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“How many people think 
twice about a leaf?” asked 
Sir Patrick Geddes. “Yet 

the leaf is the chief product and 
phenomenon of Life: this is a green 
world, with animals comparatively 
few and small, and all dependent 
upon the leaves.”

Geddes is best known as a social 
reformer but his conviction that ‘by 
leaves we live’ permeated all his work 
and he was a passionate advocate 
of green spaces as integral to urban 
design. He was equally passionate 
about the power of education and, 
during the early years of the twentieth 
century, helped convert areas of 
derelict land in Edinburgh’s Old 
Town into children’s gardens. He 
believed that, for city children to 
understand and care about humanity’s 
dependence on the natural world, 
they needed opportunities to learn 
about it ‘through hand, heart and 
head’ (in that order). 

So if Geddes had been able to see 
a hundred years into the future, he 
would have been deeply concerned 
about the results of a Cambridge 

research study. When eight to eleven-
year-old children were asked to 
identify common species of wildlife—
such as oak trees, bluebells and 
badgers—their success rate was less 
than 50 per cent. They were, however, 
80 per cent successful in identifying 
cartoon characters from Pokemon 
cards.

Most twenty-first century children 
have very few opportunities to learn 
about nature through hand and heart 
so it is no surprise that any random 
facts they come across do not lodge 
easily in their heads. A combination 
of traffic-filled streets, changing 
parental work patterns and fractured 
communities mean that most young 
children now live a largely indoor, 
sedentary, screen-based existence (in 
which cartoon characters play an 
important part). 

Scotland’s politicians are very 
concerned about the long-term 
health implications of this cultural 
change and their policy documents 
on getting children off the sofa and 
out into the playgrounds are rated 
among the best in the world. Sadly, 
levels of activity among our children 
and young people are still among 
the lowest world-wide. And as for 
freedom to run and play in green 

places, there is probably less of that 
for young children today than for 
the city urchins of Patrick Geddes’ 
Edinburgh. 

Nature play 
If we want twenty-first century 
children think twice about leaves, and 
other aspects of the natural world, 
our education system clearly needs to 
change. Especially in the early years, 
we have to acknowledge that the most 
effective learning is through real-life, 
embodied experiences. This is why 
Upstart Scotland is campaigning for 
a Nordic-style kindergarten stage for 
three- to seven-year-olds, with an 
emphasis on learning through active 
outdoor play, as often as possible in 
natural environments.

Over the last couple of decades, 
there has been an upsurge of interest 
in ‘nature play’ for Scotland’s 
youngest children, which the Care 
Inspectorate’s excellent document My 
World Outdoors is gradually spreading 
around pre-school settings. Many 
nurseries now have ‘forest school’ 
sessions and since the late (and deeply 
lamented) Cathy Bache (see Last 
Word on page 42) opened her Secret 
Garden Nursery in Fife in 2006, there 
are also a growing number of outdoor 
nurseries where children can spend at 
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least half of every day playing in the 
woods or on the beach. 

Unfortunately, these exciting outdoor 
experiences are still only available to 
a minority of Scottish children, with 
most forest school sessions lasting 
no more than a few hours a week, 

often for only a term or half term. 
What is more, as soon as they reach 
school age (at four or five), children 
swap the freedom to play outdoors 
for long hours in the classroom. With 
the recent introduction in Scotland 
of tests in literacy and numeracy for 
these P1 children, it is likely that the 
emphasis on desk-work will increase. 

This is very different from the early 
educational experiences of young 
children in Finland. Formal schooling 
there does not start till children are 
seven, so the overwhelming majority 
spend four years—from age three to 
seven—in a play-based kindergarten, 
with constant access to outdoor play. 
Many Finnish kindergartens have a 
wooded area as part of their playground 
and where that is not possible there 
are regular trips to nearby wild places. 
Children are thus familiarised with 
the delights of playing out in natural 
surroundings from an early age, which 
is obviously very good for their long-
term physical and mental health. And, 
since they learn to enjoy nature at such 
a formative stage of development, most 
also continue to enjoy it as adults, 
which is very good for the long-
term health of the planet. As David 
Attenborough has pointed out, “No 

one will protect what they don’t care 
about and no one will care about what 
they haven’t experienced.” 

Starting too young 
But it is not just in terms of health 
and well-being that Finnish children 
benefit from spending four years 
in kindergarten. By the time they 
start school, the vast majority are 
ready to settle down in a classroom 
and enjoy academic learning. This 
is acknowledged as a contributory 
factor to Finland’s regular success in 
the PISA international comparisons 
of literacy, maths and science. UK 
children—despite enormous national 
investment in literacy and numeracy 
teaching—languish in the middle 
orders of the PISA charts of student 
assessment and, shamefully, have 
always been at or near the bottom 
in the UNICEF charts of childhood 
well-being. Upstart Scotland has now 
assembled a mass of evidence (available 
on our website) linking these lacklustre 
educational achievements and 
declining levels of child and adolescent 
mental health to our extremely early 
school starting age. 

Only 12 per cent of countries 
worldwide begin statutory state 
schooling before the age of six—and 
all bar one are ex-British empire 
countries, influenced by a decision 
taken in the Westminster parliament 
in the 1860s. The parliamentarians 
decided to send children to school so 
young because they would then also 
finish early, thus becoming available 
as factory fodder (there was the added 
advantage that, with their children 
packed off to school at an early age, 
mothers were available for factory 
work too). It was a purely economic 
decision, taking no account of the 
contemporary scientific knowledge 
about child development.

Nevertheless, for most of the 
twentieth century, children in 
wealthy early-start countries still 
managed to develop emotional 
resilience and social skills in spite of 
their developmentally inappropriate 
start on formal education. Upstart 

Scotland believes this was because, at 
the end of the school day, at weekends 
and in the holidays, they still had 
the freedom to play outdoors. Most 
were also free to roam far from home, 
enjoying the local countryside and 
wild places in the city. So they also 
had the chance to develop, through 
real-life experience, in real space 
and real time, the common sense 
understanding of the world that 
underpins academic learning. 

It is only since the final decades 
of the last century that children’s 
freedom has been steadily curtailed 
by the social and cultural changes 
accompanying urbanisation and 
technological progress. Upstart 
Scotland hopes that, by publicising 
the advantages of a kindergarten 
stage, we can help the Scottish public 
recognise what the under-sevens need 
for optimum physical, emotional, 
social and cognitive development. 
According to modern neuroscience 
(not to mention ancient wisdom), 
the most important ingredients are 
positive, supportive relationships with 
the adults who care for them and 
plenty of active, self-directed play—as 
often as possible outdoors and in 
natural surroundings. 

So we would like to help 
communities come together and 
create forest school environments 
in local parks, woodlands and 
wild spaces, where every child can 
experience three or four years of 
outdoor play-based learning. That 
way, all Scottish children would have 
opportunities to acquire—through 
hand, heart and head—the skills, 
capacities and appreciation of the 
natural world that, in every time and 
culture until our own, have been 
the birth-right of all lucky children 
throughout the millennia. 

upstart.scot

Sue Palmer is a literacy specialist, 
author of Toxic childhood: how 
the modern world is damaging our 
children… and what we can do about 
it and Chair of Upstart Scotland. 
Upstart is currently organising a Play 
Not Tests campaign, informing parents 
of their right to withdraw children 
from P1 testing; see website for ‘opt-out’ 
postcards and other resources. 

By LEAVES WE LEARN

As David Attenborough has pointed 
out, “No one will protect what they 
don’t care about and no one will care 
about what they haven’t experienced.” Above: Spontaneous play. Photo: Alan McReadie/

Upstart


