Institute for Advanced Learning (IATL)
Collaborative partnership fostering community and learning at University of Warwick
Developing understanding of sustainability and nature through community-based woodland trails.
A public engagement project for schools, students, families and communities.

‘Creating Trails for Woodland Tales’
Project aims

To provide opportunities for communities to connect with
nature and foster a sense of curiosity in the natural world.
To develop a growing a sense of well-being and
appreciation of the health benefits of engaging with nature,
as part of a woodland trail.
To connect with nature creatively and imaginatively through
stories and books.
To promote a desire to protect and care for the world we
live in.

Project Leaders: Katherine Wheatley & Prof. Des Hewitt
Graphic Design Student: Georgia Yates (Nottingham Trent
University)

Photo: Alvaston Infant & Nursery School (2021) Woodland Trail and Tale with
Kath Wheatley at Elvaston Castle Country Park

This project was developed in order to bring together the wonderful setting of a woodland and the benefits of
connecting with nature through a variety of activities to improve well-being. We bring together stories,
moments to stop and take a breath, and time to connect through art, construction and much more.
There is a wealth of research into the importance of connecting with nature in a variety of ways in order to
achieve higher levels of well-being and happiness. Research also highlights the relationship between
childhood experiences of being in and with nature as an influencing factor for conservation behaviours and
choosing nature-based careers (Wolf et al., 2010). This links perfectly with recent findings of a study into
Nature Connectedness, which revealed higher levels of happiness and conservation behaviours (Richardson
et al., 2021). Alongside this, deep breathing techniques have long since been associated with mindfulness.
Research exploring the connection between the brain network and the way we breathe found that paced
breathing does affect our emotional and physical state and as such, is a powerful strategy when managing
times of stress (Bullock, 2019).
Coupled with a love of story and developing the imagination, ‘Creating Trails for Woodland Tales’ sets out to
bring all of this together through a combination of engaging activities along a nature trail.
Developing the aims of the project
At the start of the project, we identified key activities that
would potentially promote the aims of the project. We
then grouped these under carefully chosen headings (fig.
2) to provide a quick reference for anyone wishing to
create their own trail.
Working with Georgia Yates, a graphic design student, a
platform was created with the intention of this being
friendly, accessible and simple to click and collect ideas.
Georgia’s wonderful design and artwork makes this
website very engaging, easy to navigate and feedback
from users has been extremely positive.
A membership page has been added to see whether it is
possible to develop a community as part of this project.
In addition, as the project has evolved, we have
developed further resources to support the development
of the ideas within the trails for instance, we created a
set of six child-friendly posters based on the breathing
techniques from The Global Classroom. These are now
available as free downloadable resources for anyone
wishing to develop deep breathing techniques with
children.
https://trailswoodlandtales.wixsite.com/mysite
https://www.theglobalclassroom.com/classes/deepbreath/
Figure 2: Tale on the Trail Tiles (2021) https://trailswoodlandtales.wixsite.com/mysite/trails

Creating Trail Maps
Trail maps were created using the key headings and activities to demonstrate how these could be used to
develop a more structured trail. Figure 3 ‘A Stick Adventure!’ is an example of a map showing how a familiar
picture book story such as, ‘Stanley Stick’ by John Hegley, can be intertwined within a woodland trail.

Figure 3 A Stick Adventure! Trail map and take away example of a structured trail using the suggested activities (also available as a download on the website)

Project Events

Project Event One
Woodland Trail and Tale - 3-hour trail on the University of Warwick campus
involving 12 Warwick Primary Early Years PGCE students (Covid restrictions)
Students participated in a planned trail around the Tocil Wood Nature Reserve
and experienced a range of activities (see figure 3). They were given a map of
the trail and a leaflet outlining ten suggested activities that they could incorporate
when creating their own trails as part of their future practice.
Due to the restrictions over the course of the year, some students were meeting
face-to-face for the first time and all students felt that this session was especially
valuable; providing them with a chance to meet fellow students in a friendly, safe
and relaxed way.
Students were asked to share their thoughts at the end of the session of how
they might take this forward into future practice. A sample of student comments
are evidenced below and are available to view on the video link.
‘I thought the session was really, really good. It broke different sessions down into short
chunks so that children can really engage with the atmosphere around them and the
woodland itself…personally I will take a lot away with me today… really beneficial.’ Lucy
‘Today’s been really amazing, it’s such a fantastic way of getting children and adults to
really appreciate the outdoors and expose them to things they may not be exposed to
especially during times of Covid so it’s really exciting lesson plans that I will definitely
take forward into the future.’ Bethan

Project Event Two (10th October 2021)
INSET Training Day Alvaston Infant and Nursery School 3-hour workshop delivered at Elvaston Castle
Country Park (35 teachers/teaching assistants plus University of Derby trainee teachers on placement)
Headteacher, Molly Allen and James Heeson (English Lead) were keen for their school to be part of the project
due to the connections made with nature, place attachment, well-being and story, which all feature on their
School Improvement Plan. In addition, they have been working on developing children’s desire to care and
protect the world they live in. They were thrilled that the session was being delivered as part of a woodland
trail at their local country park, which has 200 acres of woodlands, parkland and formal gardens, and is on the
doorstep of the school. The aim of the INSET was to inspire staff to use the park on a regular basis in order
to provide children with opportunities to develop place attachment, a connection with local nature and begin
to know how spending time with nature impacts on their sense of well-being. James was especially keen for
staff to develop their own ideas around the use of books and stories to make trails imaginative and creative.
Following the INSET training session, staff were asked to reflect on the experiences and how they might use
this in the future in their own practice. A sample of comments are evidenced below. Watch the short video to
find out more.
‘What I liked most about
today was how you could
really see the sense of
purpose and how
children can connect with
nature and how it would
instil in children that real
responsibility to protect
the world around them.’
Molly (2021)

‘Today we’ve been learning about
how nature can be used to develop
children’s language, through story
telling…really connecting with the
environment…how we can describe
nature and create poetry. For one of
the activities we were using different
adjectives to describe the trees to
make a little piece of music and I
can see how that would work with
the children.’ James (2021)

‘We’ve had the most amazing day
…exploring Elvaston Castle, making it so
purposeful and getting back to nature and
thinking about our breathing and
how it can really help our well-being.
With my science head on, I absolutely
loved the ‘Imagineering’ where we talked
about the tree, labelled the tree and made
it purposeful, bringing it to life for children
to make real links to their learning.’
Claire (2021)

‘I’ve enjoyed being outside…just for myself to spend time in nature and remind myself how I was as a child
and how we were always out in nature, and it has reminded me of that and the connection with places and
people and times outdoors - so that has given me a new enthusiasm to instil this in children.’ Joy (2021)

The humble stick can be so much more;
imagine, plan and problem solve whilst
constructing and joining using foraged
woodland waste. These activities get
minds thinking and build valuable team
work skills.

Woodland Moments
of
Imanginolgy
Words and
Meditation
Drama

One of the joys of woodlands is the
wonderful connection between
nature and science. These
hands-on activities link well to the
science curriculum.

Take a moment on the trail to clear the
mind, listen to nature and
think positive thoughts – a mini
woodland bathe.
Wordplay inspired by nature or
drama inspired by the tale on the
trail add an opportunity for a
language-based activity.

Woodland
Well-being

Nature-based art is a great way of
relaxing, communicating and
connecting with the woodland
either through free-choice art or
connecting art to your chosen tale.

A perfect setting for story telling!
Find a spot to tell your tale and use as a
stimulus for further adventures as you
journey through the woodland.

Follow The Map of Imaginology on the
website for this activity, which guides
you through the mini tasks linked to
developing care, respect and the
desire to protect.

Slow down and take a quiet moment –
this section is about learning to STOP
and take time out to listen, to move
slowly and learn to relax in the
moment.

Perfect
Partners

Tale on the Moments
with Nature
Trail

Short, pacey 3,2,1 FREEZE activities
create a sensory experience and act as
quick starters to break the ice. A great
way to get active and connect with
nature and each other.

These simple science-based activities
develop a deeper understanding of
trees and the vital role they play.

Final
Thoughts

Welcome
to the
Woods

Begin with a quick introduction and a
brief discussion about the intentions of
the trail. Use the Welcome Map and
example questions as a guide.

Woodland
Artist

‘…children are still buzzing
about their experiences and
the connections they made
are
clear
from
the
comments and memories
they share in school. They
can’t wait to go again.’

Visit our wonderful webite and
use our ideas and suggestions to
create your own trail with a tale.

Woodland
Wonders

Molly shared her
experiences at the Mental
Health Network Meeting

https://trailswoodlandtales.wixsite.com/mysite
This project is supported by IATL
University of Warwick.
Creators: Kath Wheatley & Prof. Des Hewit

Creating Trails

Construcology

As a result of this INSET
Session, all staff have now
taken their children to
Elvaston Castle Country
Park for their first trail (over
300 children). Molly is keen
for this to become an
embedded provision and
has
requested
more
training in order to develop
this further.

Ending with a final thought offers the
opportunity for everyone to share
their experiences and communicate
their feelings and thoughts. It is a
time to reflect on the importance of
woodlands and to leave a pledge of
appreciation and protection.
Join us on our journey
@woodlandtrails.tales (Instagram)
We would love to hear about
your trails!

Figure 4 Creating Trails for Woodland Tales Leaflet given to all participates as part of the project and available as a downloadable resource

Project Event Four (10.12.21)
100 Primary PGCE Students - CTE Research
in Action Conference
This conference offered the opportunity to share the
project and highlight the exciting ways in which
students can get involved in research-based projects
in the future.
Students were introduced to the history of nature
within education and encouraged to reflect on their
own experiences and how they could provide naturebased learning within their own practice.
On reflection, it would be useful to add opportunities
for spontaneity as part of a trail and not assume that
unstructured time would occur naturally. Providing a
window of opportunity as part of a trail would be a
way of making time and creating value for this to
happen.

Further aims of the project

• Develop a bank of trail maps (created by
participates and project leaders)
• Add further tiles linked to:
The Five Pathways (Richardson et al 2020)
• ‘Curious Moments’ or ‘Explorers Choice’ –
children leading the way (Podcast)
• Connecting to the curriculum
• Apply for the John Muir Award

Further aims linked to the website:
• Complete ‘Creating Trails for Woodland Tales’
website and launch effectively through social
media.
• Continue to build a community on Instagram
@woodlandtrails.tales
• Continue to develop ideas and downloadable
materials as the project grows. The intention is to
provide practitioners, families and fellow walkers
with as much inspiration as possible.
• IATL’s inter-disciplinary modules to investigate
different forms of learning (as discussed with
Naomi de la Tour)

• Richardson, M. et al (2020) Moments, not minutes: Naturewellbeing relationship
www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org
• Wolf, K.L., S. Krueger, and K. Flora (2014) Place
Attachment and Meaning - A Literature Review. In: Green
Cities: Good Health (www.greenhealth.washington.edu)
College of the Environment, University of Washington
• Scannell & Gifford (2010) Defining Place attachment – A
Tripartite Organising Framework (PPP)
• Bullock, G.B PhD (2019) Mindfulness Research
https://www.mindful.org/how-your-breath-controls-yourmood-and-attention/

Project Event Five (6.12.21)
Mental Health Network Meeting ~ An
introduction to ‘Creating Trails for
Woodland Tales’ ~ Remote workshop attended
by 34 Mental Health Leaders in Derby City schools
An invitation to present the project at this network
meeting offered the perfect opportunity to target key
practitioner leading mental health initiatives in their
schools.
The presentation introduced the three areas of
research, aims of the project and shared the
website and resources for anyone wishing to
develop this in their own settings.
Kath Wheatley led a thirty-minute session on strategies
to support well-being and good mental health at a
recent network meeting for Senior Mental Health
Leaders in Derby schools. The session was extremely
well attended and was very well received with a few
schools having already made contact to follow up what
they had learned. We have a mature set of mental
health leaders in Derby who have already undergone
relevant training, so the fact that so many found new
ideas to consider from Kath is a real compliment. We
want to express our appreciation
for her input.
Jo Ward (December 2021, Derby City)
Head of Education and Skills l Learning,
Inclusion and Skills

What next?
Project Event Six (Spring Term 2022)
Developing a woodland area on a school site
and introducing ‘Creating Trails for Woodland
Tales’ as a whole school initiative
Students required to do a 72-hour placement
would like to get involved in the project and
develop a small wooded area at a local school who
wish to introduce and embed ‘Woodland Trails and
Tales’.
This is currently being co-ordinated and is an ideal
opportunity to apply for the John Muir Award.
Headteacher: Michelle Tague
Cavendish Junior Academy School

Kath & Des would like to thank all of the
participates for their enthusiasm, belief and
support with the project, which we will continue to
develop.
A big thank you to IATL for supporting the project,
which has helped to reach a
much wider audience.
We would like to thank the amazing
Georgia Yates (Graphic Design Student) who
developed the website and all the wonderful
images and artwork for this project.
© Creating Trails for Woodland Tales
Report: Kath Wheatley (17.12.21)

