
‘Willy wonka's crazy boat ride and 
the outdoors’ – how do we get off 
the anxiety boat? - Jon Cree

Last week, we spent 20 minutes trying to get 
welly boots and waterproofs on our 27-month-old 
granddaughter in preparation for a visit to a park. 
I felt the tension rise as we chased this gorgeous 
screaming banshee around the kitchen. She both 
knows her NO (which I absolutely adore – by the way, 
these small beings need to know their no before they 
can get to a yes!!) and at the same time is frustrated 
by the fact that we are making demands on her to put 
something on her bare skin and she doesn’t want it.
 
Recognise this? I bet you do. These transitions from 
one place to another can be tricky for most of us let 
alone a two-year-old. So, what is going on here? A 
combination of things.
 
For us it is like that boat ride into the dark spooky 
tunnel at the opening of Willy Wonka’s factory with 
Gene Wilder screaming at his manic pace to all the 
families on board – tensions are getting higher and 
higher and we just want to get off. This behaviour 
is hard for us as adults, testing our patience and the 
need to fulfil society's expectations! 

For our granddaughter, it is an overwhelming feeling 
of loss of control. It is not that she won’t go out, she 

just can’t, due to the cortisol surging through her body, 
she’s the one getting overwhelmed. 

Over my almost 50 years in this profession of nature 
connection, scenarios such as this seem to be getting 
more familiar. The great anti-dote, ironically, is the 
actual BEING outside.

Today’s young generation is often referred to as ‘the 
anxious generation’ reading Jonathan Haidt’s book, 
of this title, it is clear from all the research that this is 
linked to the shift from a play based childhood to a 
screen based childhood which started in 1995 (when 
Gen Z began) and became deeply embedded in 
2007/2008 when the iPhone and android smartphones 
hit the markets.
 
So what is anxiety... hopefully you got a feel from my 
opening paragraph, and all readers will feel it – it is, 
after all it is an essential emotion that protects us and 
helps us plan for the future... that is its gift.

ANXIETY IS NORMAL

However, anxiety becomes an issue is when it impedes 
our everyday living and is out of control, particularly 
when we start worrying about the worrying (worry is 
not an emotion it is the thinking part of anxiety). Brene 
Brown described worry as a chain of negative thoughts 
about bad things that might happen in the future (2021).
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Why then are playing in the mud, climbing trees, making 
dens, creating models from sticks and leaves, cooking 
on a fire, and lying under an autumn tree antidotes to 
this overwhelming feeling of anxiety. The research done 
by Ellen Sandseter, Swedish early years educator and 
researcher, into the six risky play types has shown that 
risky play reduces anxiety and phobias about the world.

These are: 
  
• GETTING LOST
	 (hide and seek and den making)
 
• PLAYING WITH THE ELEMENTS –
	 FIRE, EARTH, STONE, WATER ETC
	 (mud kitchen and cooking on fires)
 
• HEIGHTS (tree climbing)
 
• SPEED (running games in the woods) 
• ROUGH AND TUMBLE
	 (play fighting providing important physical
	 contact and understanding of limits) 
• USING ‘DANGEROUS’ TOOLS
	 (crafting a wooden train, weaving and sewing
	 a puppet).   
 
Experiences such as these are essential to our 
development - especially in early years, if we are to live 
in this stressful world with less anxiety. These can happen 
providing there is an adult holding the safe space, not 
adulterating children’s play but observing from afar and 
only responding when invited by the child’s play cues.

It takes a playful adult who has their own 'bank of 
play experiences' and 'knowings of the play cycle and 
the natural world'.
 
The adult role is to provide a comfortable place and 
safe person for children to come back to when they 
need reassurance and the presence of a key adult 
to return to play. It is not to ask questions or make 
demands but to share their warm regulated nervous 
system in co-regulation.

What else are we, the adults, doing? We should be 
connecting ourselves to the natural tonic of soil, air, 
clouds, sunshine, leaves dancing and tree waving in 
our own playful way, so that we are regulated and in 
the moment, ready to provide that warm safe space 
for children to lean into when needed. Our role is to 
let go and trust that the natural world will support all 
the developmental milestones our small human beings 
require.
 
Children need a great deal of free play to thrive in 
the world. In particular they need ample time in the 
greatest play place - the natural world outdoors, 
where senses and the drive to play are most satisfied. 
Here anxiety is reduced and wellbeing increases.

Jon is a Institute for Earth Education Trainer, Forest School leader and 
environmental trainer. He now works more and more with anxiety and trauma 
running training for numerous settings. As well as providing training he is a
director of Bramblewood CiC, www.thebramblewoodproject.org.uk
and co-authored ‘The Essential Guide to Forest School and Nature Pedagogy’ 
with Marina Robb.

For more information about Jon’s training keep an eye on his facebook page.
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