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I you go down to the woods 
today, you’ll find two-year-
old Freddie Goulden 
extracting a warm, sticky 
marshmallow from the tip of 
a twig, straight from an open 
fire, and appraising it with 
glee. 

Next up, is scavenging for “magic 
stones” (he’ll use those to make a 
necklace for Mum) and a spot of mud-

pie baking. By the time Pippa Goulden 
arrives to collect her son, he’ll sport a 
thick layer of the stuff – and a defiant 
grin.

“You can tell how much fun he’s had 
by the amount of the dirt he comes 
back in,” laughs the 35-year-old PR 
executive, as she peels multiple layers 
of sodden waterproofs and thermals 
from her ebullient toddler.

Freddie is a proud member of Little 
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Forest Folk (LFF), one of a growing 
number of outdoor nurseries in the 
UK – where children learn through 
outdoor play, all day, all year round – 
following in the Scandinavian ‘‘forest 
school’’ model, developed in the 
1950s, and now spreading like wildfire 
over here. 

Set up by 38-year-old Leanna 
Barrett and her husband, James, in a 
fenced-off former paddock alongside 
Wimbledon Common last year, LFF 
opens its second branch in Chiswick 
on Monday (members will have access 
to Kew Gardens), while a Wandsworth 
offering is in the pipeline for 
September. 

The Scandi invasion has been 
bubbling away for some time – the first 
forest school programme was 
introduced to Britain by Somerset’s 
Bridgewater College in 1993, 
after a group of nursery 
nurses and lecturers were 
inspired by a visit to 
Denmark and witnessed 
the benefits to children’s 
wellbeing and 
development. But 
devotees say the need 
for them has never 
been more urgent: a 
report last month 
revealed British 
children are among 
the most 
housebound 
and screen-
addicted in 
the world, 

with three in four spending less time 
outdoors than the recommended daily 
period of outdoor exercise for 
prisoners –  and more than half being 
unable to identify a British oak tree.

Open fires, pointy sticks and pools 
of mud: forest schools’ educational 
tools of choice sound like a parent’s 
nightmare, but Danish research 
showed giving children the space to 
take supervised risks and explore 
boundaries resulted in them 
demonstrating greater socially 
capability, having fewer days off sick, 
more ability to concentrate and better 

co-ordination 
than children in 
urban 
kindergartens.

Writer Polly 
Phillips was 
converted to 
Scandinavian-
style “free-
range 
parenting” 
when she 
moved to 
Copenhagen 

from London 
with her 

husband and their 
now-two-year-old 

daughter, Lala. 
“When we arrived in 

Denmark, I thought 
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attitudes were too permissive and 
couldn’t understand why mums and 
dads would leave prams outside 
cafés,” she says. “But when my 
daughter started to attend vuggestue 
(nursery), she regularly went to our 
local forest and was encouraged to 
roam on her own in the huge 
grounds. She learnt so much and has 
become more independent.”

But while fostering independence 
and resilience by connecting 
children with nature sounds great in 
theory, what happens when it rains? 

“We keep going whatever the 
weather,” says Barrett, adding that 
Scandinavia is not known, of course, 
for its sunny skies. “It’s generally 
adults who don’t like rain – the kids 
love jumping in puddles. We’ll put 
up their hoods, and if it’s torrential, 
throw some tarp over the trees. But 
really, there are lots of ways you can 
use the rain for learning – measuring 
rainfall, for example.”

It was a love of nature that brought 
the Barretts together in the first place 
– the couple met while working at a 
safari lodge in Botswana and spent 
nights sleeping under the stars. Now 
parents-of-three, both grew up in 
rural settings – Leanna in Wales, 
James in Australia – and recall 
childhoods spent climbing trees and 
collecting tadpoles. But it was with 
trepidation they ventured into forest 
education. “I remember when my 
daughter, Ella, was around six
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T H E  D  WO R D
A F T E R  S O  L O N G
T O G E T H E R ,  I S
T H I S  T H E  E N D ?

Her 
mother’s 
visit had 
given her 
hope at last, 
but then 
Richard 
sent an 
email 
demanding  
that she sell 
the cottage 

My mother’s 
visit had 
lifted my 
spirits. I 
put her 
back on 

the train after a few days, 
feeling as though I was 
beginning to recover 
from a terrible bout of flu. 
I finally felt that things 
could get better. It may 
have been partly because 
I was meeting John for a 
drink.

“A date!” said Mum 
when I got off the phone. 

“It’s not a date,” I said 
sulkily, like a 14-year-old. 
“It’s just a drink. We’re 
old mates.”

Admittedly, the fact 
that I’d kissed John in 
Spain, which indirectly 
led to the end of my 
marriage to Richard, 
made us slightly more 
than ‘‘old mates’’, but 
I had no idea whether 
John wanted to meet me 
to offload his problems, 
or if he was hoping for 
something more. 

If he was, I was certain 
that it was a bad idea. 
I’d just emerged from 
years of marriage, broken 
and bruised, as had he. 
The last thing either 
of us needed was the 
middle-aged rekindling 
of a relationship that had 
petered out at university.  

I had visions of a 
bijou London flat full of 
light and colour, with 
friends popping round, 
focusing on work, going 
on interesting holidays, 
maybe starting the novel 
I always thought I’d 
write. I had no interest 
in trudging off on grim 
internet dates, where we 
both talked about our 
divorces, and tussled 
gently over who should 
pay the bill, then sent 
carefully worded texts 
explaining that we’d had 
a lovely time but ‘‘didn’t 
feel a spark”.

I didn’t care if I never 
felt a spark again, I just 
wanted to be left alone to 

regroup, and remember 
who I used to be before 
I became a carping, 
unhappy wife. I wanted 
to see John because I 
cared about him and I was 
wildly curious about why 
he and his wife had split 
up. I knew they’d been 
struggling, but I hated 
the idea that I’d been 
instrumental in their 
break-up. Sometimes, 
I woke up in the early 
hours and felt a hot flare 
of shame at the memory 
of that ill-advised kiss.

I was distracted the day 
before meeting John by a 
long email from Richard. 
In clipped, pompous 
terms, he laid out ‘‘his 
view’’ of how we should 
split the money. “You 
to sell the cottage asap 
and arrange immediate 
transfer of 50 per cent of 
funds,” it read, “all other 
assets to be costed and 
distribution of monies 
made accordingly.” I 
wrote back: “Please 
stop talking like a bank 
manager. We used to be 
married.” 

“We still are married,” 
he replied. “I would 
prefer to proceed with the 
divorce asap for my own 
peace of mind. I will cite 
unreasonable behaviour.”

Fuming though I was, 
I understood that there 
wasn’t much choice. 
I could have divorced 
him first for the same 
reason, but it seemed so 
petty. I hated the idea 
of an official document 
detailing my drunken 
behaviour, but the 
alternative was waiting 
two years, and that 
seemed interminable.

“Fine. Knock yourself 
out,” I emailed back, 
childishly. I wondered 
what Richard would say 
if he knew I was meeting 
John. Perhaps I did want 
it to be a date, after all.

Next week: Is John offering 
friendship – or more?

months, she’d constantly hammer on 
the patio door to get into the garden – 
she was happiest when she was 
outside,” recalls Leanna. 

“I did a lot of research into 
Scandinavian education and their 
focus on nature, and knew I wanted 
more for Ella than what nurseries in 
the area were offering. Most let 
children out for only an hour a day, 
and even then, they’re playing on a 
piece of rubber tarmac. I had no 
desire to set up my own business, but 
after two years of waiting for 
something suitable to come up, we 
decided to give it a shot ourselves.

“I was terrified we were going to 
fail,” she admits. “I used to work for 
the Home Office, and James is a policy 
advisor for the Department of Energy 
and Climate Change – neither of us 
had any experience of the childcare 
industry. But I think that’s helped us – 
we’re not boxed in by convention.”

Leanna and James had to 
remortgage their home to get funding 
and launched in January 2015 with a 
class of 10 children. There are now 
109 LFF members and 14 fully 
qualified teachers. That’s one teacher 
for every four children, with a 
maximum of 30 pupils on any given 
day (the ratio is typically 1 to 8 in a 
regular nursery, says Barrett). 
Meanwhile, a recent Ofsted inspection 
graded the Wimbledon reception 
“Outstanding” and Sir David 
Attenborough is a fan. 

Days at LFF are long – 8am to 6pm – 
but you won’t hear any complaints. All 
learning is done through play. “Every 
nursery and school has to follow the 

is bad. The benefits of learning how to 
climb a tree can be quite important.”

The psychological benefits of forest 
schooling are even more compelling. 
According to the Office for National 
Statistics, 10 per cent of children aged 
between five and 16 have a mental 
health problem, with 4 per cent 
suffering from anxiety or depression. 

“People who live in urban 
environments tend to report more 
stress and anxiety that people who 
live in rural environments,” explains 
Dr Sam Wass, lecturer at the 
University of East London and leading 
psychologist on the Channel 4 hit 
series The Secret Life of 4-year-olds.

“The research is overwhelming that 
exposure to nature helps us to ‘de-
stress’. Children, generally, spend 
more of their time in a ‘high-arousal’ 
state than adults. And their reactions 
to stressful events also tend to be 
much greater. So, they ought to 
benefit from exposure to nature the 
most.”

Surprisingly, Little Forest Folk’s 
fees aren’t that much higher than the 
average west London nursery – from 
£69.50 a day. Furthermore, 12.5 per 
cent of places are funded for children 
from deprived backgrounds. 
Elsewhere in the UK, forest schooling 
is run through local authorities within 
the conventional school system – so 
free of charge.

Pippa Goulden thinks every school 
should embrace the concept. “When 
Freddie came back from his first LFF 
lesson, he was the most energetic I’d 
ever seen him. My concern isn’t that 
he reads and writes and learns 
Shakespeare – that will come. For 
now, I just want him to have fun.”

Swinging in the rain: 
above, the “Creation 
Station”; below, 
James and Leanna 
Barrett and children 
Ella, four, Jack, three, 
and baby Indie
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‘We give the 
children tripod 
grips for sticks, 
which they’ll 
use to write in 
the mud’

same curriculum, which you can 
interpret as you like,” explains Barrett. 
“We still cover literacy, but rather 
than use lines of phonics, we give the 
children tripod grips for sticks, which 
they’ll use to write in the mud. Kids 
are taught how to write too early, so 
end up holding their pens with 
clenched fists. One of the first things 
we do is show them how to hold a pen 
properly.”

Research suggests there are 
numerous advantages to learning in a 
woodland classroom. Liz O’Brien, 
head of social and economic research 
at the Forestry Commission, tracked a 
group of children participating in 
outdoor schooling in Oxfordshire, 
Worcestershire and Shropshire over 
eight months. Her results found the 
process had a positive impact on their 
confidence, social skills, motivation 
and concentration levels, as well as 
linguistic abilities. “Yes, they’re 
exposed to some risk, but not all risk 
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