service is built on the rationale that when therapy is practised 
outdoors, it must take place safely and ethically (Richards, Hardie, & Anderson, 
2020). Careful consideration is given to the work, just as in an indoor setting, with 
particular attention to additional elements pertaining to: clients; therapeutic work; 
therapists, service and organisation; and natural environment. These are considered 
separately in what follows.
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Clients

The assessment process for a client to access outdoor therapy is adapted to include 
an exploration of the client’s motivation for outdoor therapy. There will be a dis-
cussion about how the client relates to the natural environment and their previ-
ous experiences in natural settings, both positive and negative. This is relevant 
because, although there is evidence that time spent in nature is positive for many 
people, this is not always the case. A person’s experiences in any environment will 
be shaped largely by early life experiences with caregivers in different environ-
ments (Santostefano, 2008). It is possible that natural environments are not always 
experienced as safe or benevolent, and this must be given consideration. Traumatic 
events in particular settings might also mean that these places are not suited to 
therapeutic work. The information collected at assessment helps inform whether 
outdoor therapy is regarded as appropriate for that client and which environment 
the therapy might take place in.

Particular attention will also be paid to a client’s physical health, including any 
accessibility issues, which will be considered regarding the location, terrain and 
movement within the session. Any risks related to the client’s physical or mental 
health will be thought about and the therapist will decide whether a specific risk 
assessment is necessary. The service works primarily with clients experiencing 
mild to moderate mental health issues. People presenting with severe mental health 
issues will be given due consideration before outdoor therapy is offered.

Therapeutic work

Consideration is also given to managing boundaries. Observers sometimes question 
outdoor therapy in regard to the unpredictability of the therapeutic environment, 
where the context appears more fluid and challenging (Jordan & Marshall, 2010). 
However, as Jordan and Marshall suggest, boundaries can be thought about and 
what is gained from working outdoors often outweighs the perceived challenges. In 
the Outdoor Therapy Service, much thought is given to how to maintain the thera-
peutic frame. This will include thinking about elements, such as, how psychological 
and physical safety can be maintained, how the sessions can be kept confidential, 
how time is managed and how to work with unexpected events. For example, client 
and therapist may agree to remain in silence if someone comes within earshot or to 
walk a particular route for a certain length of time. The therapist may manage the 
nebulousness of the physical boundaries by inviting the client to define a symbolic 
‘threshold’, such as a gate, which marks the start and end of the session.

Therapist and client may also anticipate what can be done if the client begins to 
feel more emotional. For example, they may agree on where they can go that feels 
safe. A challenge to outdoor therapy can be that a client might feel more exposed 
in the outdoor setting. However, the consulting room may not necessarily be expe-
rienced as safe either. Naturally, not everything can be contracted for, but with 
sufficient care, the more difficult situations can be managed in a good enough way.
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Therapists, service and organisation

For the Service to operate safely and ethically in the outdoor context, therapists 
must be professionally trained, accredited and practising within clearly established 
ethical guidelines (Richards et al., 2020). The staff team are supervised individu-
ally in their modality, whilst also undertaking monthly group supervision with a 
psychodynamically oriented supervisor. In group supervision, the therapists are 
invited to reflect on themselves, their client work, the staff team, the wider organi-
sation and the socio-political and environmental context. Therapists in the Service 
have a commitment to reflective practice and continued professional development, 
particularly in relation to outdoor therapy.

Therapists have also spent time exploring their personal relationship with the 
natural world. This may include studying ecopsychology, ecotherapy, deep ecol-
ogy, conservation, adventure therapy or wilderness therapy. Therapists must hold 
the relevant outdoor qualification for the environment in which they practise 
(Mountain Training, 2023). Additionally, they must hold a valid Outdoor First Aid 
Certificate. In short, therapists must feel fully competent to work in the natural 
environments they enter into.

Jordan (2015) has written about the need for therapists to feel proficient when 
practising outdoors to be able to carry the setting internally. This requires both 
professional expertise from the individual therapist and responsibility from the 
organisation as a whole. The organisation needs to provide attentive line manage-
ment, clear guidance on lone working, an on-call system for emergencies and a 
commitment to protect the practitioner as well as the client. The therapist’s clinical 
supervisor and accrediting body also carry a degree of responsibility for the work 
undertaken. With appropriate support, the therapist can experience this as a sec-
ondary container, holding the therapist, both consciously and unconsciously, when 
undertaking challenging therapeutic work (Stokoe, 2015).

Natural environment

Working in this environment raises fundamental questions about how nature is 
engaged with. The Service works from the premise of respect and relation to the 
natural environment rather than its use for consumption. This is fundamental, 
given the current societal model based on the exploitation of this finite resource. 
As such, the Service is committed to minimising its impact on the environment, 
and it seeks to ‘leave no trace’. During art activities, clients are invited to work 
with available materials, such as fallen leaves and sticks, rather than picking 
something that is living or part of an active ecosystem. When working with a 
group, attention is paid to the trail not being over-used. The biggest impact that the 
Service currently makes is from driving between sessions. The Service attempts 
to minimise this by seeing clients in a similar area on the same day, but this issue 
remains a concern.
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Case illustration of an outdoor art therapy practice

This composite case illustrates some aspects of an outdoor art therapy practice 
with a young person. The therapy lasted for six months, during which time 20 
weekly sessions of 50 minutes took place. The following summary focuses on cer-
tain moments that illustrate elements of the practice.

The young person

The young person, aged 19, was referred by a social worker. She was having dif-
ficulty managing her close relationships and was engaged in risky behaviours. She 
had been adopted as a toddler after being taken into care. Her biological parents 
had been unable to care for her because of their substance use. The adoptive experi-
ence had been acrimonious, and in adolescence, the young person had withdrawn 
from school and began relations with an older person. The client had a close but 
fraught relationship with her biological mother. At the point when therapy began, 
she was living independently in homeless accommodation, having broken contact 
with her adoptive family. Her motivation for coming to therapy was to think about 
these relationships.

The art therapist

The work was undertaken by a psychodynamic art therapist who had training and 
experience in outdoor therapy and working with vulnerable young people.

The location, materials and process

The work took place in the public grounds of a quiet walled garden near Edinburgh. 
The location was familiar to both client and therapist because the client had visited 
the grounds as a young person and the therapist had worked there previously. The 
therapist had assessed risks associated with the site.

The art materials worked with were items available in the vicinity of the garden. 
These included leaves, seeds, earth, logs, water, etc. The client chose a number of 
different locations to work over the 20 sessions and the elements changed slightly 
according to the place.

The art therapy was non-directive, meaning there was an open invitation for the 
client to make something that was relevant to herself related to issues that preoccu-
pied her. The client would sometimes work in silence, and at other times the crea-
tion would be developed in dialogue. Once the creating was finished, the therapist 
and client would take time to observe what had emerged and think about it together.

In the first session, the therapist contracted with the client around the thera-
peutic work, including added outdoor considerations. At the sixth session and 
in the final sessions, they reviewed the work together. The client also completed 
weekly questionnaires that gave feedback on the sessions [Session Rating Scale 
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(Duncan et al., 2003)] and measured her wellbeing [Clinical Outcomes in Rou-
tine Evaluation (Evans et al., 2000)], which at certain points helped to inform 
the therapy.

The sessions

The initial sessions centred on developing psychological and physical safety. In 
the first session, it appeared that the client experienced some dysregulation. Her 
discomfort was manifested somatically through shallow breathing, tightly held 
posture and a fast gait. The client walked chaotically through the park and, when 
invited to create something with the natural materials, she chose a location that was 
beyond the sight of the therapist while still being nearby. The client concentrated 
on her creative process whilst also paying close attention to what the therapist was 
doing. The countertransference experienced by the therapist was characterised by 
a sense of anxiety. She was reminded of a sense of being a watchful parent caring 
for a young child that needs attention whilst worrying that the child might feel eas-
ily invaded or overwhelmed. When the client had finished working, the therapist 
asked if she might approach the client, only observing the artwork with the client’s 
consent. Through the client’s somatic experience, physical distancing and position-
ing, the therapist and client could think together about the difficulty experienced by 
the client in trusting this new relationship. At the same time, the client seemingly 
wanted the therapist to be present and, in some sense, desired her interest and care. 
The therapist could begin to touch on what it may have meant for the client not to 
have been cared for by her biological parents. The client could consider the value 
of having someone with whom to mentalise this experience. She could reflect on 
her desire to have an adult available to her while worrying deeply about the adult’s 
reaction.

In these early sessions, the client explained that the artworks she made were 
meant to be introductions to herself. She worked with various materials but focused 
primarily on ‘damaged’ objects, such as torn leaves or broken twigs, which she felt 
represented different parts of herself. At the end of each session, the therapist would 
take a photograph of the artwork as part of the records of the session. For the cli-
ent, this became an important moment. Perhaps the photograph served as a shared 
recognition of the injury she had experienced in her internal world. After taking a 
photograph, the client would carefully collect the objects and take them to an area 
of the park that she had identified as ‘safe’. Over time, some of these objects were 
retrieved and developed into other artworks. The client and therapist were able to 
reflect on the symbolic meaning of these damaged parts that represented the cli-
ent’s internal world and the importance of them later being reintegrated into the 
client’s self-image once her sense of self had developed and felt a bit more solid.

From the fifth session onwards, the client started returning to the same location 
each week, choosing a position at the foot of a large chestnut tree on the edge of 
the garden. The client still worked at a slight distance from the therapist but was 
now clearly in view, perhaps because the therapeutic alliance was now more firmly 
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established. These sessions were characterised by themes of family and relation-
ships. The materials that the client chose were a combination of natural materials, 
as well as human-made objects, such as scraps of metal and plastic bags, seemingly 
rubbish.

In session eight, the client built a nest from these mixed materials, weaving 
together plastic shreds with branches, metal and long-dried grass. She described 
it as a representation of the network that sustained her, referring to her biological 
mother, partner, friends and professional workers. She said that the plastic repre-
sented her partner, and the metal stood for her biological mother. The therapist and 
client observed that the natural and human-made materials seemed incongruous 
together, that they were not well connected and that the nest appeared to be col-
lapsing. This induced a conversation about the client’s sense of fragility about what 
sustained her and the complexity of her various relationships. Seeing her biological 
mother represented in metal, she reflected on the ambivalence that she felt towards 
her. On the one hand, she valued that her mother was solid and tough, but on the 
other hand, her mother could be cutting and destructive. The client reflected on 
the weight and size of ‘the metal’, that appeared to be causing the nest to collapse. 
The client suggested that ‘the metal’ needed to take up less space and other ‘twigs’ 
were needed in the network to sustain it. She linked this to her mother’s impact on 
her own sense of identity, with whom she felt closely enmeshed. She suggested 
that perhaps she needed greater separation from her mother. Prior to this, the client 
had only felt able to talk about her biological mother in positive terms, indicat-
ing that she had split off negative feelings associated with her, perhaps because 
these feelings were intolerable and needed to be projected outwards (or inwards). 
Perhaps working in this symbolic way allowed the client to identify and re-think 
some (previously unconscious) negative associations, permitting a re-working of 
her internal objects.

In the fifteenth session, the client reflected on the way that she returned to the 
chestnut tree. She noted that initially, she had experienced it as a safe place but 
now it gave her some sense of sustenance. She experienced it as she might imagine 
a kind grandmother. It was sturdy and constant, offering fruits and shielding her 
from the rain. The client and therapist could reflect on this metaphor in a visceral 
way. Together, they looked at the breadth of the branches and touched the trunk. 
They could think about the benevolent caregiver that the young person had been 
deprived of in her early years but that she was now able to imagine and perhaps 
begin to internalise. The client was also able to reflect on her adoptive family. Just 
as the tree had been absent from the dialogue in the sessions, so had the thought of 
her adoptive family. It had been hard for the client to bring this aspect into the ther-
apy. Now, she suggested that one branch of this tree might represent her adoptive 
family. This was notable because it spoke directly to her capacity to recognise and 
internalise something nurturing. The somatic experience of looking, touching and 
feeling the tree perhaps helped to enhance the metaphor and permit free-associative 
thoughts to emerge.
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One might also wonder whether the client had developed a greater sense of 
herself in relation to other beings and a more distinct relationship with the natural 
world. In this way, perhaps she was developing an ecological sense of self in rela-
tion to something wider than herself.

The brief moments described previously help to illustrate a small part of what 
can materialise in an outdoor art therapy practice.

Outcomes and feedback

The Outdoor Therapy Service monitors its impact through clinical measures, as 
well as client and referrer feedback. The measure used to capture client wellbeing 
is the Clinical Outcomes in Routine Evaluation (Evans et al., 2000). This is col-
lected each week throughout the therapy. The 2021–2022 Outdoor Therapy Impact 
Report showed that, following outdoor therapy, 59% of clients showed a significant 
improvement, 23% a small improvement and 18% stayed the same or deteriorated 
(Venture Trust, 2022). This was measured in a sample size of 54 clients. The Nature 
Connection Index (Richardson et al., 2019) is also collected weekly. Reporting has 
shown a 64% increase in nature connection in a sample of 31 clients.

Anonymous feedback is also collected from the client when therapy ends. This 
provides detailed information about what was useful or not about outdoor therapy. 
The main points that clients identify as valuable are the sense of space, feeling 
at ease in nature, movement in sessions and being able to manage eye contact. 
Nothing has been identified as unhelpful thus far. On average, clients have rated 
the importance of therapy being outdoors as 4.8 out of 5. Feedback from referrers 
has also been promising. Third-sector organisations and statutory services have 
pointed to varied benefits, including that the Service is felt to suit clients that have 
been reluctant to engage with other services.

Implications for policy and research

Outdoor therapy appears to improve wellbeing and access to therapy. It would be 
beneficial for trials to take place at a statutory level, but hitherto organisational 
barriers have prevented this (Cooley et al., 2020) Objections seem to arise in 
statutory bodies due to perceptions of risk and from the prevalence of a medi-
calised national healthcare approach. Given the varied potential benefits of this 
practice, it would be valuable for statutory services to evaluate effectiveness on 
a broader basis.

Research is needed to evaluate outdoor therapy, both for its efficacy and what is 
efficacious about it. It would be helpful to study who is more likely to benefit and 
why that might be. It could also clarify whether outdoor therapy impacts nature 
connection. Research could explore outdoor therapy’s impact on the development 
of an ecological sensibility and how this impacts on a person’s capacity to engage 
with the climate crisis. The Outdoor Therapy Service is currently exploring col-
laborations with researchers and welcomes further such discussions.
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Conclusion

To conclude, experience and research suggest that outdoor therapy is an effective 
and meaningful practice when organised thoughtfully, safely and ethically. It can 
open up access to therapy and harness non-verbal elements inaccessible to other 
therapies. In addition, it has the potential to offer a unique stimulus to the develop-
ment of an ecological sense of self.
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Chapter 9

Learning to live well together
Art and ecological research with 
young children

Debi Keyte-Hartland and Louise Lowings

Introduction

Madeley Nursery School is a place for young children aged two to five years, with 
an ecological curriculum based on contextual relationships between children, their 
ideas, and their encounters with the world. The school is situated in Telford and 
Wrekin, at the edge of the UNESCO World Heritage Site of Ironbridge Gorge. 
The current nursery school building was opened in 1976; however, the school was 
established in the prefabricated premises of a wartime nursery in 1946. It has a 
front lawn and gated garden space with a central tree at the front, as well as a larger 
rear garden that has been developed for play and exploration of wildlife, as well as 
spaces for growing produce and composting.

The nursery school is a place of research (for children and adults), and edu-
cators have been involved with two international Erasmus + projects linked to 
early childhood that explored the creative and expressive potentialities of digital 
technology and media (Keyte-Hartland, 2016) and ways of evaluating and assess-
ing transdisciplinary learning which both amplified ways of working in and with 
nature. The nursery school offers government-funded education and is a place that 
celebrates a community of learning based on deeply held principles that are con-
tinually being explored, questioned, and developed as understanding grows and 
practice is reflected upon. One of the children said of the nursery: “We look after 
all the creatures in our nursery, and they look after us all, and all the plants in the 
world” (Phillip).

This chapter is written by Debi Keyte-Hartland, an independent artist-educator 
and early childhood pedagogical consultant who has worked with the school on 
research projects and professional development with the educators and by Louise 
Lowings, the Headteacher of Madeley Nursery School, which has been graded 
“Outstanding” by Ofsted, the national regulator of schools in England on four con-
secutive occasions. The authors met in Reggio Emilia, Italy, in 2000 when they 
each came across the work of the infant-toddler centres and preschools and con-
tinue to be inspired and enriched by the Reggio Emilia Approach and thinking of 
Loris Malaguzzi (2011).

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003357308-9
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In this chapter, we will set out the culture and ethos of the school as it relates 
to children’s learning and use examples of children’s engagement with nature to 
explore how the pedagogy based on ecological ideas and creative modalities builds 
reciprocity, empathy, and wellness amongst the school community. We end with a 
consideration of implications for wider practice, which promotes the centrality of 
an ecological approach and curriculum in early childhood education and beyond 
that uses the arts as an activator of relational and mutual learning.

Practice description

As a research school with a creative, ecological curriculum, Madeley Nursery 
School promotes collaboration and active participation from everyone in the school 
community. Here, learning and teaching are considered a cyclical process, a jour-
ney that is built on children’s funds of knowledge and working theories (Hedges, 
2022). It is a vibrant and friendly school that places wellbeing for all at its centre, 
including the woodlice, snails, worms, trees, grasses, and more residing in its gar-
dens and outdoor spaces. Madeley’s approach to teaching and learning has been 
inspired by the preschools of Reggio Emilia, Italy, regarding its use of the arts as 
languages of learning and expression (Malaguzzi, 2011; Vecchi, 2010). It is also 
inspired by Gregory Bateson (1972), an English ecological anthropologist, social 
scientist, and cyberneticist whose interest in systems theory ran as a thread through-
out his work that intersected fields such as environmentalism, sustainability, and 
learning. Bateson influenced the development of the preschools and infant-toddler 
centres in Reggio Emilia, particularly through its founder Loris Malaguzzi and its 
first atelierista Vea Vecchi who described the pedagogy of Reggio Emilia approach 
as being a sort of “transdisciplinary fertilizer, full of vitality, capable of welcom-
ing different ways of thinking” (Vecchi, 2010, p. 6). These qualities of vitality or 
liveliness are cultivated and exist in the children’s ideas and experiences that are 
expressed through their 100 languages (Malaguzzi, 2011).

The focus of the school is an ecological perspective on learning, which enables 
young children to engage in long-term research where they observe natural phe-
nomena directly, investigating subjects and matter they can see, touch, listen to, 
move with, and smell. Educators design contexts which activate the curiosity, care, 
and solidarity of the children with the natural world, and amongst everyone in the 
school community, by focusing on the immediate environment and developing a 
deep understanding and respect for it. The belief is that this attitude and value will 
help the children build their ecological identities (Pelo, 2014). However, as a school, 
it is important not to treat environmental sustainability or forest school approaches 
as separate subjects or add-on activities that can become just another part of an 
already full and mandated curriculum; instead, the aim is to activate each day the 
ecological curriculum and to build it through the daily life of the school. Build-
ing this sustainable, ecological education paradigm has meant seeing wellbeing 
not just as pertinent to children but pertinent to all, including the multiple species 
that live and learn together as a transversal value running throughout curriculum, 
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policy, and pedagogy. This way of working is the heartbeat of the school and is 
enacted as a way of building a curriculum with children, which emerges through 
living and learning together with nature and expressing their own understanding of 
what matters for them through languages of the arts (Sellers, 2013). The work fea-
tured in this chapter focuses on the children’s curiosity and how they represented 
their ideas about the nursery garden, a place of entangled living systems which 
offered opportunities for relational and mutual learning (Bateson, 2016). The 
enquiry began when a small group of children asked the Local Authority gardeners 
to stop cutting the lawn and poisoning the weeds, enabling wild grasses and flow-
ers to flourish along with the wildlife it encouraged. Their resulting investigations 
and discoveries included different varieties of grass and the many different species 
of insects, spiders, worms, slugs, and snails that returned when the grass was not 
mown, resulting in the children producing a guidebook about the garden and what 
lived there. The process of constructing this guidebook revealed children’s ways of 
expressing their solidarity with nature and each other, as well as representing their 
ecological knowledge using languages of graphics, photography, story, and curated 
collections of ideas about what lived together in the nursery garden.

What has been, and continues to be, important is that this approach to learning 
is one based on ecological and systemic perspectives that are not only applicable 
to educational contexts but to any ecologies in nature or complex human systems. 
It situates the arts and creativity as co-existing with logic and science as an inter-
related whole (Nachmanovitch, 2007) in which diversity and multiple perspectives 
are sought and considered essential qualities for learning. This challenges fixed 
notions of education in which children’s learning is mapped out in advance through 
carefully sequenced, high-level plans (Ofsted, 2023). Learning instead was seen 
occurring in the reciprocal relational entanglements of children, educators, fami-
lies, gardens, and living and non-living things that dwelled in togetherness as part 
of the learning community. The children’s and adults’ learning, which occurred 
through these intra-actions and entanglements, was considered dynamic, vibrant, 
interconnected, and flowing in a continual state of elaboration.

The garden and its central tree at the front of the nursery school (the site of the 
enquiry) was a space where the children played and noticed the plants and creatures 
that lived in its constantly transforming context. The enquiry involved 19 young 
children, together with two educators and the headteacher, who explored this small 
garden over the course of an academic year through the games the children played 
together, and from the representations made by the children of the community of 
mutual living systems that caught their attention and curiosity. Children used this 
garden to run and chase, play hide and seek, and find ways that enabled them to 
feel connected socially, physically, and emotionally as part of a group. This was 
learning full of joy and vitality, and the children identified the games they played as 
being “good to play with friends”. All children’s names used are pseudonyms, and 
their dialogue was collected as part of the open and daily pedagogical documenta-
tion that informs teaching and learning, which was shared with both families and 
children.
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The traces of pedagogical documentation, such as photographs, films, tran-
scripts of conversations, drawings, and artefacts were critically reflected on by the 
educators collectively as they looked to grow their insights of changes in children’s 
understanding. Reflection on documentation makes visible educators’ interpreta-
tion of how the children develop and elaborate their knowledge of ecology and of 
what lives together in the garden.

Pedagogical documentation is an ongoing form of professional learning for the 
school; this makes it possible for the educators to test and make theories related to 
the strategies and processes of children’s thinking as expressed and as it unfolds in 
the daily experiences of learning together (Rinaldi, 2021). This process can lead to 
transformations in educators’ thinking, and the shared analysis builds the listening 
attitude which enables educators to co-design future learning contexts based on 
what they have understood about the children’s knowledge and motivations (Filip-
pini & Ruozzi, 2021). The different forms of documentation and group reflection 
make visible to the children, too, the connections they make in their understanding 
as they learn together as part of a social group. This establishes a metacognitive 
awareness of how their ideas, feelings, and emotions contaminate, pollinate, and 
inform each other in the development of their understanding of the garden and its 
inhabitants, materials, and environments.

An understanding of an intra-active pedagogy challenged the idea that interac-
tion only occurred between the human subjects in the garden (Lenz-Taguchi, 2010). 
The soil, worms, ants, leaves, bark, seeds, air, water, words, sounds, and drawings 
all possessed an agentic and dynamic force which was “constantly exchanging and 
diffracting, influencing and working inseparably” (Barad, 2007, p. 141). We theo-
rised that learning was a relational and mutual act to be extended to the complexity 
of all evolving living systems present in the garden, all learning to live amiably 
together. As Bateson asks, what is the difference between learning and life, and 
“When is something living not learning? Never” (2016, p. 170).

An example of the recognition of mutual learning occurred when the children 
recalled what they had discovered at the bottom of the tree. Amber thought back to 
her experiences when watching the woodlice at the rock that sat at the base of the 
tree in the garden: “They [the woodlice] were finding out what’s going on under the 
rock. . . . I think you found some worms under the rock”.

Amber described here how learning was a process of finding something out 
in which the woodlice were not just there to be observed by a human but were 
engaged themselves in learning to live together well with the multiple species that 
co-existed at the base of the tree. Amber seemed to be stating the possibility that the 
woodlice were engaged in learning too, through an active enquiry of their own, in 
trying to discover what was going on under the rock. Amber then suggested that the 
woodlice might acquire the knowledge that worms live underneath the rock. This 
was a thought that drew on her prior knowledge gained in previous encounters with 
finding a multiplicity of species, such as worms, woodlice, snails, hoverflies, and 
butterflies, all living together in and around the tree in the nursery garden. The tree 
drew the children to it throughout the year in different ways. It stood at the centre of 
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the circle when the children gathered round for stories or joined together for their 
games. Children would climb around it and, in doing so, would get to know the tree 
better, in more detail than just looking at it from the ground, which enabled new 
insights to emerge. Pelo (2014) considers how living in a place over time can breed 
a sense of over-familiarity in which we believe we already know and understand. 
In her description of developing children’s ecological identities, she describes the 
‘jolt’ of new ways of seeing when we become “detached to the vitality of a place” 
(Pelo, 2014, p. 45). The children’s climbing, games, and observational drawings 
forged with the tree with pedagogical actions such as inviting the children to lie on 
their backs to look again at the tree from new perspectives and in imagining what 
the tree looked like at night, were the ‘jolts of vitality’ that enabled new ways of 
coming to know and understand the ecology of this tree (Pelo, 2014).

This aesthetic dimension and way of approaching art is a central aspect of how 
learning is activated through developing empathy and is a way in which we all 
relate, connect, and build knowledge (Vecchi, 2010). Through experiencing and 
representing the vitality of the garden, it affects all those who encounter and inhabit 
it. When we become aware of and open to both this affect and vitality, they become 
the base for connecting and relating between other human beings and nature and to 
art and aesthetics (Hay, 2020). In creating and attending to the aesthetic dimension, 
we recognise it as an activator of learning in which the children sense, relate, and 
take care of the vitality within the garden in which wellbeing is considered as an 
outcome for all multispecies and matter dwelling in the space.

The language of graphics and the use of different drawing media are explored 
as a way of engaging and encountering the subjects of the garden. The revisiting 
of previous drawings and the return to drawing the creatures and plants of the 
garden throughout the seasons and on multiple occasions enabled evolutions in 
representational skills and ideas. Educators looked for changes occurring through 
these tangled processes of looking, looking again, drawing again, and sharing ideas 
as a community of learners. As the children drew directly from life, they narrated 
not just what they perceived but also exchanged their working theories and ideas 
(Hedges, 2022). The act of observational drawing went beyond the search for real-
ism and instead paid attention to the story and ideas that emerged (Brookes, 2022).

In cultivating children’s ecological identities, both art and the senses played 
a key role in learning about the ecology of the nursery garden and the place of 
the tree as a living system bursting with vitality. The senses are to be embraced 
as a process of learning, especially in a culture that can value intellect and the 
remembering of facts more so than processes of intuition, emotion, and sensing 
(Pelo, 2014). We observed how children constructed knowledge that required a 
polysensorial engagement; they were learning about the world through feeling the 
cold of the frost on their skin, they smelt the freshness of rain on a warm and sunny 
day, they heard the birds singing in the trees and tasted the sweetness of strawber-
ries they had grown in pots. These polysensorial experiences were also activating 
factors in developing an understanding of and with nature, as they described grass 
seed as being tickly and recognised that climbing a tree for a snail can be prickly.
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During the summer term, Kim and Amber drew the central ornamental cherry 
tree in the garden. Over several days, their drawing increased in complexity as Kim 
and Amber adapted their ideas, explaining, negotiating, and redefining in continu-
ous loops of engagement. Amber suggested that they should add the blossom that 
had adorned the tree earlier in the year to their drawing because “it would make 
the tree its best beautiful again”. The drawing began to transform from something 
observational in form to something that reflected their ideas and memories about 
the vitality of the tree and of what lived together with it. As they painted the blos-
som back on, they discussed what could happen if they were able to really put the 
blossom back onto the real tree, saying that the bees and butterflies would have 
food and a more beautiful home. This wider understanding and empathy for the 
connectedness of life brought vitality to their thinking, learning, and wellbeing 
(Bateson, 1972).

When Kim and Amber were drawing, we think they were making intuitive 
choices and judgements that were driven by their polysensorial perception of the 
tree, their experiences of it, memories, and observations; this was a response to 
what they saw and understood about the tree (Brooks, 2022). It was not that they 
were drawing an exact replica of it at a specific moment in time. The language of 
drawing was a way of producing an image that sought to pursue the ideas, theories, 
and questions that they had about that tree as a living system (Brookes, 2022). They 
were telling their stories about the tree, which helped to cultivate their ecological 

Figure 9.1 The Blossom Tree, by Kim and Amber
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identities by fostering an intimate relationship between themselves and the cherry 
tree (Pelo, 2014). This was achieved through their imagination and conjecture of 
theory that was elaborated through their shared representational experiences. As 
they made propositions to each other (as seen in what follows), they gave value 
to each evolving idea, mirroring vocabulary and using affirmation. They gath-
ered ideas of love, beauty, health, and desire that had emerged over time amongst 
the group and attributed them to their drawing, the tree, and its wider network of 
wildlife. It was a dance between all protagonists that contributed to this culture of 
mutuality in which learning and wellness thrived for all, including the bees and the 
butterflies.

Kim: This tree wants to be pink again.
Amber: Yeah, it wants to be beautiful again.
Kim: Yeah, it’s beautiful.
Amber: It will love it, and the bees.
Kim: All the bees will love it and the butterflies. It’s food for the bees.
Amber: They will love it, their beautiful home.

How the children perceived the world involved thinking about how the world 
perceived them. For example, in the search for the field poppies that came and 
went each day, the children engaged in a kind of game, looking for their anticipated 
appearances.

Max: That’s a poppy.
Sofia: There’s another one round there.
Wanda: That looks like a poppy because of the red.
Saul: The poppy is looking at us Lou; it’s peeping out.

For these children, their narrative commentary acknowledged that it was not just 
themselves observing the living elements of the garden but that the living things 
in the garden could observe them, too. In an interview, Tonino Kimmerer said of 
plants’ intelligences that they have “the ability to perceive, sense, respond to, and 
communicate about the environment. They create and maintain relationships with 
other beings. And they adjust their behaviour in ways that benefit survival and 
reproduction” (Tonino, 2016). Therefore, it is not a naïve idea of the children that 
plants can ‘peep’ or perceive. Instead, it underlines how young children are open 
to sensing and seeing the world in relational ways, actively hypothesising about 
what is co-dwelling, and receptive to seeing the world in more-than-human ways 
in which plants can observe and give their attention to what they glimpse from 
between the fence panels. There is also a creative element to this wondering and 
thinking with the world that brings great satisfaction to the children in their col-
laborative encounters with nature and natural subjects. These were dynamic and 
authentic interactions amongst the children and adults that included opportunities 
for agreeing and disagreeing with each other. Educators listened to the children 
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to find the tension and rubs in their ideas where one way of thinking contested 
another. It was in these moments of friction that there was creative energy and 
potential for new ideas and ways of thinking to emerge. These dynamic qualities 
of seeking multiple perspectives sat at the heart of the democratic practice of the 
school and related to ways of working with children who could find different ways 
of thinking where ideas could clash, converge, or become positively infected with 
others, which brought a nourishing sense of vitality that enriched learning together 
in a group (Vecchi, 2010).

Outcomes

Learning with the flowers, plants, grasses, and creatures of the garden was far more 
than just learning about nature or learning in nature. Learning with nature was 
about creating a foundation for action and developing a strong sense of empathy 
between the multiple species, co-dwelling and co-learning in mutuality together in 
the garden. It was an approach that was critical for acting with the world in which 
children were learning to care and take responsibility for its wellbeing, as much as 
the garden gave to the children’s sense of wellbeing. The two relations of the well-
being of the garden and of the children were inseparable. We drew on Kimmerer’s 
(2020) metaphor of mutual and collective flourishing, in which she describes the 
mass fruiting of nut trees which spend years making sugar and hoarding starch in 
their roots so that when their stores overflow, the crop of nuts appears, but, when 
one nut tree in the forest begins to produce its nuts, they all do, as the trees act col-
lectively. It is an example of mutual flourishing, which we liken to a meshing of 
shared prosperity in health and wellbeing within the ecology of a place in the same 
way a mycorrhizal fungal network also works collectively with tree roots within 
a forest.

Implications for policy, practice, and research

This approach was the collective daily practice and engine of learning and par-
ticipation at the school in which a coherent classroom culture was built on group 
enquiry, collaboration, and solidarity with each other and with nature. The arts 
enabled deeper enquiry, greater autonomy, and routes to increased critical and crea-
tive competencies with insights and understanding across all statutory educational 
programmes of the Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE, 2023). By being attentive 
to ecological systems and using creative and expressive modalities, we developed 
healthier environments for both children and the natural subjects they encountered 
in which a learning culture of vitality was sustained. Children and educators, as 
part of nature, learnt together with nature, expressed their ideas, and listened to 
others, and their differences of opinion were experienced as acts of caring, new 
learning, and mutual support. These small acts of mutual compassion had wider 
effects on establishing a sense of belonging and self-worth. The sustained research 
by children and adults with the immediate natural environments around the school 
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generated great respect and curiosity for the good health of the plants and creatures 
that inhabited it as well as themselves, and we hope that this stays and transitions 
to wider nature and ecosystems beyond the life of the nursery school.

Conclusion

As authors, we question if it is enough to tag learning about the environment and 
sustainability onto an already full curriculum of schools and argue instead for 
an ecological pedagogical approach to be at the centre, influencing the culture, 
contexts, leadership, and educational practices of the whole school. In creating a 
researchful, ecological, and creative culture and ethos at Madeley Nursery School, 
we have set out how learning can be full of vitality and mutuality, and how differ-
ence can be cultivated as a positive value and as an asset within the classroom and 
wider school. Through examples of children’s engagement with nature, we have 
explored how pedagogy based on ecological ideas and creative modalities builds 
reciprocity, empathy, and wellness amongst the school community and across spe-
cies. In this approach, nature, children, and their ideas all flourish and highlight the 
significance of collective responsibility, care, and attention to the health, wellbeing, 
and sustainability of the human and more-than-human world. As Kimmerer (2020, 
p. 16) reminds us that “We make a grave error if we try to separate individual 
well-being from the health of the whole”.

We recommend that other early years settings and primary schools develop this 
practice in their own contexts by considering the development of their children’s 
ecological identities (Pelo, 2014) through exploring, representing, and telling the 
stories (both real and imagined) of their immediate environments using the arts 
and aesthetics as activators of relational and mutual learning with nature. We also 
propose that in considering children’s health and wellbeing, the health and wellbe-
ing of the locality are simultaneously taken into consideration and acted upon. And 
finally, we must take seriously listening, responding to, and acting, on children’s 
authentic ecological enquiries as ways of ensuring this mutual learning and rela-
tional flourishing.
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Chapter 10

Forest of Imagination
Reimagining familiar spaces through 
creativity and nature awareness

Penny Hay

Introduction

Forest of Imagination is a place where everyone can explore their own creativity. It  
offers a re-imagining of a familiar space into a fantastical world to inspire intuitive play, 
imaginative thought and to heighten a sense of nature in the city. The Forest is a wild 
place, a metaphorical retreat from the everyday urban world, to share the innate creativity 
of human nature.

(Andrew Grant, Co-founder of Forest of Imagination and Founding Director of Grant 
Associates; cited in the House of Imagination, 2023)

Forest of Imagination is an annual participatory contemporary arts and architecture 
event in Bath, UK. It is free and open to all, with a creative learning programme 
that has been developed in partnership between Bath Spa University, House of 
Imagination (a creative education charity), schools, and cultural organisations. The 
impact of arts-in-nature practice on wellbeing, mental health, and sustainability is 
central to Forest of Imagination as it reimagines familiar spaces, inspiring creativ-
ity and heightening awareness of nature in an urban context.

Forest of Imagination is a metaphor for our collective imagination; it brings 
art, creativity, imagination, and nature into the heart of a city with sublime natural 
and immersive interventions, such as artistic and architectural installations, that 
connect the natural and urban landscapes with creative experiences. It also brings 
nature and creativity to the heart of the public realm and highlights the urgency of 
climate change. Co-founded by the House of Imagination and Grant Associates, 
this research and public engagement project is a unique collaboration between the 
creative and cultural industries and the community of Bath. The Founding Director 
of Grant Associates, Andrew Grant, is famous for the Super Trees, Gardens by the 
Bay in Singapore, which have inspired the Forest of Imagination.

In the Forest of Imagination, spaces in the city are reinvented to inspire sponta-
neous play, unleash imagination, and deepen our engagement with nature. It shines 
a light on the importance of global forests and the capacity of forests to inspire 
creativity in everyone. Our partners have significant track records delivering 
world-class cultural and creative learning programmes for all ages and encouraging 
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seldom-heard community members to engage through active interaction. This has 
been achieved by developing dedicated outreach programmes and working with 
local schools in marginalised areas. This chapter considers the impact of the Forest 
of Imagination on children’s wellbeing and sustainability through a multi-modal 
case study, the Living Tree Mirror Maze.

Practice description

House of Imagination offers a creative approach to research and learning along-
side artists. This creative methodology, where everyone becomes an artist, aims to 
make creativity visible through an arts-based participatory action research enquiry 
(McNiff, 2007), including transformative “glow moments” (MacLure, 2010) that 
informed this case study (Stake, 1994). This research was conducted in line with 
the BERA code of ethics (BERA, 2018) and gained ethical approval by Bath Spa 
University.

Throughout the project, House of Imagination collaborated with the St Andrews 
Primary School in Bath, working in particular with Year 5 children. Consent was 
given from children, parents, and teachers to take part in a multi-modal case study 
using photography, film, and written documentation. Children’s responses, enquir-
ies, dialogue, and processes of artmaking were observed and documented in this 
in-depth case study. The case study also addressed the artists’ design and intent for 
the Living Tree Mirror Maze, as well as children’s interpretation, debate, thoughts, 
and theories developed in collaboration with artists. Learning outside the class-
room, with the city as a campus for learning, created a new space for children’s 
collective imagination and celebrated the power of imagining a different world.

The aims of Living Tree Mirror Gaze were, therefore, to create a space that elic-
its children’s imaginative thinking and creative engagement and to invite children 
to be good stewards of planet Earth.

Living Tree Mirror Maze 2022 case study (with thanks to 
Liz Elders’ documentation)

Living Tree Mirror Maze was an installation at the Egg Theatre in 2022 designed 
by Berlin-based artist and filmmaker Andrew Amondson. It was also co-designed 
alongside mathematician Professor Alf Coles from the University of Bristol and 
Marcus Rothnie, architect at Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios. In this installation, we 
invited visitors and participants to walk through a geometric maze of mirrors into 
a living forest full of sound, light, and sensory experiences. The sound installation 
was created by musician Cosmo Sheldrake. Designer Matthew Leece created a 
FUNgal network of connecting and communicating tubes to represent the concept 
of a mycelium network in the Egg café.

Living Forest Mirror Maze invited enquiry into the natural world and agency for 
action in response to the climate emergency through a series of creative workshops 
for local schools facilitated by artists. The Living Forest Mirror Maze installation 
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provided a ‘living classroom’, an experimental site of learning that deliberately 
brought the inspirational experience and sensations of nature and wildness to chil-
dren’s doorsteps. Children were invited to find and follow their fascinations, ask 
powerful ecological questions, and immerse themselves in self-directed enquiry 
following their ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). In total, 16 classes of children and 
over 800 families visited the installation over a period of three weeks.

Collaboration of artists, children, and teachers

The Year 5 class was invited to consider the ideas of a Living Tree and Mirror Maze 
a week before their visit to the installation. The aim was to document the classroom 
discussion and share their thoughts with the artists. The teacher worked with the 
artists’ sketchbooks of ideas for the design of the Living Tree Mirror Maze and col-
laborated with the artists to co-lead the session at the theatre.

The artists and educators collaborated before and during the sessions in school 
and at the theatre. The teacher was an integral part, acting as a conduit for the flow 
of conversation and exchange of ideas. With his knowledge of the children, under-
standing of pedagogy, and the culture of enquiry the children were familiar with in 
his classroom, he was able to frame the sessions and questions and co-construct a 
dialogue with them. The teacher structured the sessions with the children around 
these key questions:

• How can we reflect on the nature of responsibility and our responsibility to 
nature?

• How can we reflect in the forest and hold a mirror up to nature?
• How does the forest and our connection to nature nurture our wellbeing?

Artists’ design and intent for Living Tree Mirror Maze

Living Tree Mirror Maze was a delicately balanced natural sculpture. Ferns, mosses, 
and plants had been borrowed from a local forest (to which they returned), providing 
a living forest for the children and families to explore and interact with; the conical 
tree had a circular pool of water inside (Figure 10.1). Andrew Amondson explained 
that the intent behind the initial concept was that the forest could become a space 
where we would all learn something about ourselves and nature: “These mirrors give 
us the opportunity to reflect upon ourselves, in nature, in the theatre”.

Matt Leece also installed yellow connecting tubes, which were designed to rep-
resent a mycelium network. These ‘talking-tubes’ were used to represent mush-
rooms and the underground, extensive network of tubes that bring information 
and sugars to the trees, referred to as the ‘wood-wide-web’. Professor Alf Coles 
explained to children that scientists have discovered that these networks, which 
produce mushrooms, are how the trees communicate with each other. For example, 
if there is a particular kind of insect, a predator, they will communicate that they 
need to put out a particular kind of scent to deter them.
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Children were invited to explore the network of talking-tube mushrooms through 
questions such as: What would the trees say to each other? What if we could talk 
through a tree? What would you say if you were a tree?

A special soundtrack was created for the installation to accompany the con-
versations with children by musician Cosmo Sheldrake, including recordings of 
rare birds threatened with extinction. Artists used the soundtrack in different ways 
throughout the week to create a space for listening and reflection. This added 
another layer to the atmosphere and experience of the Forest.

Outcomes of practice

Without the forest, rivers and trees, I would be a different person.
(Lily, aged 15 years)

Key themes that emerged during the conversations with children and young people 
included the importance of creative and inclusive placemaking, everyday creativity, 
co-design, and co-creation, and how these can lead to a higher sense of belonging, 
engagement, wellbeing, connection to nature, sustainability, and active citizenship.

Learning in, about, for, with, and through nature is vital in children’s develop-
ment and wellbeing. Forest of Imagination and Living Tree Mirror Maze invited 
children to become stewards of the environment through observing, noticing, feel-
ing, choosing, and acting in social connection. Imagination, creativity, agency, 

Figure 10.1 Forest of Imagination
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wellbeing, and shared compassionate values elicited hopeful action, envisioning 
change, and transformation. The following dialogue illustrated children’s reflec-
tions on hope for their own future as well as for the future of our planet, both of 
which are intertwined.

Andrew Amondson gave the following provocation to support children’s 
reflections:

Imagine that you can plant a tree that can save the world. Imagine if you could 
plant an idea that can save the world, plant it in the ground so that everyone can 
experience it. Plant an idea, maybe an amazing idea that could save the world.

In response to that, children described their thoughts and discussed how even the 
smallest changes have the potential to change the world:

If you have an idea, then that idea grows and grows like a tree, and it can change 
the world.

I kind of think, like, when you plant a tree, what does that tree symbolise? 
Does it symbolise a forest, or does it symbolise just this lone tree? And I thought 
about what if it was me . . . and you could show that you can change the world, 
you don’t need a whole country, you don’t need a whole continent . . . you can 
change the world.

Many recent articles (Kuo, Barnes, & Jordan, 2019; Moula, Palmer, & Walshe, 
2022; Monbiot, 2013; Griffiths, 2013, 2014) advocate those experiences of nature 
boost learning, personal development, and environmental stewardship, playing a 
key role in the development of pro-environmental behaviour, particularly by foster-
ing an emotional connection to nature. For example, Kuo’s research implies that 
nature can promote learning by improving children’s attention, interest, and enjoy-
ment in learning and providing a calmer context for learning (Kuo et al., 2019). 
This study also revealed several engagement outcomes: children were more inter-
ested in learning in nature than inside, they were better able to concentrate, and 
they showed improved self-discipline. This was especially evident with children 
living in areas of socio-economic deprivation, which echoes the results of another 
arts-in-nature approach, ‘Artscaping’, which was delivered to children in areas 
of high deprivation and explored changes in children’s eco-capabilities (Walshe, 
Moula, & Lee, 2022; Moula, Walshe, & Lee, 2023).

A recent systematic review on the impact of arts-in-nature for children and 
young people’s nature connectedness found that “arts-in-nature offered inclusive 
medium to engage all children and young people, especially those who might oth-
erwise remain disinterested about environmental issues and disengaged with edu-
cational programs” (Moula et al., 2022, p. 1). As such, through arts-in-nature, we 
have the opportunity to reconceptualise how we nurture children’s natural drive to 
learn (Lee, Walshe, Sapsed, & Holland, 2020). This intention is set against an edu-
cation system in England that is increasingly narrow, instrumental, and technical, 
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obsessed with targets and testing. Yet if education is about being in the world, then 
a pedagogy of enquiry is essential to make sense of the world as a rich tapestry of 
nature-connectedness.

Forest of Imagination and Living Tree Mirror Maze aimed to exemplify ‘nature-
culture’ (Haraway, 2003, 2016) in direct response to the United Nations Sustain-
able Development Goals (UN, 2023) through vibrant public engagement. This 
was achieved by encouraging children, young people, and their families to rethink 
their own relationship with nature and to co-create responses, experiences, and 
exchanges that open up a space of dialogue around the role of creativity and imagi-
nation to invite change. Our priority was to demonstrate the importance of nature 
by integrating creative, inclusive, and interdisciplinary pedagogic approaches 
(Capra & Luisi, 2014, p. 13). As Andrew Grant stated:

We need to rewild ourselves before we can rewild the planet. We need to create 
places in cities that inspire and feed the future creativity of our children.

(Cited in Hay, 2018)

Implications for practice, research, and policy

Forest of Imagination demonstrates a significant shift in thinking in relation to chil-
dren and young people’s wellbeing, health inequities, and sustainability. The chil-
dren and young people who participated shared how nature within the Living Tree 
Mirror Maze made them feel, as well as the sense of calm and wellbeing they expe-
rienced. Furthermore, the Living Tree Mirror Maze invited them to be “good stew-
ards of planet Earth”, to share their ideas about rewilding cities and bringing nature 
into homes, and how this would make places better to live. As such, the Forest of 
Imagination shines a light on the capacity of forests to inspire creativity, which in 
turn can enhance wellbeing and transform lives, communities, and economies.

There is an urgent and critical need for pedagogy and curricula worldwide to 
demonstrate how an understanding of biodiversity is central to surviving the cli-
mate crisis. We can learn from the indigenous wisdom of forests and pay attention 
to the opportunities that forests offer for learning, for being well, for belonging, 
and for taking hopeful action in response to climate change. Living Tree Mirror 
Maze sought to elicit the children’s thoughts and feelings on climate change, sus-
tainability, and positive actions for change. The documentation of the children’s 
immersive learning experience in this ‘living classroom’ demonstrated the value 
of such experimental sites of learning. Working alongside artists, teachers, and 
co-designers supported the children’s imaginative thinking, creative engagement, 
and co-enquiry. The analysis shows the different ways in which the children engaged 
in self-directed enquiry through the sensory nature of the Living Tree Mirror Maze; 
their kinaesthetic ways of learning and how they used their imagination to reflect 
on ‘what if’ and ‘as if’. This effective exchange and dialogue between children, 
artists, and teachers in a democratic and authentic way of decision-making where 
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everyone’s ideas are valued is especially important for children’s sense of agency 
for action and hope in response to the climate emergency.

Based on Orr’s (1992) notion of ecological literacy, our approach encouraged 
the recognition of connectedness between human and planetary wellbeing. Similar 
approaches, such as those adopted in the Forest of Imagination, have the poten-
tial to co-design eco-creative solutions for teaching and learning that empower 
young people and local communities to create positive change for future genera-
tions (Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, Malone, & Hacking, 2020). Echoing Bourn 
(2021a, 2021b), Forest of Imagination suggests that we need a pedagogy of hope 
for planetary citizenship, which recognises our connection to the planet (Louv, 
2008). Young people as climate activists can be a powerful movement for hopeful 
futures for future generations.

Conclusions

The Forest of Imagination and Living Tree Mirror Maze highlighted five key areas 
in terms of the impact of arts-in-nature practice: connectedness to nature; creativ-
ity and imagination; mental health and wellbeing; community engagement; and a 
curriculum for sustainability. Working alongside artists showed the importance of 
the arts, culture, and the environment in feeding people’s capacity to flourish in a 
world where imagination and creativity are central.

Forest of Imagination shines a light on the capacity of forests to inspire creativ-
ity, which in turn can enhance wellbeing and transform lives, communities, and 
economies. We need to learn like a forest, with everything connected, tending to 
the possible. The forest is a space of connection, belonging, and learning; tuning 
into it invites us to explore imaginative solutions for a more hopeful future, allow-
ing both people and the planet to flourish.
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Chapter 11

Open spaces, open senses
On sensuous presence in eco-somatic  
practice of felt thinking and 
therapeutic walking with young people

Anna Dako

Introduction

In times hit by worldwide spreads of pandemics, crises in societal health, and 
increasing health inequities, the importance of access to outdoor spaces has 
become uncompromising. This is because regular access to natural environments 
is a basic prerequisite to health and wellbeing. As Chown (2014) points out, 
whether it is within the local forested areas, beaches, parks, or nature reserves, 
all human beings need access to nature as our own therapist that connects us to 
the vital energy of the earth; indeed, perhaps one of the most critical realisations 
of the post-COVID era is that health-related importance of walking outdoors is 
unquestionable, irrespective of age. However, I argue that nobody experiences the 
negative consequences of a lack of time spent in nature as much as children and 
young people.

At this crucial age, and until adolescence, young people grow in openness 
to the bigger sense of self through a healthy variety of psycho-somatic stimuli. 
Openness to being outdoors means being in touch with the real, the living, and 
the palpable world, as opposed to functioning within the technological virtualities 
of distanced communication subjugated to flat screens or indoor education only. 
Thinking long-term, it is important to notice that the ‘button mentality’, as I would 
call it, disconnects young people from the natural processes of being and coming 
into being, as well as the processes of the open-ended synergy of action. It thus 
impedes their natural capacities for physically engaged and explorative interaction 
with their living surroundings.

A proper balance between the time spent indoors and outdoors is crucial. While 
the societal life frames do resonate with the daily rhythms moderated by sunrise 
and sunset, many technologically overstimulated young people seem to be speed-
ing up to a minute-by-minute tempo of both mental and physical operation. The 
multi-plane dissociation from the natural rhythms is an observable challenge of 
the fast-paced modern world which, as an eco-somatic therapist, I regularly notice. 
Processing over-exposure to information has become a new skill that the younger 
generation needs to tackle within ever shorter spans of time.
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Nevertheless, I do not argue that we should become oblivious to the long-term 
demands of the societal factors of civil fulfilment. Myself included, most of us 
need to carry on relying on versatile types of software and phone apps, and looking 
back at the last 20 years of internet-driven developments in day-to-day activities, 
one needs to admit that the virtually connected world adds layered-ness, versatility, 
and complexity to the fabric of life; that virtual connectivity presents itself both as 
a challenge and a great opportunity.

Through my own practice of walking as a form of experiential therapy, I keep 
asking what openness to the living environment really means. What does being in 
touch with the natural environment bring to the healthy comprehension of the self 
in both human and more-than-human contexts, as well as to the world of therapy 
as a whole?

The practice of felt thinking (Dako, 2023), which I have been working with 
for many years now, is a body-based method of working with movement in the 
somatic experience of the self that addresses questions about the sense of care for 
ecologically-inclusive wellbeing. It is a deep self-inquiry journey which brings 
the lived connections between nature and the self to the fore and which offers new 
insights into how we are in the world and how to remedy multiple imbalances. 
For a number of years now, in my private practice, I have been developing ways 
of introducing co-creating with the natural world as the healthiest way of living; 
it is walking through versatile landscapes as an open inquiry about the unfolding 
interactions that is the best way for me to support young people in times of rapid 
change and cognitive overload.

Looking through the lens of developmental opportunities, walking outdoors 
can definitely be a life-long exploration. An exploration into the subtle adventures 
of embodied expansions happening somewhere between the inner and the outer 
worlds, and an exploration into how we can become more authentic and more true 
to what our senses are opening up to and to what they are communicating.

I often feel that, as a living kind at the top of the food chain, we do quiet our 
sensuous noticing because we do not value enough other forms of life around us. 
Our own human perspective is what always wins, keeping the natural world in the 
background. Technological dependency seems to be stressing our ‘otherness’ even 
further, yet our human predicament does not need to be so self-centred. It is during 
outdoor walking that we can expand on and re-educate our bodyminds about the 
openness we share and about the interconnectedness of all life that calls for our 
attention and appreciation.

The rich imagination that the majority of the young people I have been working 
with have supported the practice itself, and there is undoubtedly a lot of undiscov-
ered freedom still to be explored. Most importantly, though, there are new ways to 
feel safe and secure within the outdoor environments to be included in the thera-
peutic outlook on health and wellbeing, as well as on how the young people are 
able to feel more whole within them. These are the grounding propositions within 
the practice of felt thinking.
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Figure 11.1 Sensuous Presence in Practice, Aberdeenshire, Anna Dako

Felt thinking with nature/self – as an introductory 
framework for walking therapies

By introducing felt thinking here in relation to walking, I refer to the first stage 
of eco-somatic practice, which concentrates on the sensuous presence – or sensu-
ous presence-ing rather – as walking itself helps us understand that ‘being pre-
sent’ is not a static state but rather an ongoing and changeable process of active 
participation and active dialoguing. When contemplating walking as a practice of 
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connection or re-connection with the natural rhythms within and around us, I per-
ceive human nature as the nature of being in movement and acknowledge both dif-
ferences and commonalities within the wider considerations for life on earth; i.e., 
life in earthy contexts of time and space shared reality that we, as a species, come 
to live and co-create in.

Contemplating walking involves actively reflecting on our place in all life on 
Earth and the historicity of how the activity of walking has been the primal move-
ment of our species, as we, humanoids, have been evolving over millions of years 
on planet Earth. Our feet connect us to all the natural development of life; as we 
step on the surface of today, walking often becomes an entry point into more mind-
ful pacing through landscapes and playfulness that children easily pick up on. 
Slowing down and noticing opens doors to curious explorations. At the same time, 
the freedom of changing the pacing and reacting to what calls their attention is also 
there to remind us that we keep evolving today, too, and that we continue to learn 
about ourselves in this wider life context with every step.

Our evolutionary story is very much alive in every cell of our body-minds; the 
embodied capacity to move, feel, and think in three dimensions, into the now, the 
past, and the future, is also a complex continuum of how we are able to move in/
with space and is where the value of time emerges. All body systems develop in 
relation to one another, and the body of nature is present for us all the time, with 
or without its therapeutic relevance. Both literally and imaginatively, children and 
young people are able to reflect upon the past, contemplate the present, and chase 
forward into their plans for the future. And while becoming more aware of the 
complexity of that motion in relation to the landscapes and their own physiology of 
constant instability, conscious walking means learning how to appreciate being in a 
constant mode of co-creating our own movement with the living ground, the Terra, 
alongside the weather conditions and the flora and the fauna.

We are indeed ongoingly giving in to the ground to be able to move away from 
it. Next to that, our physiology is intricately woven into our emotional and ethical 
considerations through care and receptivity, while our living body operates on all 
planes possible: vertical, horizontal, and diagonal. In my practice of walking with 
young people, I am continuously reminded that neglecting or taking functional 
movement for granted is the first mistake made in creating ‘out of body’ experi-
ence, which destabilises the healthy dynamics of the fast-developing psyche.

Our embodied physiology is also naturally expressive, and we move through 
our lives in constant dialogue with the changeable dynamics of time and space. 
Facilitating young people’s capacities to feel into that dynamic and expanding on 
their connection to the versatile exchanges happening every single moment grounds 
them; it encourages them to follow the many freedoms of ongoing choices that they 
can tap into. I often remind my young clients that they are the choice themselves, 
and so is the constant movement within and around them. The right pacing in the 
process of familiarising themselves with such sensations is the key. Connective 
presence is all about one’s wilful participation in what is actually happening, and 
this is exactly where the path to wellbeing begins.
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To me, facilitating sensuous presence in the movement of walking with young 
people means being with what is unfolding for them with every step we take. Partic-
ipation, as Andrea Olsen (2002) reminds us, is “a connective link to our embodied 
awareness and all-inclusive attention” (p. 3). The ultimate goal of balancing multi-
ple imbalances in developmental challenges is to be able to explore the method of 
felt thinking in walking as a way of opening up to new possibilities of relating to 
themselves not only as human beings but as living beings and to remind them that 
movement connects all life in a healthy web of belonging through time and space.

This therapeutic context of doing more by doing less helps facilitate a more 
grounded sense of belonging to the living presence of the Earth and a more versa-
tile and resilient self-reflection. Being in movement, as a form of engagement in 
both a physical activity and a sensuous experience like thinking a thought, cannot 
happen without its spatial-temporal relatedness to ‘the where’ and ‘the when’. All 
movement happens through an engagement with time-space and, to me, the most 
extended version of such engagement in movement is in sensuous co-presence.

The practice of somatic receptivity in movement refers young people to deeper 
layers of relatedness that correspond to feeling through pacing, the frequencies of 
being, and other qualities of co-existence as opposed to picking on spatial bearings 
from occupying space only. It is important to keep in mind that we are not just 
walking through the landscape, but we are connecting in co-presence with the liv-
ing agency of Terra, the Earth, which is a form of therapy itself.

Practice description

I have been working with children and young people (aged 6–18) over the last 
15 years of my practice in movement education and therapy. The reflections on 
walking with sensuous presence as an introduction to the practice of felt think-
ing that I offer in this chapter do not concern any specific case study but rather 
concentrate on a description of this outdoor practice as offered to young people of 
versatile, often multi-cultural backgrounds.

In recent, post-COVID-19 pandemic years, I began to notice the importance 
of offering this new format of therapy sessions to my clients. I also realised that, 
unlike online or indoor therapy, this is a preferred method for parents of young 
people who struggle with the effects of indoor-life restrictions, including hyperac-
tivity, irritability, anxiety disorders, depression, forms of withdrawal, instability of 
emotional states, excessive worrying, or eating disorders.

Before meeting a new client, I usually begin with extensive communication 
with their parents in the introductory consultation session so I can gather enough 
information on the day-to-day life of the young person. I also suggest, whenever 
possible, inviting young people to participate in all communication so they do not 
feel ‘talked about’ or excluded from the exchange of feedback. Once a child or a 
teenager feels comfortable accompanying me on a walking session, there are mul-
tiple entry points into getting to know their ‘inner landscape’, as I like to call it. My 
conversations with them and the activities we come up with are, for the most part, 
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improvised, yet they are also strongly grounded in my close observations of how 
they move through the landscape.

Whether it is a forest, a hill, a beach, or a more accessible park area, the choice 
of the landscape is usually suggested by the young person, which itself is very tell-
ing in relation to their inner needs for connection. To me, as a facilitator, creating 
opportunities for engagement is the key. Walking outdoors is an opportunity to 
distract young people from behaviours they might be struggling with and to vent 
their accumulated energy. Following their tempo of walking before suggesting any 
changes or activities is my regular starting point. Only then, after being able to 
confront the landscapes physically for a while, can the real dialoguing about what 
resonates with their current sense of being begin.

To me, walking with a sensuous presence is all about arriving at the most authen-
tic ways of whole-bodily dialoguing and being aware of the connection between 
the inner and the outer worlds. After the pace has been adjusted and engagement 
has been achieved, it is through touching different surfaces, listening to the sounds, 
or picking up on scents that we can connect with the grounds that we are walking 
at. Then, there is also the genuine curiosity. When curiosity is matched with youth-
ful imagination and playfulness, it opens new doors to psycho-physical engage-
ment in outdoor spaces, especially when the walk is slowed down and focused on 
a specific area or a path. The guidance to openness through senses happens when 
arriving at and meeting the time and space of the place itself.

The environment needs to shift its presence in the young client’s awareness from 
the peripheral background to being here and now with it. That is also why the easiest 
way to arrive at being present in the moment is through addressing questions about 
when and where their attention is while encouraging them to reflect on what comes 
into their sensuous, visceral experience. It is also in the ‘when and where’ reflection, 
in felt thinking in movement, that the young movers become more aware of the dimen-
sionality of their participatory being, and ‘when and where’ they sense that their own 
spatio-temporal presence co-exists in a multitude of other. Addressing versatile ques-
tions about time and space of being in movement and exploring opens ways for con-
necting to the living dynamic of the place. Somatic receptivity conveys an implicit 
co-presence of time and space in the experiential dimension; this includes tangible 
patterns, audible rhythms, sensed frequencies, and shapes in the making, both visible 
and invisible to the eye, that our embodied attention brings forth into the experience of 
movement and attentive dialoguing through observing, noticing and listening.

I often propose looking at embodied receptivity as a form of wit(h)-nessing, a 
way of ‘being with’ or relating to whatever enters the client’s attention in the full-
est way they can possibly experience, starting with the bipolar dynamics of the 
breath. Guiding young people through breathing exercises can vary, depending on 
their energy levels. Some exercises can be introduced through continuous walking, 
some through more playful explorations, while some clients require a bit more 
focussed, slow pace, or times of stand-still. Working with short attention spans 
and impatience, which is often the case with young people, can also be supported 
by attending to breathing in intervals between other activities; for example, by 
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noticing reiterated characteristics of the trees, playing with the step games in sand 
or foliage, or by joining in sound-making with the forest.

Another example of connecting through breath is playing a give-and-take game, 
when I usually ask the young person to use as much imagination and emotion as 
they can. The game is an invitation to voice as many things as possible that they 
need from the living environment following the in-breath and then list as many 
things as possible that they want to offer to the environment while breathing out. 
Responding to what is offered and what is being received creates a playful ground 
for carrying on walking with an open and informed attitude thereafter, as well as 
for more playful responding in physical action or in reflective dialoguing. Young 
people also appreciate other creative activities, such as imagining the earth breath-
ing along with them and carrying on reflecting on what they sense that might mean.

Accessing this resonating connection with the earth through breathing is also 
when young people begin to discover qualitative time-making. The pace of the 
natural world, irrespective of the landscape, is innately slower than the pace char-
acteristic of the human race. Connecting to the sensed pace of the trees, rocks, the 
sea waves, or the breeze helps young people slow down as well. And when that 
change is realised, there is usually an opportunity to reflect upon the rhythm of the 
walk as part of their choice-making. Since young people rely on their instincts, this 
gentle reminder that they can influence the pace of walking themselves is a big shift 
in their attitude towards themselves. Feeling in charge of making a change helps 
them build confidence and trust in their own agency.

Furthermore, noticing different ways of being in time and space helps young 
people connect many experiential opposites and work towards balancing swinging 
emotions. ‘Being here and now’ can be practised by asking a young person to have 
an interactive conversation with a tree or a rock. I often encourage them to feel into 
the answers they might be receiving in a self-performed dialogue and have fun with 
creating different ways for explorative exchange in touch, smell, physical interac-
tion, imagining, or sounding. What is it like to be a tree? How does the tree feel its 
own growth through the air, and how it interacts with the elements, the seasons, and 
the surrounding landscape? By letting playful movement answer these questions, 
young people have an opportunity to learn to be a bit more playful with themselves 
and soften their emotional guard that often keeps them disconnected and insecure.

Working towards the flowful channelling of emotions and learning about time 
and space as a shared landscape is usually where the dilution of many forms of inner 
stuck-ness or states of overwhelm can begin. Playful interaction with the opposites 
experienced outdoors, like hot and cold, shadow and light, solid and fluid, huge and 
minute, gentle and rough, fast and slow, and up and down, occurs seamlessly.

Outcomes and feedback

The biggest challenge that the practice of walking to wellbeing faces is related to 
communication with parents. As this practice and the ontological positioning of the 
role of the therapist widens to the ecological contexts of wellbeing, it is important 
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that parents understand and support the implications of the therapeutic sessions in 
the everyday lives of their children and continue securing their continuous contact 
with the outdoors. Even though the regular feedback is generally very positive, I do 
occasionally meet parents who find it challenging to introduce long-term changes 
into the everyday lives of their children.

Gathered from the most recent three years of the practice, parents’ feedback 
often mentions a positive influence on how their children perform at school and 
their child staying in a good mood throughout the week following the session. 
They also mention improved focus on tasks, being better able to tackle emotional 
challenges, and achieving stability in personal motivations for afterschool commit-
ments. What is also mentioned is the improved communication patterns between 
the children and their parents, which may be an indicator of more stable parental 
support in the future.

In the last three years of offering outdoor sessions to children and teenagers, the 
practice has not received any negative feedback. Instead, a few cases of leaving the 
sequence of therapy appointments were supported by statements about the sessions 
being something different than expected or cut due to financial reasons, with hopes 
to return to therapy in due course.

Implications for practice and research

In further reflection on felt thinking as a therapeutic practice, it is important to 
underline the impact of the ongoing dialogue between the environment and the 
nervous system. The practice reminds us that the young people’s sense organs 
record all interactions, such as with textures, sounds, sights, or light. The prac-
tice also helps to establish both perceptual and emotional networks of connection 
within the ever-learning nervous system.

The healthy mind relies on processing capacities that integrate ways of perceiv-
ing, feeling, reasoning, and initiating movement. Dynamics of being in movement 
with specific qualities of a place help to grow in understanding that movement 
itself is an “amodal sensory modality” (Stern, 2010, p. 26), based on the fact that 
our nervous system keeps learning and re-educating itself throughout our lives. 
There is little doubt that the intensive periods of growth in childhood and adoles-
cence need to be supported by felt events of the natural world, which themselves 
undergo constant change.

In her chapter “Ecopsychology of Child Development”, Barrows (1995) reminds 
us that, for the most part, mainstream developmental psychology has been ignoring the 
environmental contexts of early support and that new theories of healthy child develop-
ment must be evolved. They must acknowledge, she continues, that “from the earliest 
moments of life, the infant has an awareness not only of human touch, but of the touch 
of the breeze on her skin, variations in light and colour, temperature, texture, sound” 
(Barrows, 1995, p. 103). What is needed to advance the field, I would suggest, is an 
integrative, interdisciplinary, and complementary approach, combining the insights of 
environmental psychology, eco-phenomenology, neuroscience, and the arts.
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To me, as an eco-somatic arts education professional, reconnecting the 
fast-developing nervous system of children and young people with the most inher-
ent extensions of caretaking relationships in ecological exposure is an ongoing 
priority in my therapeutic work. Instead of shielding ourselves away from the 
natural world, as the Western paradigm of ‘being well’ has been suggesting, in 
unprecedented times of today, the paradox definitely expands towards re-finding 
our connection back to nature as the only way forward.

The relationality of processes of integration through sensory and motor func-
tions of the body engaged in movement should then be considered in develop-
mental psychologies as fundamental to healthy growth and wellbeing. There are 
over five million sensory receptors in the human body that constantly inform the 
brain about the dialogue between the bodily peripheries and the living environment 
around us. Thus, losing touch with the palpable reality in engaged psycho-physical 
movement can have deeply damaging consequences on the development of a 
grounded sense of self, followed by a possible fragility of the immune system.

Thinking into the future of outdoor therapies then, the role of the therapist might 
further shift towards offering pathways to wellbeing as a facilitator, pointing and 
engaging the young people and their families to the natural processes of change 
rather than as a remedy provider. Trusting the innate wisdom of the natural pro-
cesses occurring within the natural world should be the world we choose to raise 
our children within. In that respect, I would suggest that eco-somatic therapy makes 
a huge step towards a more integrative role of therapy, which sees the therapist as a 
guide, the clients as active agents in their own process of recovery, and the natural 
environment as a living extension to the living community that we all belong to.

In my book, Dances with Sheep (Dako, 2023), I describe those ontological 
stands in modern psychology that somatic work integrates and expands on in more 
detail, and I continue expanding my research work into the developmental pat-
terns that intricately connect human beings to the living environment already at an 
embryonic level. Seeing life and health as a continuous flow of creative movement 
will continue to inspire my work with children and their parents, and life-long 
learning about our human contexts of being will continue to inform the practice of 
felt thinking and walking to wellbeing with sensuous presence.
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Chapter 12

Open studio in the greenhouse
Nature-connected expressive and 
therapeutic art experiences with 
vulnerable adolescents

Estella Guerrera

Introduction

The Open Studio experience has been implemented as a complementary mental 
health and psychosocial support intervention based on expressive and therapeutic 
arts with groups of vulnerable children and adolescents. According to the World 
Health Organization (2021), the term ‘vulnerable’ refers to “individuals or groups 
of individuals who are made vulnerable by the situations and environments that 
they are exposed to (as opposed to any inherent weakness or lack of capacity)” 
(p. 1). The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (2007) argues that some people and 
groups can be more vulnerable than others, such as: children and adolescents, in 
particular girls; people who experience poverty, migration, extremely stressful 
events, or trauma; people with neurological/mental disabilities or disorders; and 
people experiencing social stigma.

The beneficiaries of Open Studio were children and adolescents who experience  
vulnerability, psychosocial wellbeing, or mental health issues due to exposure to 
adverse experiences and increased risk factors (United Nations Children’s Fund, 
2022), such as lack of secure living environment and nurturing care; caregivers’ 
lack of responsivity or parenting difficulties; maltreatment, abuse, violent pun-
ishment, and neglect in the home; exposure to domestic violence; experiences of 
displacement and migration (also for conflicts in the country of origin); isolation 
of the family and poor connection and inclusion within the community due to dis-
crimination and stigma; poor access to primary care and services.

The two specific services described in this chapter involved:

• a residential care service for children with neglectful or abusive parents and 
families who have been taken care of by local social services; and

• a semi-residential daily centre for children with vulnerable and at-risk fami-
lies who benefit from educational and psychosocial support activities to prevent 
institutionalisation.

Both of these were managed by the Santa Caterina Foundation, a charitable and 
not-for-profit organisation based in the town of Imola, Italy.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003357308-12
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Besides the family difficulties, some of the adolescents – in particular the ones 
with disabilities, neurodevelopmental disorders, and neurodiversities (Shah et al., 
2022) or mental health issues – have experienced a lack of equal opportunities 
and/or stigma in their social environment. The difficulties faced while growing up 
impacted their rights to have access to nurturing, comforting, and trustful experi-
ences and to be seen and validated in their identity, skills, and competencies. These 
experiences could have deepened conditions of vulnerability: disconnection from 
the living environment, interpersonal difficulties, emotional dysregulation, learn-
ing difficulties, and school-related problems.

In this context, group expressive and therapeutic arts were perceived as a means 
of promoting health as a fundamental human rights approach (United Nations 
General Assembly, 1989, 2006), promoting mental health as a basic human right 
(World Health Organization, 2013, 2022), and creating an enabling environment 
for being present, enjoying the moment, learning new skills and connecting with 
others. The mode of work chosen is rooted in two approaches:

• The concept of restorative environment (Kaplan, 1995) and the nature-based 
therapies framework. This approach underlines the beneficial effects of being 
immersed in natural areas, such as parks, gardens, and woods, on physical and 
mental health and is informed by the methodological frameworks of environ-
mental arts therapies (Atkins & Snyder, 2017; Heginworth & Nash, 2019), 
and ecotherapy (Buzzell & Chalquist, 2009; Jordan & Hinds, 2016). Together, 
these disciplines identify a set of practices focused on creative experiences in 

Figure 12.1 The Art Therapy Open Studio
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connection with natural spaces through the use of different forms of arts. The 
value of this set of practices is connecting – or re-connecting – people with 
nature. The experience of practising creativity in green spaces helps rediscover a 
bond that has been lost or whose importance has been underacknowledged by not 
recognising the value of nature and respect for all living things. This approach 
has been chosen, considering the evidence of nature exposure on young people’s 
cognitive functioning (Vella-Brodrick & Gilowska, 2022), mental health (Till-
mann, Tobin, Avison, & Gilliland, 2018), restoration and consolidating resources 
to reduce and manage stress (Moll, Collado, Staats, & Corraliza, 2022).

• The Open Studio approach to expressive and therapeutic arts, which implies a 
“commitment to art made within a communal context” (Moon, 2015, p. 114). 
As the term implies, this approach embraces a certain amount of ‘openness’, 
including changes in the presence and group adherence; the unexpected as part 
of the experience; the freedom of choosing personal themes and art techniques; 
and the facilitating role of the art therapist, who is “going along with” and not 
guiding. In the Open Studio approach, sessions are open to the group, and the 
art therapist is present holding the space, facilitating the engagement, and estab-
lishing a “welcoming and enabling atmosphere” (Finkel & Or, 2020, p. 2), but 
also leaving each person free to explore the evolving of their own creative flow 
and to enjoy the artmaking process at their own pace. Despite the presence and 
delivery of the sessions by a trained and qualified art therapist, the sessions have 
been described as expressive and therapeutic arts rather than art therapy; this 
is due to the difficulty of having a strictly “closed group” or a fixed number of 
participants. The presence of young users in care services is subject to changes 
due to a variety of conditions, such as school duties, health issues, temporary 
return to family, changes in the individual educational plan, or care leaving.

The core of this experience is, therefore, to enhance interpersonal relationships in 
small groups, as well as ecological relationships with the surrounding environment 
through spontaneous creativity outdoors; both of these are mediated by the use of 
artistic materials and respect for the environment. This approach also includes a 
focus on the sustainability of the project and activities; this is achieved through the 
use of resources already available in the settings, enhancing a minimal context that 
is easily replicable over time and over the course of different seasons, and choosing 
materials with low environmental impact.

Practice

The project was funded and managed by the Santa Caterina Foundation, a 
not-for-profit and charitable organisation that provides educational, psychosocial, 
and recreational services for vulnerable children and adolescents. The expres-
sive and therapeutic art sessions at the greenhouse were facilitated by a qualified 
psychotherapist and art therapist with training in expressive psychotherapy and 
nature-based art therapy, as well as experience in group management.
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One or two educators from the semi-residential or residential services partici-
pated in each session. Their role was to support children and adolescents directly; 
their presence in the sessions was, therefore, discussed from the beginning. The 
educators took part in the activities as participant-observers, adhering to the group 
rules concerning the non-judgemental approach and without commenting or evalu-
ating the participants’ work. The educators also facilitated the inclusion of vulner-
able children (e.g., newly admitted users and participants with disabilities) and 
supported the management of the group. Participation was also open to trainees 
as participant-observers and to former young service users as peers, following 
the same rules. The presence of educators, trainees, and volunteers was agreed 
upon with the group of adolescents in advance, with a maximum of two adults per 
session.

Context

The activities took place in the countryside, both outdoors and indoors (Figure 12.1). 
Depending on the season and considering weather conditions, the Open Studio 
could take place outside, in a courtyard near a greenhouse used for growing plants, 
flowers, and vegetables, or inside using the premises of a rural house. The indoor 
spaces were used in case of rain, snow, wind, or very cold weather, particularly in 
autumn and winter.

With the aim of creating a sense of setting continuity for the groups, the set-up 
layout was similar for sessions held outside or inside the rural house (e.g., same 
furniture, similar placement of materials). During the outdoor sessions, a large 
table, chairs, and artistic materials were placed outside on the lawn next to the 
greenhouse. Participants had the opportunity to work freely with the artistic materi-
als, take a break, and walk in the surrounding countryside. It was possible to collect 
natural materials to be used together with artistic materials, according to the group 
rules for respecting the environment: do not damage plants and trees; do not tear 
leaves, grass, and flowers; do not harm animals; do not throw waste; separate and 
recycle waste.

The indoor spaces comprised a larger room with a table, chairs, and sofas and a 
smaller room with a fireplace, a table, chairs, and couches. Artistic materials were 
set up on the table in the centre of the larger room (usually used for the activities). 
Participants worked seated at the table; they could take breaks, if needed, leaving 
the room or resting on the couches. Sometimes, the smaller room was used, par-
ticularly in the coldest days, due to the presence of the fireplace.

Delivery

The activities took place from 2020 until 2022. The Open Studio sessions were 
planned bimonthly with the staff in advance, with possible variations due to holi-
days or school calendars. In 2020, we held 17 sessions for each group; in 2021, 16 
sessions per group; in 2022, nine sessions per group.
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The Open Studio sessions were undertaken by two groups of young people 
aged 12 to 17; one group was from the residential care service, and one group was 
assisted in the semi-residential daily centre. To ensure a safe and comfortable envi-
ronment, small groups were formed with a maximum of four or five participants. 
The participants were chosen by the educational team of each service based on the 
needs detected for each young person and their Individualised Education Plan.

The two groups tended to be stable, and the adolescents in the groups already 
knew each other; however, over time, there were some changes in the composition 
of the groups (particularly in one from the residential care service). On average, 
one new participant enrolled in the groups, and one left the activity during the year 
(for example, as a result of new admissions to the services, the inclusion of some 
young people in other groups or activities, or absences related to personal life). 
However, each participant was able to attend from one-half to two-thirds of the 
sessions over the year, with just a few exceptions where adolescents suddenly left 
the care program (e.g., they were reunited with their families, returned to home 
countries, or changed residence).

Each session took place in the early afternoon after school and was planned to 
last for one hour. However, the length of sessions sometimes varied in response to 
factors such as decreased attention, tiredness, or loss of interest on the part of the 
young people; a desire not to participate in the activity any longer; the need to take 
more breaks; and other contingent situations, such as interpersonal conflicts within 
the group, or interference of other people in the activity (e.g., parents who came 
and collected a participant before the end of the session, or sudden phone calls or 
messages from parents, friends or peers, that caused a change in mood and a loss 
of motivation).

Activities

The focus of the Open Studio sessions was placed on facilitating relationships 
within the small groups through experiences of spontaneous creativity, outdoors or 
indoors, mediated by the use of materials and artistic techniques. In this case, the 
natural space chosen for the activities was within a rural context; there were dif-
ferent types of trees, crops, plants, and flowers in the environment. The landscape 
nearby was typically agricultural; besides the greenhouse, there was a therapeutic 
garden used for rehabilitation activities, with medicinal and aromatic herbs and 
plants (e.g., calendula, lavender, sage, rosemary, thyme) and flowers (e.g., daisies, 
violets, roses, dog roses, sunflowers). In the surroundings, there were trees (e.g., 
plane trees, elms, birches, oaks, yews, horse chestnuts), vineyards, fields cultivated 
with forage and vegetables, a chicken coop, a carpentry workshop, and other rural 
infrastructures, such as barns and warehouses. It is a context that reminds us of and 
encourages caring for the natural environment, gardening, cultivation, and agri-
culture. The artistic activities were chosen with respect to the environment and 
considerations around seasonality and the skills and interests of the participants in 
the group.
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The overarching objectives for the sessions were:

• to offer a relaxing space that enables calmness and decompression;
• to facilitate perception of and personal connection (bodily, sensory, emotional, 

cognitive) with the natural green space;
• to engage in an artistic practice following one’s own rhythm and without feeling 

pressure with respect to the outcomes;
• to express emotions and personal experiences in verbal and creative/non-verbal 

forms;
• to help the group get to know each other better, relate and communicate;
• to promote the perception and acceptance of diversity, such as cultural or world-

view differences; and
• to promote the ability of the group to understand, accept, and respect the rules 

during the activities.

The sessions were designed to be inclusive, fair, and accessible, providing a space 
open to the different skills and abilities of the young people. All activities were 
carried out in compliance with safety principles through an analysis of risks pre-
sented by the internal and external space, materials, tools, and equipment used, and 
respect for the environment.

Some basic rules were shared with the group, mainly with regards to mutual 
respect, such as respecting other participants and their artwork; suspending judge-
ment of what has been achieved by oneself and by others; practising and respect-
ing personal freedom of expression; and respecting the environment, space, and 
materials.

Each Open Studio session followed a simple structure for consistency. The 
phases of each session included:

1. Preliminary set-up. The whole group was involved in setting up the space, in 
the preparation and dismantling after the activity, as an act of care and respect 
towards the place.

2. Welcoming the participants and opening of the session. The rules were often 
repeated at this phase, especially in the case of new participants arriving or fol-
lowing difficulties and conflicts arising in the group.

3. Expressive/creative activity, free or facilitated by the art therapist. Each par-
ticipant could dedicate themselves to a freely chosen artistic or technical project. 
Alternatively, the art therapist could present some artistic techniques to facilitate 
access and participation to the experience or to support participants who experi-
enced difficulty in choosing what to do. The freedom of choice, and the absence 
of judgement, had the aim of accompanying each person to join the group at 
their own pace, to feel included, and to acquire confidence in their abilities. The 
intended purposes were to contribute to a progressive change in self-perception 
and to facilitate awareness of one’s feelings and points of view through art. This 
could lead to a soothing transformation while improving the ability to stay in 
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social situations and cope with stress and difficulties, particularly for those who 
grew up in deprived and devalued families or social environments.

4. Dialogue and communication. During the activities, the group could speak 
freely, using respectful communication and avoiding judgement or criticism of 
other’s work.

5. Breaks. Participants were allowed to take a break to rest. It was also possible to 
finish the activity earlier, for example, if a young person found it difficult to stay 
with the group for the entire time for any reason.

6. Conclusion. Participants were not required to present their artwork at the end 
of each activity, but they could share their experience with the group if they 
wished. At the end of each session, the group said goodbye, and the participants 
were reminded of the date for the following planned session.

Materials

A basic kit containing artistic materials, reused materials, and natural materials 
was made available (Table 12.1). The materials could be freely chosen and used 
for different artistic techniques, with the support of the art therapist and educators, 
if necessary.

The selection of materials was made in accordance with the following guide-
lines: they were lightweight and portable, allowing for easy transport and stor-
age; safe, such that materials complied with safety regulations and guidelines (e.g., 
non-toxic, not risky, appropriate for age and specific use); hypoallergenic, as it 
was important to inquire on individual allergies or hypersensitivity (e.g., to sub-
stances, plants, animals); multipurpose, preferring less structured materials that 
can be used in different creative ways; inclusive, adapted to individual skills, and 
accommodated for use by participants with disabilities; and sustainable, to opti-
mise resources, artistic materials already available at the services were preferably 

Table 12.1 Art materials and tools used in the Open Studio sessions

Basic artistic materials Natural materials Recycled materials

Water-based tempera paints
Pastels
Markers
White and coloured chalk
Wax crayons
Oil pastels
White paper
Paper in different colours
Cardboard
Tissue paper

Leaves
Branches and pieces of 

wood
Stones and pebbles
Sand
Salt
Natural chalk
White powdered clay
Natural charcoal
Water

Books and magazines for 
collages

Wooden boards and 
blocks

Resin blocks
Wool
Felt
Fabrics
Linoleum
Cardboard boxes

Tools used for different techniques: brushes, scissors, rollers, sponges, 
clay scoops, glue, etc.
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used. In the purchase of new materials, preference was given to artistic materials 
and products with low environmental impact; the materials (and the artworks) were 
stored in a closed cabinet and placed in internal spaces.

Different artistic techniques were chosen by the participants and proposed to the 
group during the sessions:

Visual arts included activities such as still-life drawing of flowers and plants; free-
hand drawing; portraiture; tempera painting; watercolour painting; action paint-
ing and dripping; and linotyping and printing.

Plastic arts included activities such as modelling with natural clay and chalk.
Assemblage and installation arts included activities such as two-dimensional 

and three-dimensional collage; creation and decoration of objects with natural 
and recycled materials; and constructions with natural materials and recycled 
materials.

Storytelling and visual storytelling included activities such as inventing stories 
based on the participants’ lives; poetry; and creative writing.

In each session, participants were reminded that the objective of the experience 
was not the result or to master a specific technique but the exploration of the crea-
tive process, the experience of learning something new, and, above all, feeling 
comfortable and experiencing a sense of wellbeing during the sessions.

Practice evaluation

To monitor the process, the activities, and the impact, each year, the following 
phases were planned.

1. Initial evaluation of the annual project for Open Studio activities (i.e., objec-
tives, participants, methodology, inclusivity, artistic techniques and materials, 
timetable, monitoring practices).

2. Periodic meetings with the services’ staff (e.g., ongoing briefings and final meet-
ing) to ensure a comprehensive evaluation of the activities, the timely man-
agement of changes or critical issues; the monitoring of personal progress and 
difficulties of each participant, to be shared with the case managers of the Social 
Services, concerning the Individualised Education Plan.

3. Ongoing check-in with young people on how they felt during the activities in 
two ways: space for feedback at the end of each Open Studio session, with the 
possibility of sharing feelings, opinions, and suggestions, and through informal 
or planned briefings with the adolescents, carried out by the coordinator and 
educators of the service.

4. Follow-up group: to gather the perspectives of the beneficiaries a small focus 
group was conducted with some adolescents who previously took part in the 
Open Studio (at least half of the sessions attended) and who expressed interest 
in giving their feedback. Participants were asked about both the positive aspects 
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and difficulties of being involved in the activities and the perceived impact on 
their wellbeing.

5. Follow-up survey for educators: a short online survey was created to gather 
feedback about the main strengths and challenges of the experience and the 
perceived impact and changes for the adolescents who took part in it.

Outcomes

The experience of the Open Studio presented both positive outcomes, as well as 
presenting a range of complex challenges.

One particularly positive element recognised by the young people was that they 
were able to connect to the arts, particularly when they perceived the surround-
ing environment being a safe place. Dedicating oneself to creating art in a calm, 
free space enabled decompression, even by adolescents who generally struggle to 
relax, be present, and dedicate themselves to an activity for a long time. Young 
people highlighted that they were able to relax and express themselves freely with-
out focusing on the result. They found their own way of using artistic materials to 
develop their ‘personal style’ and found gratification in the simple yet empowering 
process of artmaking. This was particularly important for adolescents who usually 
experience difficulties with emotional regulation and interpersonal relationships.

One of the main challenges was the increased exposure to being outdoors and a 
reduced sense of control as compared with working indoors in a well-defined space 
or room. While being in nature can be comfortable for many young people, some 
may experience difficulties being in an open space as they experience sensory over-
reactions (e.g., sensitivity to sounds, light, heat or cold, fear of noises or animals); 
this has to potential to lead to distress or discomfort for the young person. The 
activities were, therefore, planned to make natural spaces as safe, relaxing, and 
comfortable as possible in different seasons and climatic conditions. We were also 
open and flexible to changing the setting, where necessary; for example, staying in 
the shade on a hot day or taking natural shelter in the case of sudden rain. Finally, 
during the sessions, the group was asked if the setting layout was suitable and com-
fortable and if the participants had any specific needs.

Another challenge was related to the mitigation of the ‘I can’t draw’ bias, which 
is linked to the internalisation of negative judgements that young people may have 
received about themselves (e.g., in school, sports, or other competitive and per-
formative activities); this reduces the perception of one’s creativity, abilities and 
internal resources. The lack of pressure towards ‘good results’ provided partici-
pants with the opportunity to feel increasingly comfortable in activities which were 
initially approached with distrust. Adolescents who experienced low self-esteem 
and fear of judgement were able to try new techniques which were complex and 
difficult to control (e.g., watercolours or linotype instead of pencils); they were able 
to focus on their ‘creative microcosm’ and carry out projects with calmness and 
commitment. Imperfections and ‘errors’ were not seen as personal failures but as a 
natural part of the learning and creative process.
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In the follow-up focus group, participants reported that the group setting was 
perceived with ambivalence; being in a group could be rewarding and exhausting 
at the same time. Some difficulties that adolescents experienced included sharing 
the space and art materials; compromising; affirming their point of view in asser-
tive and non-aggressive ways; exposing their artwork and themselves to the gaze 
of others; trusting others; and respecting limits and boundaries. Rules were, there-
fore, a fundamental part of the group process and were not always well-received, 
accepted, or respected. The aim of the Open Studio was to facilitate the consolida-
tion of social skills, helping young people to find positive and respectful ways to 
stay in interpersonal and group interactions. Using the arts as an expressive medium 
allowed participants to resolve conflicts rather than acting them out aggressively, 
thereby protecting the most vulnerable. On several occasions, the drawing or paint-
ing space became a symbolic territory for peers, where they mediated and negoti-
ated boundaries in a safe and reciprocally respectful way.

According to the feedback provided by the young people, a positive aspect of 
working within a group setting was that being together while making art had a 
positive impact on their sense of wellbeing. The flexibility offered by the Open 
Studio gave each person the opportunity to self-determine their level of participa-
tion; choosing to stay, staying as long as needed; leaving; recharging; and coming 
back. Furthermore, working in dyads or in groups allowed collaboration with oth-
ers on the same work, exchanges of opinions, and observations of others’ artwork 
that differs from one’s own. The group art sessions allowed young people to reflect 
on issues concerning their identity; interpersonal boundaries; co-existence, inclu-
sion, and belonging; mediating conflicts and divergences; knowing one’s limits; 
and using personal and creative resources.

Implications for practice

Our practice recognises that situations of vulnerability can have an impact on exis-
tential dimensions, such as a sense of safety, self-esteem, perception of one’s value, 
physical and mental health, psychosocial and emotional wellbeing, and relation-
ships and connection with family or community. The support we provided aimed 
to enhance the sense of importance and preciousness of each individual, nurture 
a sense of being present, and give a chance to creatively imagine one’s future by 
expressing desires and reaching personal goals.

Developing this practice over several cycles and years has highlighted some 
fundamental implications that could help other facilitators to create a safe and ena-
bling environment for adolescents, using expressive and therapeutic arts as a prac-
tice to promote wellbeing, health, and human rights.

• Ensure rights, accessibility, and equal opportunities for each person, respect-
ing their identity (e.g., gender; disability; language; culture; religion; opinions; 
social status) and meeting their needs throughout the project (e.g., planning; 
implementing; monitoring; consulting beneficiaries).
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• Always act towards the best interest of the children and young people, and 
make sure your intervention does not negatively impact any of the persons 
involved or exacerbate inequities. Remember that “Do no harm” is a fundamen-
tal statement of psychosocial support and of the human rights approach to care 
for children and adolescents (United Nations Children’s Fund, 2022).

• Assess the adolescents’ needs through direct consultation, prior to and dur-
ing each session in order to ensure that the intervention meets their real necessi-
ties, interests, and priorities.

• Consider the perspectives of formal and informal caregivers, such as par-
ents, carers, educators, teachers, and social workers, and act together as a sup-
portive community.

• Involve all  service staff  in all phases of project design and ensure that the 
social services are informed (where involved) to create cohesion around objec-
tives, methodologies, and evaluation methods.

• Try to ensure the presence of educators during the sessions and ask them for 
support. A problem here could be the lack of resources (e.g., financial, human, 
transportation). Try to discuss these issues in the planning phase to make avail-
able forms of support for the Open Studio experience which are in line with the 
services’ budget and resources.

• Set a specific plan tailored to individual goals for each adolescent that takes 
part in the intervention, in cooperation with the service staff and the case man-
ager of the social services, connecting the objectives of the sessions to the Indi-
vidualised Education Plan of each user, in order to create a coherent set of goals.

• Accurately assess the outdoor and indoor spaces using a checklist of the most 
important elements: safety, risks, accessibility, necessary accommodation, and 
comfort of spaces.

• Create a safe, welcoming, and inclusive setting to make each person feel seen, 
listened and validated in their identity. Consult and involve the whole group to 
define the shared rules and key principles for a safe environment.

• Protect the natural environment and ensure that all actions during the ses-
sions respect nature and do not negatively impact the surroundings (e.g., biodi-
versity, places, and space layout and balance).

• Ensure sustainability of the whole process by designing and implementing 
the activities according to available resources and monitoring the intervention 
in collaboration with the service staff so that it lasts over time.

• Be patient and adapt your methods and goals with flexibility. Adolescence 
is a transitional period, so welcome the unexpected and complexities as a way 
to learn, improve, and tailor each session to the needs of the participants.

Conclusion

Following the creative flow at their own pace represented an opportunity for ado-
lescents to find a moment of inner peace and contact with themselves and nature, 
and to experience acceptance and inclusion within the wider group. The absence 
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of judgement on personal abilities, choices, and artworks created a precious space 
for adolescents, particularly for those who experience a sense of low self-esteem in 
other contexts, such as in their school, family or community. This was particularly 
important as it led to a sense of relief for young people who, in other situations, are 
used to being excluded, teased, or scolded for their behaviour.

Working in open natural spaces allowed the group to experience a unique and 
safely transforming ‘emotional landscape’. It also gave them the opportunity to 
relax gradually, change their mood and perception, and sense the group as a grow-
ing habitat. Adolescents expressed that they perceived this place as safe, creative, 
and “good enough” for themselves and their own evolutionary trajectory.

This experience has been a small drop in a wide ocean of situations and events 
lived by the adolescents in their daily lives, and it aimed to complement other 
practices, such as educational and therapeutic interventions and other empower-
ing opportunities. However, each drop that falls is generative and could have an 
impact whose size is unknown and whose shape is unexpected. In an enabling and 
supportive environment, even a single drop (or experience) can generate waves, 
which spread out to reach distant and isolated places (or persons) that may have 
long-term positive effects.
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What’s beneath our feet? Cultivating 
cultural awareness through  
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children and young people
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Trigger warning

This chapter mentions atrocities that have occurred in Australia.

Introduction

Cultivating cultural awareness through arts-in-nature with children and young peo-
ple can become a deeply healing and layered experience for the country, tradi-
tional owners, creative arts therapists, other arts and wellbeing practitioners, and 
communities.

Melissa, a proud Boon Wurrung/Bunurong woman and contemporary artist, pro-
vides cultural advice and training for creative arts therapist Carla, a non-Aboriginal 
woman who lives and works in Boon Wurrung/Bunurong Country. The content of 
this chapter is sensitive. The perspectives we share are our own, not a complete 
guide to cultural awareness in Australian arts-in-nature practices. By sharing some 
of our own stories, we hope others might connect through their own experiencing 
and cultivate practices that are culturally respectful and safe in their own con-
texts. Melissa draws on her cultural knowledge and experience as a Boon Wurrung/
Bunurong and Yorta Yorta woman living in the current state of Victoria, providing 
practical considerations for creative arts therapists and others working in the coun-
try. Carla shares some of the ways that she practises, emphasising relationships, 
deep listening, and respect. We see ourselves as co-authors, and others may read 
the text in this way. For our readers, it is very important that our voices are separate. 
Following cultural protocols, it would be inappropriate for Carla to comment on 
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some topics, which is why we have made it clear when we are quoting Melissa’s 
words verbatim. Melissa would likewise feel uncomfortable commenting about 
creative arts therapies, so we have kept Carla’s voice separate in those places.

In collaborating on this chapter, we met on many occasions to talk, or “yarn”. 
We decided to adopt a practice-led approach and started by making an artwork 
together to inform the content of our chapter (Barrett, 2007). Through the col-
laborative art-making process, a structure organically took shape, and we devel-
oped the chapter subheadings (van Laar, 2020). This process is an example of 
self-determination, which has been described as “the ability of Aboriginal people 
to determine their own political, economic, social and Cultural development as an 
essential approach to overcoming Indigenous disadvantage” (State of Victoria, 2017, 
p. 20). Self-determination requires institutions to consciously give up some power 
and control so that Aboriginal people themselves make decisions about things like 
the content of publications. Melissa has a personal responsibility as a First Nations 
woman to offer some information in ways that support self-determination rather 
than conforming to colonial conventions. For these reasons, the structure of our 
chapter reflects our practice-led approach rather than a pre-determined format.

We made an ephemeral artwork in our local environment, using materials 
sourced onsite. Later, we saw the artwork photographed from above and realised 
we had made a tree. The bottom layer has roots going into the creek, and the top 
layer connects to the native bush above the stretch of sand that we worked on, 
creating a green canopy above our artwork. The middle layer reminds us of a tree 
trunk adorned with symbols that speak to layers of the environment, including 

Figure 13.1  “What’s beneath our feet?”, created on Boon Wurrung/Bunurong 
(Bunurong) Country, 2022, Melissa McDevitt Weston and Carla van 
Laar: ephemeral artwork made of driftwood, seaweed, shells, feathers, 
mud and sand found on location
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spirit, universe, sky, creatures, plants, Earth, waterways, and the depths beneath 
the Earth’s surface.

These layers create a map for this chapter, working from the “bottom-up” and start-
ing with our relationship. We move through the layers, looking at our context and the 
impacts of colonisation in Australia, before asking, “What’s beneath our feet?” and 
talking about artefacts and Ancestors. Next, we explore cultural heritage and its rel-
evance to arts-in-nature. We yarn about the ongoing connection of Aboriginal People 
to the country, which brings us to think about cultural awareness, healing the country, 
and forming relationships with traditional owners as part of the work of practitioners 
who work with arts-in-nature. We introduce acknowledging country as a practice that 
shows respect for the traditional owners and ancient cultural practices and consider 
how we can work in nature in culturally sensitive ways. Finally, we come back full 
circle to the mutuality of healing: healing the country, healing ourselves.

Our relationship

We made a connection when Carla was organising a “Creative Mental Health 
Forum” and asked Melissa about having a traditional owner facilitate a Welcome to 
Country. Melissa was the Chair of a local Aboriginal Corporation, the “Yowengerra 
Bun Wurrung Balug Clans” Association, and was an appropriate person to ask. 
Carla described the event to Melissa, how it was about creativity, the arts, healing, 
and wellbeing. Melissa was excited, enthusiastic, and keen to be involved. Carla 
learned that Melissa is a contemporary Aboriginal artist. Art is an important part 
of her own healing and community work. We kept talking and meeting. Melissa 
would patiently and generously offer Carla advice, helping Carla to be more cul-
turally aware and culturally safe in planning the event and in working with others.

Working to become better at these things is important to Carla. She believes it 
is essential for all non-Aboriginal people living in this country [Australia] to take 
responsibility for contributing to the healing that needs to occur here. Not even 
200 years ago, Carla’s English ancestors were free settlers who came to “Australia” 
on a ship called “The China” in 1841. By the 1860s, they were farmers outside 
of Brisbane. This confirms that Carla’s ancestors and their descendants, including 
herself, have benefitted from the lies, land theft, and acts of genocide that have 
occurred on this continent since colonisation. Carla knows she has a long way to 
go in developing her capacity to be culturally sensitive and safe. Despite Carla’s 
frequent mistakes, Melissa is still Carla’s friend and helps her. Our friendship is 
part of a bigger social story – the story of colonisation.

Impacts of colonisation

Two and a half billion Aboriginal people were born on this continent over the 
60,000+ years before English colonisation began in 1788 (Smith, 2002). The Eng-
lish claimed they had discovered a vast, uninhabited land. It is now well known 
that more than 500 First Nations groups comprising 1,000,000 people inhabited 
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the continent known as Australia (Australians Together, 2023). By 1930, as a direct 
result of English colonisation, there were only about 50,000 Aboriginal People liv-
ing here (Pascoe, 2007).

Australia’s multicultural population today is more aware than ever before of the 
ongoing harm from atrocities of attempted genocide that include massacres, rape, 
child theft, prohibiting traditional languages, forced removal of people from the 
country, deeply embedded racism against Aboriginal people, and the historical lies, 
that laid the foundation for English colonisation (Coleman, 2021). Growing num-
bers of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people actively support social justice and 
healing in this country, knowing that the wounds run so deep they will surely take 
generations to repair. Supportive activities include public actions such as political 
activism, participating in protests, attending First Nations Cultural events, purchas-
ing, wearing, and displaying First Nations merchandise, and personal actions like 
relationship building, cultivating cultural sensitivity, and truth-telling.

Today, First Nations Peoples in Australia are celebrated as the contemporary 
custodians of the world’s oldest living culture, and recognition that “First Nations 
peoples are clear leaders when it comes to understanding the links between arts, 
Culture and wellbeing” (Australia Council for the Arts, 2022, p. 17). Recognition, 
acknowledgement, respect, and celebration are part of what has been referred to as 
“Healing Country” (NAIDOC, 2021).

What’s beneath our feet? The significance of cultural 
heritage in Australia

Layers. It is really important that people understand there is Cultural Heritage in every 
foot and footprint on this Country, Australia.

– Melissa

Renowned First Nations musician and songwriter Archie Roach, in his famous lyr-
ics, urged us all to be mindful as we roam the land, reminding us that each environ-
ment we walk through is a place where a child was born (Roach, 2019).

Melissa recalls working on a cultural heritage site and looking into a hole that 
was about four feet deep. She asked the archaeologist on site, “How old is the soil 
at the bottom?” They replied, “About 10,000 years”. This story has stuck with 
Melissa as an example of how “we are always so close to our Ancestors’ artefacts”, 
and “as long as you are digging into original soil, you will find artefacts anywhere 
because Aboriginal people have been everywhere”.

The preservation of cultural heritage and the artefacts beneath our feet includes 
identifying places in the natural environment that would have been occupied by 
Aboriginal People many years ago. Traditional owners work in teams along with 
archaeologists who contribute their scientific knowledge to conducting cultural 
heritage assessments. Cultural heritage assessments are important for protecting 
significant areas, for example, an ancient “scar tree” that has a wound on the trunk 
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showing where a section of the tree’s surface has been carved out to make a timber 
artefact – maybe a boat, shield, or coolamon. The tree and surrounding areas can 
be listed as culturally sensitive areas, helping protect them from being destroyed.

Finding and registering artefacts beneath our feet is deeply important. It pro-
vides scientific and cultural proof of occupation by Aboriginal People. The depth 
at which artefacts are found can be used to determine their age. Artefacts tell stories 
of trading that occurred across thousands of years. When artefacts are found in 
one region that is made from a natural resource from another region, this tells the 
story of people from different areas meeting and trading. Artefacts and artworks 
are sacred objects and communicate intimate knowledge about the landscape of the 
country, ensuring the stories of the land will be handed down to future generations. 
These artefacts and artworks are evidence of the long and beautiful culture of crea-
tivity and care that has occurred on this land since time immemorial.

Before colonisation, the thousands of clans living on this continent belonged to 
particular areas. In Aboriginal Cultures, this belonging to the country is an ongo-
ing and deep connection that includes responsibility for caring for the land and 
waterways as well as all the living creatures inhabiting it. The spiritual nature of 
the connection between Aboriginal people and the land is communicated in the 
following extract from the Uluru Statement from the Heart (First Nations National 
Constitutional Convention and Central Land Council, 2017):

Our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tribes were the first sovereign Nations 
of the Australian continent and its adjacent islands, and possessed it under our 
own laws and customs. This our ancestors did, according to the reckoning of our 
culture, from the Creation, according to the common law from ‘time immemo-
rial’, and according to science more than 60,000 years ago.

This sovereignty is a spiritual notion: the ancestral tie between the land, or 
‘mother nature’, and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who were 
born therefrom, remain attached thereto, and must one day return thither to be 
united with our ancestors. This link is the basis of the ownership of the soil, or 
better, of sovereignty. It has never been ceded or extinguished.

Arts-in-nature practitioners and the people we  
work alongside

Arts-in-nature practitioners can read literature and find information, ideas, and sto-
ries about Indigenous knowledge and healing. Ancient wisdom traditions predate 
and are the foundations of the eco-consciousness that is at the heart of nature-based 
healing (e.g., Atkins & Snyder, 2018). We can find resources about consciously 
working to avoid cultural appropriation and practising cultural humility when we 
work in ways that are connected with ancient practices (e.g., Arslanbek, Malhotra, &  
Kaimal, 2022; Kaimal & Arslanbek, 2020; Malchiodi, 2022). Some publications 
by Australian creative arts therapists describe how they have worked collabora-
tively with Aboriginal communities (e.g., Linnell, 2009). Towards Indigenous  
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Australian Knowing is a chapter by Aboriginal and creative arts therapist co-authors 
who “hold to the idea that art therapy with the use of traditional healing approaches 
alongside mainstream social and emotional wellbeing services should be envi-
sioned” and that “art therapy services should be provided to Aboriginal people by 
Aboriginal people” (Lawson, Woods, & McKenna, 2019). We have not yet found 
any resources that address cultural safety when practising arts-in-nature with chil-
dren and young people in Australian contexts.

Non-Aboriginal creative professionals often work with Aboriginal children 
and young people. Melissa cautions that it is not appropriate for non-Aboriginal 
therapists or other practitioners to facilitate cultural art-making with Aboriginal 
children and young people. Examples of cultural art-making could include paint-
ing, woodworking, weaving, and other cultural practices. Cultural art-making is 
the Aboriginal community and family’s role, not a role for non-Aboriginal people. 
Aboriginal children and young people will sometimes initiate cultural art-making 
because they know it and choose to do it. In these situations, creative practitioners 
can let the child lead rather than try to extend them and refrain from attempting to 
create meaning in the artwork. If the child does choose to make cultural art while 
working with us, we can simply hold a supportive and interested space.

Cultural awareness and healing the country: knowing 
whose country we are on

Knowing whose country we are on is the foundation that can inform everything else 
we do when working in the environment. This knowledge can help us to remember 
we are always on the country, whether we are outdoors under a tree, canoeing on 
a river, or sitting in a room. For non-Aboriginal arts-in-nature practitioners living 
and working in Australia, it is simple to find out whose country we are on. This 
information is freely available on local government websites, and the Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS, 1996) has a 
map of Aboriginal language groups that provides guidelines. This is important so 
we can acknowledge the traditional owners and know who to approach to ask per-
mission to work in protected areas, such as national parks, or to collect or work 
with natural materials. When there is an absence or lack of cultural sensitivity it can 
be harmful. Melissa says, “It can make an Aboriginal person feel that everything 
that they are doesn’t exist. Because so much has been taken, it feels like another 
layer of that hurt. It makes Aboriginal people feel invisible”.

Invisible layers exist within the landscape, too. Atkinson (2002) describes these 
in her book Trauma Trails: Recreating Song Lines, stating that “country can hold 
healing or traumatic memory and energy, by the human activity or ceremony that 
has made a place unique, sacred or profane” (p. 30). When we are working in and 
with the environment, layers of hurt and healing are always present but not always 
visible or acknowledged. The notion of making the invisible visible is inherent to 
creative practice (Lawson et al., 2019). Creative practitioners can help to make 
energetic layers visible by researching the Aboriginal origins of the areas they are 
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working in, consulting with traditional owners, and creating relationships. With-
out developing cultural awareness and sensitivity, there will always be something 
missing from the layers of healing that we seek to facilitate.

Communicating with traditional owners

Building a relationship shows respect and reciprocity. It’s not just about ticking a box. 
People don’t want to feel used or manipulated or as though consultation is a token gesture.

– Melissa

As arts-in-nature practitioners who are interested in working in the environment, 
building a relationship with traditional owners is important. Reach out to the local 
Aboriginal Corporation, gathering place (building for the community to meet), 
health service, or community centre as a starting point. Attend events that are open 
to the public or events that you are invited to. This will strengthen the process of 
building a trusting relationship.

Going to a local Aboriginal organisation can be a sensitive thing. There are dif-
ferent community protocols and cultural lore in every community. Trusting relation-
ships grow over time, and traditional owners may say “no”, or might not be interested 
in developing a relationship with you. Keep in mind that for Aboriginal people, grief 
and trauma are always present in everyday life. Be aware that “sorry business” is 
when a family and community are grieving the loss of a loved one, and it takes prior-
ity over everything else. During sorry business, you will need to wait until you have 
been told it is appropriate to make contact again. This is when a third party like an 
Aboriginal Corporation or local Elders can be helpful because they will guide you.

Melissa says, “When you do have this trusting relationship you will be amazed 
how much Aboriginal people will give you, share with you and help you, but it 
needs to be on their terms”. Melissa describes cultural safety as simply respecting 
the emotional and spiritual wellbeing of First Nations People on their country:

Ways of respecting wellbeing include from negotiating first contact with a com-
munity or individual, and asking “would it be alright if I go out and work on 
your Country?”. Before you have even asked anything, showing respect by 
thanking them for the meeting, or the time they are making to spend with you. 
In my experience, as a child of the stolen generations, there has been so much 
time lost from spending with family members. Any time an Aboriginal person 
spends with you is time away from catching up with their family. You are one of 
many people who want their time and Cultural knowledge.

Be aware that Western customs, such as making eye contact, might not be shared 
by Aboriginal people. This does not necessarily indicate an absence of connection 
and respect. There are cultural customs and ways of doing things that are unfamil-
iar to us, and we need to learn about them and understand them.
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Acknowledging the country creates respect and 
cultural safety

Acknowledging the country is part of creating cultural safety for Aboriginal Peo-
ple on their lands. By doing this, we acknowledge that Aboriginal People have 
occupied these lands and cared for them for thousands of years (Reconciliation 
Australia, 2023). For Melissa, being present at an acknowledgement at an event on 
her country supports her identity, connection to country, and sense of belonging.

Melissa says, “There are assumptions that Aboriginal People were and are not 
very structured in their day-to-day living. In fact, they were and still are very struc-
tured in Cultural lores and community protocols. Part of those lores and commu-
nity protocols are being always aware of whose Country you are on, and respectful 
to the Traditional Owners of the land you are visiting. Smoking ceremony is about 
this too. If you have an opportunity to participate in one this is highly recom-
mended, for your spiritual protection and ours. It is about cleansing spiritually”.

Acknowledging the country when working with children 
and young people

Creative practitioners facilitating arts-in-nature with children and young people 
can use their own creativity to make Acknowledgements that are age-appropriate, 
personal, and inclusive. For example, Carla might go for a walk down to the creek 
with a child who needs to work with lots of water. When they decide together on 
a place to stop, Carla can ask, “Before we start, do you know whose country we 
are on?”. Many children already know the answer. “Yes! That’s right, we are on 
Boon Wurrung/Bunurong country. Shall we pay our respects together and ask the 
Ancestors to help us?” Then, together, Carla and the child might place their hands 
on the sand and either say or think some words to acknowledge the country and pay 
respect to the Elders and Ancestors of this land.

When working with a group of children and young people, Carla might include 
movements so that gestures become part of acknowledging the country, and a familiar 
ritual to start each session. We can place our hands on the ground and say, “We pay our 
respects and honour the beautiful Boon Wurrung/Bunurong Country, the Boon Wur-
rung/Bunurong People, their Ancestors and Elders”, then hug our arms around our-
selves, saying, “We pay respect and honour ourselves”, and finally, extend our arms 
out towards the other group members, saying “We pay respect and honour each other”.

In our local community, there is a child-care/kindergarten whose non-Aboriginal 
teachers are actively committed to enabling self-determination for the communi-
ty’s First Nations children who attend the centre. As part of this commitment, they 
commissioned Melissa and another First Nations artist to paint a permanent mural 
for the exterior building. They have also implemented a daily acknowledgement 
of the country with the children. Ways to do this might include a special large rug 
where all the children sit in a circle each morning and learn to say or even sing an 
acknowledgement together. The environment of the kindergarten includes many 
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resources that help to acknowledge the country in multi-modal ways, such as toys, 
games, and books that reference Aboriginal stories, traditional language names 
for animals, and traditional instruments such as clap sticks. The centre regularly 
engages Aboriginal facilitators to bring cultural workshops for the children. This 
commitment to supporting self-determination for First Nations children by creating 
a culturally safe environment has had a flow-on effect on the whole kindergarten 
community.

Including children, young people, and their family members in acknowledging 
the country helps to create cultural, interpersonal, energetic, and spiritual safety for 
everyone in the group, especially First Nations People. As facilitators, we can prac-
tise acknowledging the country and asking Ancestors for their guidance and safe 
passage when we work on their country. We can do this simply in our minds, silently, 
or through symbolic healing gestures on the country, making a small offering such as 
a sand drawing, interlaced sticks, or fallen leaves arranged in a meaningful way. We 
can also acknowledge the country wherever we are, whether it is out in the natural 
environment or in the context of a centre such as a school or a kindergarten.

Working in nature in culturally sensitive ways

When working in the natural environment, there are ecological and cultural consid-
erations of which creative practitioners should be conscious.

Culturally significant places

Many different places have cultural significance, including shell middens, rock art, 
ceremonial grounds, ochre quarries, fish traps, stone arrangements, water holes, 
burial sites, artefacts, and others (Aboriginal Heritage, 2023).

Carla remembers the feeling she experienced when she first saw “Uluru”, the 
stunning red rock in the heart of the continent, and the unmistakeable sensation 
that this was a sacred place. She heard many stories about former visitors who had 
taken pieces of the famous red rock as souvenirs and later returned them by post. 
This is now known as “The sorry rock phenomenon at Uluru-Kata Tjuta National 
Park” (Australian Government, 2017). A fact sheet published by the Director of 
National Parks describes how:

Anangu, the Aboriginal traditional owners of Uluru, believe that rocks and sand 
belong at Uluru, not in the homes or pockets of visitors. Under Tjukurpa, the 
Anangu law governing life and land, there are consequences for disobeying the 
law of the land . . . (and) respect that should be shown to the land, especially as 
a visitor.

(Australian Government, 2017)

We suggest that it does not matter where we are; we can apply this same sensitivity 
and respect to all lands and waterways.
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Waterways

All waterways in Australia have cultural significance as the “veins of Mother 
Earth”, food sources, and gathering places. Many river and creek beds are also 
burial grounds, either known or unknown. Some of these burial grounds are tradi-
tional sites. Others are the unmarked graves of the thousands of Aboriginal people 
killed in massacres during the early days of colonisation when settlers were claim-
ing and clearing land for farming. All waterways are sites of very sensitive cultural 
significance. Cultural heritage protects all waterways and the land around them 
that extends 200 metres from the bank or shoreline (Victorian Government, 2023).

Finding an artefact

If you suspect you have found an Aboriginal artefact, like a stone that has been 
worked to make a blade, axe head, or painting, leave it where it is, and mark where 
you have left it for reference. Contact your local Aboriginal Corporation or Cul-
tural Heritage Officers to let them know you have found something of potential 
cultural significance. Your report could lead to the protection of a culturally sig-
nificant place.

Working with natural materials

Cultural lore tells us “never take the first one of anything that you find, because it might 
be the last one”, for example, plant life like a medicinal plant, or some kind of “bush 
tucker”.

– Melissa

In this section, Melissa shares her cultural knowledge to help practitioners make 
respectful choices when working in Australian environments.

Seeds – in keeping with cultural lore, you can’t harvest the first one you find; 
you have to find another one and leave the first one so it can shed its seeds and 
grow again. This is our sustainable environmental cultural protocol. For creative 
practitioners, you can’t just incorporate seeds into your artwork. Even if they are 
dead on the ground, you can’t take them because they are part of a whole cycle. 
They are a food source for birds, and then the bird poo replants them.

A lot of the plant life tells us when we can hunt certain animals to eat. If a certain 
tree is flowering, that means you can go and get fresh-water crays because it is not 
their breeding season. Looking after the trees and their seeds is looking after the 
wildlife too, as well as their babies and offspring.

Rocks – are an absolute no-no. Our cultural beliefs are that rocks have their own 
spirit and connection to the country. If you remove them, it can be “not good” 
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for your spiritual wellbeing. It is disrespectful to the land and the traditional 
owners from that area. There is an environmental impact as well. People might 
think, “It is only one rock”, but when you have a thousand people who think that 
it changes the landscape, changes the habitat for the animals, and changes the 
flow of the water, as environmentally, rocks are the filter for water.

Soil – certain plants can only grow in their specific soil environment. An example of 
this is a medicinal plant that grows along the banks of a large river. People have 
removed the plant and tried to grow it elsewhere, which has failed more than not. 
This shows us the relationship between the soil and the plant and the importance 
of preserving the original environment for plants without disturbing the process. 
You might be unaware that there were seeds in that soil that you were moving.

Sand – is like rocks but smaller. It is about energy. It is inappropriate to remove sand 
from anywhere. Even bought sand has come from somewhere. There are currently 
protests about the sand mine not far from here. Sand plays a big part in filtering 
water, whether it is rain, a spring, or a water table. When you disturb the sand, you 
are disturbing many other things. There is a lot of mining near water tables. Like 
quartz for concrete, the quartz is the filtering system for the water table. After the 
quartz was mined, the water was contaminated. It doesn’t just affect the area that 
has been mined. It affects the whole flow, the fish that live in the rivers, and eve-
rything else. You can see this where water flow has been diverted.

Ochre and clay – all ochre comes from somewhere. Traditional owners use it 
for cultural ceremonies and events, and it should not be gathered or used by 
non-Aboriginal people at any point unless gathered and offered as a gift by a tra-
ditional owner to a non-Aboriginal person. Ochre is very special and significant 
to all Aboriginal People on the continent. Part of ochre’s role is to connect that 
individual to land and to the Ancestors. In its natural environment, clay provides 
natural minerals for everything else. It is like a food for the environment.

Conclusion – growth: mutual healing – healing the 
country, healing ourselves

Cultivating cultural awareness in working with children and young people in Aus-
tralian environments contributes to wellness and healing for First Nations People, 
their Ancestors, the country we are on, all the life that it sustains, and supports safe 
passage on this country for us and the people we work alongside. The process of 
becoming friends, sharing stories, and co-authoring this chapter has also been heal-
ing for both of us.

For Melissa, “It’s been an absolute joy working with Carla and experiencing her 
passion towards caring for the environment and her drive to ensure Cultural safety 
for First Nations People. Collaborating has also been a healing process for myself 
in sharing some of my lived experiences as an Aboriginal woman”.

For Carla, “Through this work, and my friendship with Melissa, I am coming 
closer to a sense of belonging in this Country than I have ever yet had. I hope that 
one day I will have earned the privilege I have to call this place home”.
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We invite you to reflect on your experience of reading our chapter and what 
this might mean for you in your life, your own community context, your ways of 
acknowledging the country, respecting culture, and making arts-in-nature with chil-
dren and young people. We hope that opening up this conversation about “What’s 
beneath our feet?” adds another layer of depth to your practice and becomes part of 
the healing that is needed in this country and everywhere on Earth.

In closing, we reflect on the well-known statement by Martin Luther King, Jnr 
(1967), which emphasises that the silence of the many can be more troubling than 
the actions of the few.
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Chapter 14

Concluding reflections
The potential of arts-in-nature

Zoe Moula and Nicola Walshe

The aim of this book was to explore the potential of arts-in-nature practice for 
supporting the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people, poten-
tially mitigating health inequalities and contributing to environmental sustain-
ability. Building on our own research on the impact of arts-in-nature experiences 
through the Eco-Capabilities project, the book presents a range of examples 
of practice from academics, therapists, teachers, and practitioners. The work 
described draws on a varying approaches, incorporating visual arts, music, move-
ment, drama, and poetry in a range of natural environments, including forests, 
woodlands, beaches, parks, school playgrounds, greenhouses, and community 
areas. However, despite this rich tapestry of projects, what is clear throughout 
the book is the passion with which authors describe the impact of the practice 
on the children and young people involved, the way that creativity and the arts 
provide a vehicle through which children and young people notice nature and 
become more connected to it, in doing so supporting their wellbeing. Whilst 
each project described set out with different aims, whether that be to develop or 
restore children’s connections to nature (e.g., Adams & Beauchamp, 2024), to 
provide art therapy (e.g., Horrox, 2024), or to facilitate broader learning (e.g., 
Keyte-Harland & Lowings, 2024), each reports benefits of contact with the natu-
ral environment through and with the arts. These are wide-ranging, but echo the 
changes observed in children within our own eco-capabilities project, enhancing 
relationships by providing a space within which to voice emotions and safely 
confront differences (e.g., Guerrera, 2024; Cusack, 2024), developing children’s 
capacity for play (e.g., Kurian & Sapsed, 2024), and demonstrating the impor-
tance of the arts, culture, and the environment in feeding young people’s capacity 
to flourish (e.g., Hay, 2024).

Through the rich description of their practice, authors further emphasised the 
calming and grounding effects of arts-in-nature, achieved by immersion in the 
process of artmaking in nature alongside embodied participation through listen-
ing, smelling, touching, and noticing elements of nature. This echoes research 
from neuroscientists which suggests that even a gentle breeze against our skin 
can relax our nervous system, and that being in nature increases the production 
of serotonin in our body (e.g., Park et al., 2020); this is how many antidepressant 
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medications in Western medicine work. Some authors (e.g., Adams & Beauchamp, 
2024) explicitly linked these effects to theories of ‘optimal’ states of mind, such 
as flow (Csíkszentmihályi, 1975) and experiences of transcendence which provide 
absorbing moments of lightness and freedom in which one experiences a sense 
of harmony with the world (Williams & Harvey, 2001). Arts-in-nature practice 
was also described as offering a plethora of opportunities to explore existential 
themes of life, allowing children and young people to process difficult life changes 
through symbols and metaphors inspired by nature. For example, dead plants and 
decomposed natural materials can offer creative opportunities to navigate loss or 
death, with nature as a partner in this process. Seasonal changes can also be seen as 
symbolic representations of life’s changes, which can support children and young 
people to reflect upon and process the inevitable and unpredictable changes in their 
own lives. However, ultimately, the practices described in this book encourage us 
to focus on being and learning ‘with’ – rather than simply ‘about’ or ‘in’ – nature. 
Examples presented throughout the chapters illustrate that creating new nature 
through the arts and intertwining physical landscapes with real or imagined stories 
can foster children’s and young people’s connection with natural spaces. This is 
achieved by being exposed to the beauty of nature and the arts; the emotions that 
arise from engaging with the arts and nature; and with sustained contact with both 
arts and nature combined.

Alongside the wealth of benefits of arts-in-nature described across the book, 
authors have also highlighted a range of practical, ethical, and safeguarding chal-
lenges that arise when facilitating experiences with children and young people out-
doors; this is perhaps particularly the case when working explicitly in therapeutic 
contexts. For example, some children and young people might feel unwelcome or 
out of place in certain outdoor spaces, whilst others might have previous experi-
ences or memories of discrimination or forced displacement. Others might avoid 
mixed-gendered outdoor spaces for cultural reasons, while some children and 
young people may feel uncomfortable in spaces that lack proximity, maintenance, 
and essential facilities. Despite this, the involvement of children and young people 
who rarely have the opportunity to engage with the arts (Ashton & Ashton, 2022) 
and/or nature (e.g., Chen, Yue, & La Rosa, 2020) is of crucial importance. Every 
child and young person should have an equal right to connect with their local out-
door spaces, reimagine these through creativity and imagination, and feel an active 
part of their local communities. Examples such as the Forest of Imagination (Hay, 
2024) and the Village Project (Cusack, 2024) are excellent initiatives for inclu-
sive placemaking and artmaking that can lead to a sense of belonging, community 
engagement, and active citizenship. These projects illustrate how arts-in-nature 
experiences can move beyond interventions for small groups or individuals towards 
a preventative approach to supporting the mental health and wellbeing of children 
and young people, alongside empowering them to have a positive impact on their 
local environment and, thereby, broader planetary health.
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