
Elemental experiences

Working with children’s ideas

Skerne Park Primary School
in the woods with Reception
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We watched, listened and documented how the children spent 
their time in the woods.

We noted their conversations, negotiations, collaborations and 
friendships.

We looked for what engaged their attention, their imagination, 
their ideas, and their energies.

We then met together to share our observations our hunches and 
hypotheses before deciding what we could offer to enable the 
children to further their ideas and their autonomous enquiries. 

On the classroom wall children could see photos of themselves in 
the woods from the previous week.

 

Adults listening to children



Adults listening to children

mutual respect

giving time 

children express themselves when they are listened to

building confidence 

observing and respecting children’s individual 
energies, interests, ways of being and relating. 
friendship groups

modelling respect and listening, taking turns in 
conversation



video - digging by the tree
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Developing ideas and theories 
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On a chilly November day in Skerningham Woods 
children found that a very muddy ditch was wonderful 
for sliding, climbing, peril and rescue.

 All the children were involved. They emerged cold, 
muddy and joyful...



The mud monsters
as mud monsters!



In January this group of boys had developed the mud monsters 
idea, encouraged by groups drawings and discussions in school.

In response to this we invited them to go looking for clues...

























The children’s woodland stories were so alive to them we 
decided to make narratives a focus. We offered the 

children different media to use to explore their ideas.
 

A mud monster



They became monsters.





The children found in the woods, what they believed to be a 
letter from the Mud monster. Some of the children wanted to 
write back to him. They had become very fond of their monsters.

Leon was very keen to make him a birthday card. He drew 
a picture of the monster, made him a sunflower then put 
all inside a carefully addressed envelope.



ANNIES STORY ABOUT THE ROOT TAILS Annie says “look I’m 
pulling a dogs tail” “He 
thinks he might die”

“Come out you silly 
Dog!”

His tail is snapped, he’s 
poorly because of his 

tail”

“He has mud in his 
eyes”

“He’s finding insects to 
eat”

“He doesn’t want to 
get out, he just ants to 

sleep”

“He’s lost the puppy so 
he won’t come out 

until he finds it”

Children interpreted other finds in the woods as evidence 
of an unseen world.

Annie and her friends think of these tree roots as puppy 
dogs tails.  Annie creates a story about a Daddy dog looking 

for his puppy underground



Back in school, we ask the children to form groups and draw 
their memories from the woods.



Holly:There’s a moon at the top, 
and lovely leaves.

Tyler:The black is the big cave 
with the big bear.

Amy: And there’s some mud 
there. There’s some flowers 
there and there’s a very big 
tree. And there’s some very, 
very deep mud! And there’s a 
very colourful worm. And it’s 
called “The woods that we’re 
going to”.



Leon and Reuben tell the story of their picture and 
answer their friend’s questions



Princesses in flower gardens or centipedes

We invited children to tell us about 
their pictures and recorded them 
alongside the image.



Rachel read each child’s 
illustrated story to the 

class. 

She made a book of each 
story and made them 

easily available as library 
books for children to 

borrow and take home.

 Parents could then read 
their child’s and other 

children’s stories. 



We introduced a story 
telling chair into the 

classroom.

When the children had a 
story they could sit on the 

chair then others might come 
to listen.

In the woods, when they felt 
quiet, children sometimes 

found a cosy space to play and 
tell stories.



Parents visited the 
classroom to see
 pictures of their 

children’s
 time in the woods



Blake’s Uncle drew a 
treasure map for him.

Blake lead the class in a 
search for treasure

Other children were 
interested in his map.





He made a map to illustrate the 
adventures of the tank in the woods.
Oliver sat on the chair to tell the class 
about it. 



Liam’s Story

“Liam was on a green road, a road in a park and then he fell down on the 

road.” “Then a car came.” 

“Then Liam got up and then

he fell down again and the

car ran him over.”

“Then he got up and his

mouth was hurt and 

bleeding and it knocked his

 tooth out.” 

“His Mum and Dad put a

plaster on it and he went 

to bed.”

“The next day it was better

and he’s just went on 

playing with his friends.”
Liam, one of the less confident story 

tellers, told a story he had rehearsed at 
school.



To the delight of the class Oliver performs one of his 
stories. 
His Mother who was with us, had never seen this side of 
his character.  She was amazed!














