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Natural Connections  
Demonstration Project 
Newsletter – issue 17, January 2016  
 
 
About Natural Connections  
 

The Natural Connections Demonstration Project is an exciting initiative funded by Natural 
England, DEFRA and Historic England, which Plymouth University were awarded the contract 
to deliver. It is one of the largest outdoor learning projects in the UK and operates at a local, 
school-led level, in seven ‘hubs’ across the South West until March 2016. 
 

 For articles from Outdoor Learning experts & more information about the project follow our 
blog: CLICK HERE  

 follow us on Twitter - @ntrlconnections  

 We are also a partner in Countryside Classroom  

 
 

The Natural Connections Consultancy 
Helping you create a natural curriculum 
  
As the first stage of The Natural Connections Demonstration Project reaches its conclusion, 
the Natural Connections Consultancy has been established by Plymouth University's 
Institute of Education. This new Consultancy will work nationally and internationally to assist 
schools, education partners, Higher Education Institutes, local authorities, Academy Chains, 
environment sector organisations and many others in strengthening the bridges between the 
natural environment and learning across all curriculum subjects, at all stages of 
education. Building on our experience and skills, the Natural Connections team, along with 
expert colleagues, are now able to offer a tailored service to partners across the UK and 
internationally. The Natural Connections Consultancy offers a range of skills, expertise, tools 
and evidence which we use to explore how best to respond to the needs of each client. 
  
The Natural Connections Consultancy is working with schools and school federations/ 
partnerships. We also offer a range of services for environment sector providers who want to 
improve their work with the education sector. In addition, the Consultancy is looking to 
engage with regional and national partners to co-create large-scale outdoor learning 
initiatives, giving advice, insights and practical support.  
 
Whatever the size of your organisation or budget, our approach is to work with you to create a 
tailored programme suited to your individual needs. 
 
Services  
 
Support for schools: 

 specialist professional development & training for staff, managers, governors, trustees, 
partners and volunteers  

 bespoke curriculum design to integrate outdoor learning into learning, teaching and 
business strategies 

 advice on cascading outdoor learning throughout the school or organisation 

https://naturalconnectionsblog.wordpress.com/
https://twitter.com/ntrlconnections
http://www.countrysideclassroom.org.uk/
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 practical and creative outdoor learning activities and ideas to support lessons that 
engage pupils, develop academic and social skills, enhance attainment and contribute 
towards improved health and well-being 

 advice on funding and partnership development 
 access to a range of outdoor education providers 
 a specialist outdoor education mentoring service for teaching staff, managers and 

providers 
 opportunities to attend training workshops, networking events, conferences and 

seminars 
 advice on evaluation and impact measurement to suit each client 
 access to a broad range of academic literature to support your work 

Support for providers/policy makers:  

 advice on marketing your services to schools 
 specialist professional development & training for senior managers, policy-makers and 

stakeholders 
 strategic advice to embed outdoor learning across a large geographic area or across a 

large organisation or multi-site partnership 
 
Contact Us 
To discuss how the Natural Connections Consultancy can help: 
Ian Blackwell at           naturalconnections@plymouth.ac.uk  01752 585396 
  

 

Evaluation Update Martin Gilchrist  

 
The final natural connections report is due to be launched on Wednesday 18th May.  
 

The last few months have been spent organising and analysing the huge amount of data that 
we have collected during the project. A final big thank you to everyone we have spoken to and 
who have completed project surveys. We have interviewed over 300 people, including staff 
and pupils in project schools and we have analysed the responses to over 2000 survey 
returns from organisations, schools, staff and pupils. Once again we thank you all 
 

You will have to wait until May to see the findings in full but in the meantime here are a few 
interesting snippets to keep you going: 
 

 around 2,000 school staff and 40,000 children have 
been involved in the project and had the opportunity to 
experience LINE. 
 

 95% of pupils who completed surveys during the life of 
the project agreed that LINE makes lessons enjoyable. 
One primary pupil felt that ‘I think the more fun you 
have the more you will learn because you remember it 
more’. 

 

 92% of schools in the July 2015 survey reported that 
LINE engages pupils with their learning: ‘I believe I will 
see good progress [from LINE] with the children 
because already I am seeing better engagement and 
better engagement means they are doing more, so 
there is going to be better progress’ (teacher). 

 

mailto:naturalconnections@plymouth.ac.uk


3 
 

 72% of LINE leads in schools reported that LINE was good for staff health and 
wellbeing. As one teacher said: ‘Outdoor learning feeds the soul!’ 

 

 
 

Quotes of the month 
 

When asked what the best thing about learning outside is, primary pupils said; 
 

‘You can put your thinking caps on and make your brain think faster!’ 
 

‘Outdoors … gives me more inspiration and gets me motivated for my writing’ 
 
 
 

News from the Hubs Ian Blackwell & Jo Lewis  

 

 
Plymouth 

The Hub Leader for Plymouth, the City Council's Green Infrastructure Team, are celebrating 
an award of £419,000 from the Big Lottery’s Reaching Communities Fund. The Active 
Neighbourhoods Project aims to connect people and nature, and to improve Plymouth’s 
green spaces for local communities. The team will be running a programme of health and 
community-related activities in and around woods and green spaces across the city. The 
project, delivered in partnership with Devon Wildlife Trust, will work intensively with residents 
in Stonehouse, Ernesettle, West Park and Honicknowle, St Budeaux, Kings Tamerton and 
Efford. The three-year programme follows in the successful footsteps of the Natural 
Connections Project and Stepping Stones to Nature project, a citywide scheme designed to 
get local people more connected with their environment. The funding will enable the project to 
pay for three posts – a part-time project coordinator, a full-time community and volunteering 
officer and a Devon Wildlife Trust based urban ranger. 

Natural Connections/ Devon County Council Landscape Characterisation 
Project is a partnership between the Natural Connections Demonstration Project, the 

Naturally Healthy Devon Schools Project and Devon County Council Environment Group. Two, 
six week enrichment programmes took place with schools in Exmouth & South Molton. The 
areas were chosen mainly on health grounds in discussion with Public Health Devon – 
Exmouth and North Devon are areas where childhood obesity and poor health are higher than 
average. Thanks to Chris Holland, whose report can be found by clicking here 

 
Naturally Healthy Devon Schools – North Devon 
 

The North Devon Hub, managed by Natural Learning, is working with 11 schools in two 
distinct cluster areas around South Molton and the Torridge area. NHDSchools meet at two 
local schools every term. Training topics to be covered in 2016 include English and Maths 
Outside, Recording and Assessing Outdoor Learning, Cooking Outside, Planning Seasonal 
Activities. Next meeting: Wednesday 3rd February, 4pm - 5.30pm at Bishops Nympton 
School (EX36 4PU) Recording and Assessing Outdoor Learning - Looking at different 
ways to gather evidence of outdoor learning for a range of outdoor learning contexts, and 
developing a plan to record and assess outdoor learning for your pupils/school over the 
coming year. Contact louise@naturallearning.org.uk to sign up for the Naturally 

http://www.wholeland.org.uk/lcp2015/
mailto:louise@naturallearning.org.uk
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Healthy Devon Schools monthly update e-mail, with meeting, networking and training events 
information for 2016. 
 

Tues 1st March 2016 9.30 - 3.30 at Tamar Lake Forest School (EX22 7LB) with Natural 
Learning. Muddy Maps: KS1 and KS2 
A day of outdoor activities to take back to school, based on developing pupil's skills in map 
making, map reading and engaging with the outdoor environment. Curriculum linked ideas for 
Reception to year 6, including maths and English and assessment opportunities for all year 
groups. Suitable for all teachers, TAs and volunteers working outside at school with children. 

Funded places are available. This is an ideal way to get some inspiration for the CPRE 
Devon My Outdoors competition, the details of which can be found later on in this 
newsletter. Places on training events with Natural Learning are limited and can be booked by 
contacting louise@naturallearning.org.uk or click to download a Booking form. 
 
 

Naturally Healthy Devon Schools – East Devon 
 

The Exmouth hub of eight schools is now in full swing. Two network meetings have taken 
place which have involved discussions with guest speakers (Paul Martin from Devon Wildlife 
Trust and Polly Frost from Food for Life) and tours of school grounds with some great sharing 
of good practice and plans of future visits with children. Schools from the surrounding East 
Devon area have also been invited to get involved in the network.  
CPD and network sessions planned for this upcoming term include:  Growing food in school, 
Funding for the outdoors, Outdoor science learning and using parks and greenspaces for 
outdoor learning.  
 
Thursday 4th February 2016 9.30am – 3.30pm  
Marpool Primary School, Exmouth   
Growing Food in School - how to plan gardening activities throughout the school year & link 
with key curriculum areas. Sessions includes seasonality, fruit growing, growing in forest 
school and term –time harvesting. (In collaboration with Food for Life project). 
Please e-mail fflevents@soilassociation.org with the name and date of the course, dietary and 
access requirements, the delegate’s name, a school contact e-mail and telephone number.  
 
Tuesday 1st March 2016 4pm – 5.30pm at Phear Park, Exmouth  
Practicalities and experiences of using parks and local green spaces as a resource for 
learning. Jane Nicholls, EDDC’s Parks and Open Spaces Improvement Officer will be along to 
explain her role. Please confirm attendance with Alex Turner: aturner@eastdevon.gov.uk  
 
Thursday 3rd March 2016 at Withycombe Raleigh Primary School, Exmouth.  
Workshop 1:  9.30am - 12.30 
Workshop 2:  1.30pm - 4.30pm  
(Morning and afternoon sessions can be booked separately)  
Morning: Linking science with outdoor learning lead by Penny Evans, EDDC’s Education 
Ranger, practical activities and ideas for getting science outdoors. 
Morning is free but booking required.  
 

Afternoon session - Funding for Outdoor Learning Expert advice, resources and information 
for fundraising for outdoor learning. This is aimed at teaching staff, school business managers 
and outdoor learning providers is led by Simon Pearson of Pearson Fundraising.  
Please contact Laura Moore laura.moore@plymouth.ac.uk  tel: 01752 585399 
(Cost for afternoon £45+VAT per person, additional people from same org: £30+VAT), 
 

 
 

mailto:louise@naturallearning.org.uk
http://naturallearning.us11.list-manage.com/track/click?u=fe4e66d69a2f93e3dad936602&id=e2f5b07e30&e=ba9350485a
file:///C:/Users/lmoore8/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/4ZKS8XCP/fflevents@soilassociation.org
mailto:laura.moore@plymouth.ac.uk
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Image: thanks to Karen Hughes of Green Connect  

The South West Learning in the Natural Environment Collaboration 
 

The Bristol and North Somerset hub have a number of networking events planned which are 
open to new schools interested in developing their outdoor learning as well as existing 
collaboration schools, those with more outdoor learning experience and outdoor learning 
providers.  Details can be found on the #thisisaclassroom site. Schools have consistently 
reported the value of these networking opportunities which are great opportunities’ to share 
good practice and learn from others experiences. 

 
Cornwall 
 

Wild Tribe Outdoor Learning Conference: ‘Developing independent resilient learners’ is 
Wednesday 23rd March 2016 at Sterts, Upton Cross, Cornwall, PL14 5AZ click here for 
programme  Booking essential: info@arena-schools.co.uk  Venue: www.sterts.co.uk/  
 

 
Project News 
 

CPRE ‘My Outdoors’ Competition 
CPRE (Campaign for the Protection of Rural England) Devon 
is supporting teacher’s outdoor learning adventures with their 
“My Outdoors” competition 2016. The competition, which will 
run from March to June, will be open to all primary schools in 

Devon, Torbay and Plymouth.  CPRE Devon hopes to encourage children to engage with and 
appreciate their local area by asking them to draw or create a visual representation of their 
local environment or favourite outdoor space. Pupils might like to use part of their school 
grounds, their local town or village, a park or green space nearby, or a school trip destination. 
It could link with existing outdoor learning and visits already in the school diary, or could be an 
opportunity to go somewhere new, take a new look at your local landscape, or ask the children 
to make some suggestions about their favourite local outdoor places. It also has potential links 
to many areas of the curriculum including geography, maths, English, science and history. 
Prizes will be awarded in two age categories, Reception + KS1 and KS2, and as well as prizes 
for individual winners, winning schools will receive £200 to spend on outdoor learning.  See 
CPRE Devon My Outdoors Competition  for more information. 

 
Key Findings Conference 

The Natural Connections Project, as part of 
the national ESRC Festival of Social 
Science, ran a successful afternoon 
conference on 12th November. Attended by 
over 120 people from across the region, we 
were able to present the initial 
evaluation findings from the Project. There 
were also a series of workshops led by Hub 
Leaders, local schools and partners, 
allowing delegates a chance to hear directly 
from project participants about 
their challenges, the impact of the 
project and their future plans. Feedback 
noted the scale of the project and the extent of the work, as well as the enthusiasm shown by 
all involved. Many delegates also referenced how the South West should be leading the way 
nationally in outdoor learning, given the great work going on in many areas, as well as the 
solid impact and research base that now exists. One outcome of the day is that a major part of 
our future plans will be to work in partnership to look at how well outdoor education 

http://www.thisisaclassroom.com/home/4589170555
http://www.arena-schools.co.uk/news/18631/wt-developing-independent-resilient-learners
http://www.arena-schools.co.uk/news/18631/wt-developing-independent-resilient-learners
mailto:info@arena-schools.co.uk
http://www.sterts.co.uk/
http://www.cpredevon.org.uk/competitions/the-pam-parker-village-map-award/
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supports physical, mental and planetary health. The 'Key Findings' Conference was our first 
major event as we start to share the results of the Natural Connections Demonstration Project 
- keep an eye out for more opportunities to hear from the team during 2016. 

 

Social media 
 

We continue to use social media for much of our project communications, and our following on 
Twitter and on the blog is ever increasing. Just over 1,760 people / organisations follow us on 
Twitter, (@ntrlconnections) 600 more than this time last year. 
 

Since its launch in March, the Outdoor Learning Blog has been viewed 5,500 times by 2,500 
visitors, and we have now published 30 articles, from a range of fantastic guest authors. So 
take a look today, share your thoughts and don’t forget to sign up so you can receive the latest 
blogs straight to your inbox. You can also access newsletters from Council for Learning 
Outside the Classroom and Creative Star via their pages on the site. We have recently added 
a case studies page which we are starting to populate with more interesting examples from 
Natural Connections and Learning Away. We welcome blog articles and case studies from 
anyone who would like to share their experiences or views on outdoor learning, please get in 
touch. 
 

Over the next few months, in advance of our final evaluation report being published in May, 
we will start to share some of our project findings via colourful infographics on our Twitter 
feed, so make sure you follow us and help spread the word about the value of outdoor 
learning to schools, as evidenced by Natural Connections. Contact Jenny Hanwell – 
jenny.hanwell@naturalengland.org.uk  
 

 
The Outdoor & Experiential Learning Research Network (Oelresnet) 
 

The research network, based at the Plymouth Institute of Education at Plymouth University, is 
part of the movement to encourage people to engage with the outdoors. Anyone with a 
practical, research or experiential interest in the outdoors is welcome to join. Please see the 
website http://www.oelres.net/ for contact details, links to websites and research as well as a 
weekly digest of news, events and resources in outdoor education. The network also holds 
seminars at the University, the next seminar is Risks, rationalities and realities: learning 
disabled children’s access to the outdoors, Nadia Von Benzon, Plymouth University, 
February 24th 4.00 – 5.30, Room 211, Rolle Building https://www.plymouth.ac.uk/whats-
on/risks-rationalities-and-realities 
 
 

Other outdoor education news 
 
The Polli:Nation project run by Learning through Landscapes begins   
David Kilner, Learning through Landscapes 
 

Thank you to all the schools that have applied to join our 
fantastic Polli:Nation project! With nearly 260 schools now 
confirmed, this three year project will lead to long lasting 
changes in school grounds that will provide habitat for 
pollinators, exciting teaching spaces for outdoor lessons and 
play space for students to explore and learn on their own. If 

you are not yet one of these 260 showcase schools, there is still plenty that your school can 
do to discover and look after our precious pollinators. With our partners OPAL and the FSC 
we will be releasing a pollinators surveying toolkit to all schools in April 2016 allowing them to 
complete their first baseline survey of their grounds. Students and teachers will explore what 

https://naturalconnectionsblog.wordpress.com/
mailto:jenny.hanwell@naturalengland.org.uk
http://www.oelres.net/
https://www.plymouth.ac.uk/whats-on/risks-rationalities-and-realities
https://www.plymouth.ac.uk/whats-on/risks-rationalities-and-realities
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already lives within their grounds, recording pollinators they have seen and the type of habitat 
they already have. Part of this project aims to involve students in the planning and delivery of 
changes in their schools as much as is possible with ‘Hives’ of student minds set up in each 
school. These student groups will support their schools and lead the way for re-engaging 
students with the environment around them. 
 

The Polli:Nation project has so much to offer schools and those living and working around 
them – check out the Pollination website for more details http://www.ltl.org.uk/pollination/   
Schools will need volunteers to help support their developments – watch our website for an 
update of successful schools and get in contact to see if you can help.  We want the changes 
in schools to spread to the wider community. Imagine wildflower patches on your walk to 
school or work – you can help be part of all of this while supporting the UKs fragile pollinator 
populations by providing food and shelter for these small but very important creatures. If you 
have any questions please feel free to get in contact pollination@ltl.org.uk 
 
 
LOtC Mark: Recognition for your learning outside the classroom activities  
Victoria Willsher, Learning Outside the Classroom 
 
LOtC Mark is the only national accreditation which recognises good practice in learning 
outside the classroom across the whole curriculum. It has been developed to both celebrate 
existing good practice, and support schools to improve their LOtC provision even further. LOtC 
Mark is open to all schools, nurseries and other educational establishments and supports 
development at every phase. 
 

Over 80 schools around the country have already achieved LOtC Mark, but the South West is 
currently under-represented. Given the fantastic work that is happening in Natural 
Connections schools, it would be great to see more schools in the area achieving LOtC Mark 
and gaining the recognition they deserve. LOtC Mark identifies schools which have integrated 
learning outside the classroom throughout the school curriculum, strategy and policies, so that 
pupils are benefiting from regular curriculum-linked LOtC in the schools grounds and further 
afield. Many schools are using LOtC Mark to contribute to performance management and 
school improvement plans, to ensure that LOtC is fully embedded within the school and 
achieve maximum benefit for pupils’ learning and achievement.  
 

Benefits of applying for LOtC Mark include: 

 a tool to help you make best use of LOtC, supporting you to raise achievement for all 
pupils and across all subject areas. 

 an independent perspective to benchmark your provision at Bronze, Silver or Gold 
level and advise you on how to improve based on where other schools are excelling, 
both locally and nationwide. 

 a framework for development to assist you to implement effective strategies, 
processes and procedures in order to help you demonstrate effective leadership and 
management. 

 recognition for your achievements in integrating LOtC into everyday teaching and 
learning to help you celebrate what is great about your school. 

 an aid to help you gain and mobilise the support of colleagues, parents, governors and 
the community around your school. 

Schools can apply for LOtC Mark at Bronze, Silver or Gold level. You can start at Bronze and 
progress through to Silver and Gold with support and information from CLOtC, or, if you are 
already working at a high level, go straight for Silver or Gold. Full details of the LOtC Mark 
levels, including application procedures and registration fees for each, are available on the 
CLOtC website: www.lotc.org.uk/lotc-accreditations/lotc-mark 
 

http://www.ltl.org.uk/pollination/
mailto:pollination@ltl.org.uk
http://www.lotc.org.uk/lotc-accreditations/lotc-mark/
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If you have any questions or would like to discuss how LOtC Mark can assist your school 
development, please contact us at awards@lotc.org.uk. 
 
 

CPD & Events 
 
Somerset and Exmoor Environmental Education Network - Thursday 4th February, 10 a.m. to 

approx. 3pm, Somerset Wildlife Trust Headquarters in Taunton, 34 Wellington Road, Taunton, 
TA1 5AW. To include a walk led by our Routes to the River Tone Project staff to Longrun 
Meadow and along the River Tone. It may well be muddy so please bring along suitable 
footwear and waterproofs. If you would like to attend, please let Jessy know by 21st January: 
Jessy Emery, Education Outreach Manager, Somerset Wildlife Trust, 01823 
652473 jessy.emery@somersetwildlife.org 

 

Easyfundraising & Easysearch  
Do you shop online? You can help raise money for Natural Connections with no extra cost to 
you with easyfundraising.  Natural Connections earns a % of your purchase from the retailer, 
so no extra cost to you at all. All the big on-line retailers are there, including supermarkets, 
high street chains, Amazon, travel agents, the TrainLine etc. Here’s how it works:  
 

1. Go to the easyfundraising site and support Natural Connections click here .  
2. Register your details  
3. Choose from 2700+ retailers and start buying on-line as you would normally 
4. That’s it! 

 
You can now raise donations for Natural Connections when you grab a coffee at Caffe Nero. 
 

 
 

This newsletter has been sent to you because you have expressed an interest in Natural 
Connections. To contact the project, register as a LINE provider, or to unsubscribe please 
email our Administrator, Laura Moore at naturalconnections@plymouth.ac.uk we welcome your 
feedback on this newsletter and invite ideas for contributions. 

 

Outdoor Education Workshop, Friday 5th February 9.30 – 3.30 p.m. YHA Pinkery Outdoor 
Centre near Simonsbath  TA24 7LL. Designed for school staff, pre-school setting staff, forest 
school leaders and individuals wanting to build on their skills.  The workshop looks at how 
outdoor learning can support the National Curriculum for Early Years, Key Stage 1 and 
2.  Offering activities and ideas for participants to take back to their settings, this workshop will 
help build skills and confidence in the delivery of outdoor curriculum based education 
sessions.   Cost is £50 per participant or free for staff from our partner schools. Please contact 
Channel Training for information or a booking form, Holly Purdey, Schools Project Officer, Tel. 
07596064880 www.channeltraining.co.uk 
 
On the 16th, 17th and 18th March 2016 the Marine Biological Association’s annual Marine 
Biologist for a Day event takes place in Plymouth at the Citadel Hill Laboratory as part of 
British Science Week. The days are aimed at anyone with an enthusiasm for science, 
especially marine biology, and give an opportunity for participants to meet working marine 
scientists and carry out experiments and interactive activities in the laboratory. The 16th & 17th 
are for primary pupils, the 18th is for secondary school and college-aged students. This year 
the Sir Alister Hardy Foundation for Ocean Science will help lead a Plankton Safari! Visit the 
event website or download the flier for more details, including booking details. 

Register now »  

mailto:awards@lotc.org.uk
mailto:jessy.emery@somersetwildlife.org
http://www.easyfundraising.org.uk/causes/naturalconnections/?t=Easyfundraising-lo
mailto:naturalconnections@plymouth.ac.uk
http://swlfsc.us10.list-manage2.com/track/click?u=fc39082f716bd22bb72037008&id=8d07ecfe41&e=0eb86d8e25
http://www.mba.ac.uk/contact-us/
https://www.britishscienceweek.org/
http://www.mba.ac.uk/learningzone/events/marinebiologistforaday
http://www.mba.ac.uk/learningzone/events/marinebiologistforaday
http://www.mba.ac.uk/PDF/EducationPDFs/BSW2016_Flier.pdf
http://email.easyfundraising.org.uk/HS?b=ndmElfwB3Ju6cxjC3MuCuuK9HRNUlgpneVa4JJZQC0evveoC2RAcNVn68DPDNixZ&c=n6XonP5WlU083onNTIThJg
http://email.easyfundraising.org.uk/HS?b=fGrq5GsKxtPSoNkDUTJFvLjFntJ99ZWHuM7CNPoUXD7OVLBZNlPp3sWH9YGzifWr&c=ZvaciS1C3I5acaoc_8e23A

