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This booklet aims to help parents and carers of children with autism to access nature 
and the countryside in Kent. It should also prove useful to those living and working 
with adults with autism. The booklet represents the first in a series of projects to be 
undertaken by Autism and Nature, a new Social Enterprise. It begins by introducing some 
of the health benefits of nature and the countryside for children with autism. This is 
followed by a guide to ‘natural’ places to visit in the Kent countryside, which the authors 
believe many children with autism might enjoy. The booklet concludes with a series of 
case stories, describing visits to the countryside by school children with autism and 
related conditions.
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Why read this book?

This booklet represents the first of a series of projects to be undertaken by Autism and 
Nature, a new social enterprise based in Kent. The booklet has been written primarily to 
help parents and carers of children with autism in Kent to access the natural environment. 
It should also prove useful to those living and working with adults with autism. In Part 1 we 
aim to demonstrate the health benefits of nature and the countryside for these individuals. In 
Part 2 we present a guide to ‘natural’ places to visit in the Kent countryside, which we believe 
many children with autism might enjoy. There are many places which we could have included, 
so selecting just 23 of our favourite sites has been a challenge. In our selection, we have 
tried to illustrate different types of localities which families might visit, including Woodland 
Trust woods, National Nature Reserves (NNR), RSPB Reserves, Country Parks, more formal 
gardens, local nature reserves, Kent Wildlife Trust reserves and so on. With the exception of 
Dungeness NNR, beaches are not featured in the booklet. In Part 3 we show some of the ways 
school children with autism and related conditions have enjoyed the Kent countryside. Six 
outings were arranged for children from the Helen Allison School and The Tydeman Centre 
(The Malling School). The visits were hosted and led by Joanna Carter (Community Outreach 
Advisor for Natural England), Janet Watt (Education Officer, Woodland Trust) and Amie Henry 
(BTCV Kent Heritage Trees Education Officer).

Whilst the booklet does not set out to provide solutions to the many difficulties associated 
with autism, it does seek to provide appropriate information to make your visit to the 
places included in the booklet as relaxed and enjoyable as possible, so that the restorative 
benefits can be accessed by all. For some children and adults, there may be a need to make 
trips more structured and meaningful, for example, looking out for things whilst walking 
may provide many opportunities to communicate and develop a shared interest for the 
natural environment. 

We hope that the descriptions of each location will allow parents and carers to judge its 
suitability for their children. The photographs and illustrations are designed to make the 
locality look attractive to children, as some children with autism appreciate being shown 
pictures of their destination to prepare for their visit. One issue which we have been 
particularly concerned about is dogs, as some children with autism are wary of dogs, whilst 
a small minority of children might be terrified by them. Consequently, for each location, we 
indicate whether dogs are allowed, and if so, whether they are required to be kept on leads. 
Sites where only Guide Dogs are allowed are relatively rare in Kent, but several are included in 
the booklet. 

David Blakesley (Autism and Nature)
Simon Payne (National Autistic Society)
Mary Draffin (National Autistic Society)
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We are all aware of the benefits of fresh air and exercise, and although we can get these 
benefits from a run round the local park, it is rewarding to go out into the country to get 
away from the bustle of the town. There are beautiful places in the countryside to visit and 
there is much to see of interest when walking in the woods or following a nature trail. The 
sense of exhilaration that can be felt on the Downs on a windy day is an experience that is 
wonderful to share.

Such experiences are especially valuable for people with autism because they provide:
• a calming environment 
• sensory experiences that are soothing
• many different natural phenomena, plants, animals, rocks or cloud forms that could become 

a focus of special interest
• a chance to learn to read maps and follow instructions
• opportunities to take part in activities with family and friends, developing social skills
• health-giving exercise.

Living in an environment close to nature is something that many people looking after those 
with autism have felt is desirable for their quality of life. Some families with children with 
autism have deliberately moved to remote places such as the Highlands and Islands to get 
away from the stress of city life. Many of the Camphill communities (www.camphill.org.uk/) 
that provide for people with autism and learning disabilities are in quiet rural settings. There 
are several examples of successful horticultural projects, such as the Royal Horticultural 
Society SEN school project, where people with autism learn gardening skills and connect with 
the natural world.

#
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Experiences of teaching children at a National Autistic Society special school

Regular access to walks in the countryside, away from the built environment have been a 
scheduled feature throughout Simon Payne’s teaching career, working with children and young 
people with autism. Often the focus was deemed to be a physical one, particularly with 
the yearly Ten Tors Jubilee Challenge (in Devon) or The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Scheme. 
These events provided opportunities for children to benefit from daily exercise, however in 
reality, the benefits were more far reaching. Access to an activity during which demands and 
expectations are reduced provides opportunities for children to reflect on the awe and wonder 
of natural surroundings. Surroundings can provide wonderful sensory stimuli, including natural 
sounds, smells and textures. For example, many of our more complex youngsters gain stimuli 
and relaxation from looking through their fingers into the sky or through tree canopies. 
Others prefer walking barefooted along the beach or across sand dunes, whilst breathing in air 
untainted by chemicals and urban smells.

One year, a group of Simon’s Key Stage 4 pupils, with staff support, completed the whole of 
the southern circuit of the Tarka Trail in Devon over the course of 14 weeks. The walks ranged 
in length from 4 to 8 miles (dependent solely on the availability of parking, with one member 
of staff dropping the students and staff off at a predetermined point, then driving to the 
collection point further down the Tarka Trail). As an activity, the opportunities for learning 
were vast. For example, social skills were developed, with individuals able to take it in turns 
to lead the group; problem solving skills were practiced when they needed to discuss which 
direction to go next; and physical fitness benefitted from surmounting the next hill. And 
there was a true sense of wonder, when, at the top of a hill, students were able to survey the 
vast landscape around them. Students also felt a sense of pride in the knowledge that they 
had completed a challenge that they had all enjoyed. It was the one activity during the week 
that all students would ask about, looking at maps to see where they would be going the 
following week, and looking at photos taken of previous weeks to remind themselves and staff 
of what they had seen during their walks!

©Karen Perham
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However, as with any activity, for some of these complex youngsters, risk needs to be 
assessed. For some students, there are risks associated with the outdoor environment, such 
as dogs, steep drops, water etc. For others, visiting a new environment, there are additional 
anxieties with regard to how long the walk might be, whether they will get back in time 
for the next activity, or whether there is easy access to a toilet. Some children like to run, 
and few places in the countryside offer the security of a fence to stop children running into 
dangerous areas. 

Planning

Here are a few tips on how to prepare for an outing to the countryside with your son/daughter 
or friend with autism. Careful planning means that as far as possible you can avoid the 
unexpected and reduce anxiety for the person with autism.

• do the necessary risk assessments – essential if you are a support worker
• use visual supports and timetables to prepare the person with autism before the outing, for 

example, the pictures in this booklet or a sketch map of a circular walk might help
• estimate how long to go from one stage to another – “in so many minutes we’ll be at X”
• plan where you will make your stops for refreshments and the toilets
• build in rewards
• have some games to play that you can do while going along, e.g. I Spy.

Olivia Brown wrote about taking her severely autistic son on family walks in the Lake District 
in Communication (Brown, 2005). She describes how an older sister rushed on ahead during 
their walk, to place a fruit pastille on a rock for her brother with autism to find.

%
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Research evidence

There is quite a lot of research on the beneficial effects of engaging with the natural 
environment for people in general, people with mental health problems and children with 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder in particular. However, as yet, there is little research 
published in academic journals on the benefits for people with autism. Chang and Chang 
(2010) found that parents and staff reported that, when children with autism were regularly 
engaged in outdoor activities, they experienced improvements in communication, social 
interaction, learning, emotion, and sensory problems.

If you would like to read more about the research there is a very useful literature review by 
Penny Travlou (2006) on the benefits of engaging with nature or wild environments. This, 
together with other academic papers and guides to nature in Kent, are listed at the end of 
this booklet.

&
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Kent is a county rich in wildlife, with beautiful countryside and attractive landscapes. It is also one 
of the most wooded counties in Britain. The varied geology of the county, from the chalk of the 
North Downs, to the Low Weald clays and the sands of the High Weald is responsible for diverse plant 
and animal communities. Some reserves on the Kent Downs, for example, are famous for displays of 
orchids in spring and summer, and two are featured in this guide (Queendown Warren and Wye Downs 
NNR). Others, such as Northward Hill and Dungeness RSPB Reserves support internationally important 
populations of birds; and many sites include precious remnants of ancient woodland, so called 
because the sites are known to have been continuously wooded for at least 400 years (e.g. Blean 
Woods NNR and Ashenbank Wood). And there are several sites in the guide where the long views of 
the Kent Weald may take your children’s breath away (Wye Downs NNR and Blue Bell Hill). 

There are so many sites in Kent with some form of nature conservation designation that making the 
final selection for this guide was particularly difficult. But it was the needs of children with autism 
and where they might best be able to interact with nature which was the major consideration. We 
also tried to include sites managed by a range of conservation organisations, including some private 
gardens and Trusts, and to ensure that the sites were distributed widely across the county. We hope 
that readers will visit some, or all of the sites included in the guide, but this could be just the 
beginning. We recommend readers to visit the websites of all the conservation organisations referred 
to in this guide to find details of other nature reserves and gardens across the county. Logging on to 
the Woodland Trust VisitWoods website (www.visitwoods.org.uk) for example, will not only display 
details of the properties which it manages, but also the nearest publicly accessible woods to them.

'
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Bough Beech Reservoir nestles in a quiet farmland valley, surrounded 
by rolling hills and woodland, which makes for a pleasant drive south 
from Sevenoaks. When you first arrive, park in the small Visitor Centre 
car park, or alternatively along the road close by. From here you 
can explore the nature reserve and the Visitor Centre, or follow the 
footpath along the causeway to view the reservoir itself. For a visit 
lasting a couple of hours, you could comfortably do both. 

The nature reserve at the northern end of the reservoir is managed by 
Kent Wildlife Trust. Here, the Visitor Centre, which is housed in a 19th 
century Oast House, is often quiet, which will suit many families with 
autistic children. Close by is a bird feeding station, where children can 
watch a variety of birds at close quarters in the winter and spring. Try 
to visit when the Visitor Centre is open, to get advice on what to look 
for from helpful staff. 

The Nature Trail starts at the Visitor Centre and is about 500 m 
long. Follow this trail in early spring, and, as you enter the wooded 
section, you will see delightful posies of Primroses and Violets. Later 
in spring, the small area of woodland is carpeted with Bluebells, 
although here you cannot walk amongst them. As the woodland 
ground flora dies back in the summer look out for rabbits, including 
the occasional black rabbit. 

Signposted from B2027 & 
B2042, 6 miles south west 
of Sevenoaks

• Admission free (small car 
park and ample parking 
along causeway)

• Visitor Centre with small 
shop (check website for 
opening times)

• Light refreshments at 
Visitor Centre. Picnic barn

• Toilets and disabled toilet 
(during opening hours)

• Nature trail (1 km) or 
longer circuit (2 km) 
including 400 m of road 
with no pavement

• Terrain: uneven ground in 
places, muddy during wet 
weather. Kissing gates

• Dogs may be off lead

• Large areas of water 

• Sign boards and trail 
leaflets. Advertised events 
include pond dipping, 
woodcraft and bird ringing.

!)*+!,-*./-*0122!.3"
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At the end of the trail you have a choice. Most families will probably 
chose to retrace their steps to the Visitor Centre (a walk of 1 km in 
total), but you can continue along public footpaths which also bring 
you back to the Visitor Centre. The circuit is about 2 km, but may not 
suit all families as it includes a 400 m stretch along a B road with no 
footpath. If you do follow this route look out for the weather vane 
with Winnie the Pooh (and Piglet too).

The walk from the Visitor Centre along the causeway which bisects the 
reservoir does have a footpath, and is a similar distance to the nature 
trail. Some children may prefer this to the nature trail, and will enjoy 
looking at the vast expanse of sparkling water. Spring and summer 
is a good time to visit, with the return of migrant birds from Africa. 
Cuckoos may be heard, Swallows and Sand Martins hawk insects low over 
the water, and with luck, you may hear the song of a Nightingale (in 
spring), which sings by day as well as in the depths of night. Coots and 
Moorhens often nest by the causeway and their antics may entertain 
children. Common Terns now breed on the lake, and frequently drift 
across the road from the smaller lake to the main reservoir.

www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk/reserves/bough-beech/ 

 

©David Kjaer
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Sandwiched between Sevenoaks and the M26, this might seem an 
unlikely location for a nature reserve, but once you leave the A25 
and follow the drive past the stables and paddocks, the reserve 
opens up in front of you. It was once a sand and gravel quarry, 
but was developed as a nature reserve when quarrying ceased. 
Immediately adjacent to the car park is Kent Wildlife Trust’s Visitor 
Centre (and small wildlife exhibition), picnic tables, a lake and of 
particular interest to children with autism, an ‘elemental garden’ 
and ‘wildspace’. The garden is surrounded by a low fence but other 
parts of the wildspace are not fenced.

The garden was originally designed for people who are less 
physically able or visually impaired. It represents elements of 
the natural world such as earth, rock, plants, animals and water. 
Raised flower beds, designed for wheelchair users, are planted 
with fragrant and nectar-rich plants to attract insects. Tactile 
plants, sign boards and animal sculptures for children to climb on 
also aim to stimulate the senses. There is a bird feeding station 
behind a screen, which gives close views of garden birds, especially 
in winter time. ‘Bug hotels’ have also been constructed. Some 
children may be happy to spend most of their visit just relaxing 
and playing in this area. However, there is much more to see.
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Entrance on the north side 
of the A25 in Sevenoaks, 
0.5 miles east of the 
junction with the A224

• Admission free, reserve 
open dawn to dusk (ample 
free parking)

• Visitor Centre with shop, 
exhibition (check website 
for opening times). Wildlife 
garden designed for less 
physically able and visually 
impaired (with low fence)

• Light refreshments 
available at Visitor Centre

• Toilets (disabled toilet open 
during Visitor Centre 
opening hours)

• Terrain: mostly flat and 
accessible, with hides. Keep 
children on paths

• Very deep water in places 
(unfenced), so under 16s 
must be accompanied by 
an adult 

• Guide Dogs only along the 
nature trail

• Trail leaflet and children’s 
activity pack available. 
Advertised family events 
include Fun and Wildlife 
Discovery days. 

i
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The nature trail is essentially a woodland walk, past a series of 
lakes, ponds and the River Darent. There are several routes of 
differing lengths to choose from, with opportunities along the 
way to visit one of the bird watching hides. Typical walks vary 
from 1 to 2 km, but how far you walk is entirely up to you. In 
spring and summer, the reserve is alive with bird song, and some 
of the commoner woodland birds such as Robins are very confiding. 
Butterflies such as the Peacock may also be found basking in the 
sunshine along the woodland rides.

Although the reserve is literally on the edge of urban Sevenoaks, 
it is still a tranquil place to walk with children with autism. No 
cyclists or dogs (except Guide Dogs) are allowed, which will appeal 
particularly to families with children who fear dogs. The car park 
can be quite busy on a sunny day in the summer, but even then, 
the reserve itself can still feel relatively peaceful. Remember 
though that the water is very deep in places, and not fenced off.

www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk/reserves/sevenoaks-darent-valley-area/
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If your children like animals, especially deer, then they will surely 
enjoy a visit to Knole Park. The park has been home to a herd of 
Fallow Deer since the 15th century, with more than 500 animals 
to be found throughout the park. More recently, in the 1890s, 
Japanese Sika Deer were also introduced. These are less numerous, 
but can be readily identified by their darker brown coat which 
lacks the characteristic heavy spotting of Fallow Deer. In addition 
to the deer, look out for magnificent old trees, many of which are 
hundreds of years old. 

Knole Park attracts a lot of visitors, particularly when the Visitor 
Centre and the house are open. For this reason, some children with 
autism might find the car park rather stressful. However, once you 
venture beyond the parking area and the tea-room, then you will 
find far fewer people, and you should be able to enjoy a quiet and 
peaceful walk through attractive, landscaped parkland. There are 
many routes which you could follow. For example, for a short walk, 
you could simply stroll around the outside of the walled garden, a 
distance of about 1.5 km (although this follows one of the fairways 
of the golf course for 250 m or so). Alternatively, you could walk 

Entrance in Sevenoaks town 
centre, off A225 Tonbridge 
Road, opposite St Nicholas’s 
Church

• Admission to the park is 
free, and park open daily 
for pedestrians. Large car 
park and Visitor Centre 
(check website for opening 
times). Parking charge for 
non-National Trust members 

• Visitor Centre with shop 

• Tea-room

• Toilets 

• Terrain: mix of hard 
surfaces and short grass; 
on longer walks, gradients 
range from 1 in 7 to 1 in 20. 
Trail leaflet for longer walk 
(4.8 km) available on 
website. 

• Dogs required to be kept 
on leads.
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away from the house, along one of the very picturesque valleys, 
with their sweeping grassy rides, framed by trees on either side. 
On its website the National Trust provides a trail leaflet for a walk 
of 4.8 km, which covers much of the southern part of the Park. But 
with the aid of a map, it is relatively easy to plan your own walk, 
over a length which is comfortable for your children.

When you arrive at Knole Park, particularly in the summer, you 
may find many deer in the area immediately around the car park. 
Despite numerous warning signs, people tend to approach the 
animals and feed them out of their hands, even with young 
children. Whilst the deer may appear to be docile, they are ‘wild’ 
animals, and they can be dangerous, particularly to small children, 
so feeding is not advised. It is easy to get excellent views of the 
deer, and enjoy them from a safe distance, without approaching 
too close. And as you walk around the park, you will encounter 
deer in much more natural surroundings.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/knole/
www.visitwoods.org.uk (search for Knole under wood name)
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First to dispel the myth... there is more than one tree on the hill! 
This National Trust woodland extends to about 14 hectares, so it 
is not a large wood compared to some in this guide. It is perhaps 
of greatest interest to people living in West Kent, as it is more 
suited to a short visit – it takes about an hour to wander round, 
even allowing time for children to play on the fallen tree trunks. 
A typical circular route would be about 1 km, although the network 
of trails allows for much shorter routes if so desired.

The car park is relatively small, so it tends to attract small numbers 
of local people, and is popular with dog walkers. Horse riders also 
use the wood. There are some nice areas of Bluebells, although 
these are rather patchy in places. Children with autism who are 
particularly fond of Bluebells might enjoy hunting for white 
Bluebells, which, although unusual, can be found relatively easily in 
this wood, and it can certainly be fun looking for them. The wood 
is reputed to stand on the site of a Roman cemetery, but this has 
never been proven. 

One Tree Hill lies on the southern edge of the Greensand Ridge, 
rising to 207 m above sea level, so at the ‘viewpoint’, there is a 
fine view across the Low Weald and, beyond it, the High Weald. 
You might also consider visiting other National Trust woodlands in 
the vicinity, such as Oldbury Hill and Styants Wood (4 miles to the 
north east) and Toy’s Hill (9 miles to the west). More details about 
these woods may be found on the National Trust website.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/one-tree-hill/

Turn off the A25 in Seal, 
signposted Godden Green, 
and head south along Park 
Lane for just over 2 miles

• Free admission and car 
parking for approximately 
20 cars 

• No facilities (public toilets 
in Sevenoaks, 
approximately 2.5 miles 
away)

• Terrain: uneven, muddy 
underfoot during wet 
periods

• No requirement to keep 
dogs on leads, and horse 
riders use the wood

• One sign board at the 
entrance.
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The Woodland Trust’s Ashenbank Wood is ancient woodland, which 
means that it is at least 400 years old. This is reflected in the 
presence of a large number of veteran trees of a great age. With 
their enormous girth, these old-timers often inspire feelings of 
awe in children with autism, who may wish to give them a hug, or 
make a bark rubbing. Maybe you could organise your own ‘veteran 
tree hunt’ as you walk around this ancient wood. Even further back 
in history, a Bronze Age Bowl Barrow is signposted off the main 
trail. No one really knows who or what is buried here, although it is 
believed to be at least 3,500 years old. 

A large number of trees were brought down by the great storm of 
1987, and these have been left to rot naturally. Where these lie across 
the trail, steps have been cut into them and handrails attached. 
Children may have a lot of fun just clambering over these trees, and, 
where several lie close together, may view them as an obstacle course. 

If you visit in early spring, before most of the trees come into leaf, 
the woodland floor is a carpet of white in places, with the flowers 
of Wood Anemone. Towards the end of April, a wonderful display of 
Bluebells in the southern part of the wood may prove therapeutic 
for many children with autism. For those who prefer the colour 
yellow, keep an eye open also for patches of Yellow Archangels. This 
wood is very popular with dog walkers, so it will not suit children 
who fear dogs.

www.visitwoods.org.uk (search for Ashenbank under wood name)

Main entrance on  
Halfpence Lane, just south 
of the A2 at the Shorne/
Cobham junction 

• Reserve open daily, 
admission free (small car 
park at the main entrance, 
can be busy at times)

• No facilities, but Visitor 
Centre with shop, 
refreshments and toilets 
in nearby Shorne Woods 
Country Park (check 
website for opening times)

• Terrain, two waymarked 
trails: a short (10–20 
minutes) mostly flat trail 
accessible to wheelchairs 
and buggies with care; and 
a longer (45–60 minutes) 
more uneven trail, soft 
and muddy when wet, with 
several steeper, uneven 
slopes. Fallen trees with 
steps and handrails.

• Dogs may be off lead 

• Frequent sign boards.
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Manor Park Country Park is a relatively small park, which never 
seems too crowded, and should therefore suit many children with 
autism. Everything you might want to do here is within easy 
reach of the car park, including the children’s adventure play area, 
picnic meadow, café and the start of walks around the lake and 
the meadows. A large signboard by the car park and café allows 
children to choose where they might go first. 

Many children may choose the adventure play area first. This is 
an attractive facility, close to the car park, where dogs are not 
allowed. The wooden play equipment has clearly been designed to 
challenge children’s climbing ability and balance, and is suitable 
for children up to 12 years old. With supervision when necessary, 
many children with autism should enjoy the play area. It is set in 
the corner of a large meadow which is used as a picnic area. This 
is where most people seem to spend their time, but still there is 
plenty of space for children to run around, even when the park is 
busy. If you visit early in the morning, even in holiday time, you 
may find the play area is pleasantly quiet.

If you decide to go for a walk before visiting the play area, then 
you might choose to follow the surfaced path along the side of 
a narrow, tree lined lake, which, if you continue to its end is a 
distance of just over 500 m. The shortest route from the car park 

!./-*6+1:*10-1*!3*
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Just south of West Malling 
town, signposted from the 
A228

• Admission free (check 
website for opening times)

• Ample pay and display 
parking

• Café (check website for 
opening times)

• Extensive picnic area

• Toilets and disabled toilet

• Terrain: surfaced path 
along lake, other paths 
can be uneven and muddy 
at times

• Children’s play area (low 
fence)

• Lake (unfenced)

• Dogs may be off lead, but 
are not allowed in the play 
area

• Sign boards and trail 
leaflet.
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to the lake includes a set of steps. To avoid these, you can either 
approach from the far end, or walk back down the sloping drive, 
but please note that this is also the drive into the car park. Around 
the lake, there are usually a pair of Mute Swans, and plenty of 
ducks, Canada Geese, Coots and Moorhens to see. In late spring and 
summer there should also be ducklings and other young birds on 
the lake. You may want to linger along the way, and feed the ducks. 
Alternatively, you can leave the car park in the opposite direction, 
and follow one of several paths around the paddocks. This is the 
quietest area of the park, and even on a busy summer’s afternoon, 
you are unlikely to meet too many people here, with the exception 
of the occasional family walking their dog. 

A typical walk around the paddocks, returning along the side of 
the lake, would be about 1.5 km. However, if you visit in autumn 
or winter, you may find cattle or sheep grazing in the paddocks. 
The footpaths are still likely to be open, but signs warn that dogs 
should be kept on leads.

www.kent.gov.uk/leisure_and_culture/countryside_and_coast/parks_and_open_spaces/
country_parks/manor_park_country_park.aspx
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Just off the B2079, 
0.5 miles north of the   
A21, and approximately 
10 miles south east of 
Tunbridge Wells

• Admission free (open 
daily). Large car park with 
disabled spaces. Charge for 
parking (for concessions 
scheme, call 01580 879820) 

• Information Office and 
café, about 100 m from the 
car park 

• Toilets and disabled toilet

• Terrain: easy walking trails 
with firm surfaces

• Wheelchair access

• Play area with equipment 
for children of most 
abilities. Often busy during 
half term. Unfenced

• Extensive cycling paths and 
cycle hire

• Several lakes, including one 
by the café, are unfenced

• Dogs required to be kept on 
leads in the pinetum, and 
around the café, but may 
be off-lead elsewhere

• Sign boards and free trail 
leaflets.
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For many children with autism Bedgebury offers many 
opportunities for adventure, escape and fun. The site consists of 
the Pinetum itself, where dogs must be on lead, and the wider 
forest (including the play trail), where dogs are permitted to be 
off lead. From the car park and Visitor Centre, families can head 
straight to the play trail along a short woodland walk (about 
250 m). Look out for the large fallen tree, as some children may 
enjoy climbing over it. For children with autism who are fond of 
the colour blue, visit in late April/early May, when they might be 
thrilled to walk through the carpets of Bluebells. 
 
When you reach the woodland play trail, exploration of the 
shipwreck may be your child’s first choice, or perhaps the huge 
rope swing. Follow the circular play trail (about 1 km) to discover 
more play equipment. Creative and more adventurous children 
can choose to build a den. There are lots of branches lying on the 
woodland floor – just waiting to be fashioned into a rustic hide 
away, a bridge or even a castle to be stormed. 

The woodland play area can be quite busy at times, so some 
children with autism will prefer a quieter stroll through the 
collection of conifer trees, originating from all over the world. 

i
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This may especially suit children who are more comfortable where 
dogs are kept on leads. Here the tallest trees in Kent tower over 
you. Just stand and marvel at them! The smell of fresh pine 
needles or the touch of the soft, spongy bark of giant redwoods 
may stimulate the senses of children with autism. There are many 
opportunities for hugging trees or perhaps making a bark rubbing. 
And if colour stimulates your child, then Bedgebury is the perfect 
place for autumn colour – when there are so many different leaves 
to collect of all shapes and colours.

Bedgebury has woodland trails to suit children of all abilities, and 
most people will be able to reach the lake, which is about 850 m 
from the Visitor Centre. The water is surrounded by trees and is 
usually home to a few hungry ducks. Or maybe you will want to hire 
bikes and head off into the forest ... and to end any visit, there is 
a nice, but sometimes busy café.

www.forestry.gov.uk/bedgebury
www.visitwoods.org.uk (search for Bedgebury under wood name)
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This site is really all about the view. When you turn into Blue 
Bell Hill car park you are immediately presented with spectacular 
panoramic views across the Medway Valley and the Weald of Kent. 
For this reason alone, many children with autism will feel that this 
is a special place. If you know the Maidstone area, take a pair of 
binoculars and try to pick out landmarks that your child is familiar 
with. It might be tempting to stay in the car and just admire the 
view, but Blue Bell Hill is a very pleasant site to walk around. 
The nature reserve is actually part of a 10 km stretch of chalk 
escarpment between Wouldham and Detling, which includes chalk 
grassland and woodland rich in wildlife. 

The reserve itself, managed by Kent Wildlife Trust, is relatively 
small, stretching for about 500 m along the upper slopes of the 
escarpment. You can walk along the top of the bank following 
the course of the North Downs Way. This is a fairly gentle stroll, 
although the path is uneven in places, and not suitable for 
wheelchairs. But it does offer a chance to really take in the view, 
without exerting too much energy. If you explore the grassy banks, 
you may come across many plants typical of chalk grassland, such 
as Salad Burnet, Rock-rose and the beautiful Pyramidal Orchid. On 
warm summer days, chalk grassland butterflies should add to the 
experience, including species such as Chalkhill and Common Blues. 
In addition to being a Kent Wildlife Trust nature reserve, Blue Bell 
Hill is also a great place for a picnic, but at certain times it can 
be quite busy. Note that adjacent to the site is an old Quarry, with 
steep cliffs, although this is surrounded by a fence.

www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk/reserves/medway-mid-kent-
area/blue-bell-hill/

Turn off the northbound 
A229 (between Maidstone 
and the M2) signposted 
to Blue Bell Hill; or south 
from the M2 junction 3, 
following signs for Blue 
Bell Hill village, then turn 
right at the end of the 
village opposite the public 
house, and the entrance is 
on the left

• Free admission and car 
park with disabled parking 
spaces

• No facilities

• Terrain: uneven in places 
along the top of the bank 
(which is itself steep in 
places). A walk along the 
top of the bank is about 
800 m return. Wheelchair 
access is limited to the 
vicinity of the car park

• Dogs may be off lead

• Sign boards.
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Tyland Barn is the headquarters of Kent Wildlife Trust, on the 
outskirts of Maidstone. The Visitor Centre is housed in an old 17th 
century barn, in a wildlife garden which has been landscaped to 
represent the varied countryside habitats found in Kent, from 
shingle beaches to chalk grassland and hedgerows. These habitats 
are all clearly labelled, as are many of the wildflowers growing 
there. Scattered around the site are artificial features designed to 
attract wildlife, such as a bee wall, a hideaway for amphibians and 
reptiles, and a bird feeding station. A large pond by the Visitor 
Centre is the focal point of the garden.

Tyland Barn is less than a hectare, so you could walk round 
relatively quickly, and this might suit some children with autism. 
But Tyland Barn deserves a much longer visit, particularly if 
you have children who already have an interest in wildlife. They 
can learn a lot about the countryside here, in relatively quiet 
surroundings, where only Guide Dogs are allowed. There is also 
a small hide which allows children to enjoy the antics of garden 
birds visiting the feeding station. In the Visitor Centre itself, 
there are opportunities to handle many of the wildlife exhibits on 
display. For younger children, a small climbing frame might prove 
attractive. And at the end of a visit, light refreshments and ice 
cream are sold in the Visitor Centre.

www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk/reserves/tyland-barn/

Access from Sandling 
village, 4 miles north of 
Maidstone, adjacent to Blue 
Bell Hill (A229) 

• Admission free, car park 
with disabled spaces

• Visitor Centre with wildlife 
exhibition, small shop

• Light refreshments at 
Visitor Centre

• Toilets and disabled toilet

• Terrain: grounds are uneven 
and can be muddy at times. 
Wheelchair access over 
much of the site

• Very small children’s play 
area (low fence)

• Small pond (unfenced)

• Guide Dogs only

• Sign boards. Family events 
at half term and holiday 
times.
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Northward Hill is perhaps best known as home to Britain’s largest 
heronry. Herons nest early in the year, in the wooded part of the 
reserve. Breeding herons are easily disturbed, so visitors must 
observe them from the heronry viewpoint. In February, you can 
watch the adults building or renovating their scruffy tree-top nests. 
By late April/May, with binoculars, you should be able to see young 
birds standing on their nests waiting to be fed. Herons are very 
vocal, which many children with autism will find entertaining, while 
others may be sensitive to their calls. In wintertime, before the 
herons arrive, a visit to the viewpoint might be rewarded by the 
magnificent sight and sounds of several thousand Rooks circling the 
wood before roosting in the trees, which children with autism may 
find fascinating. Check the website to see if Rooks are using the 
roost. The heronry viewpoint is 1.3 km from the main car park.

From the main car park, you can also follow the nature trail, which 
loops round past two further viewpoints, covering a distance of 
1.3 km. The trail passes through scrub and grassland, where you can 
hear the sublime song of nightingales in late April/May, the purring 
of Turtle Doves and the scratchy song of Whitethroats. In the 
summer, butterflies and dragonflies hunt for insects along the open 
rides, and in August, the trail becomes a mass of pink as Rosebay 
Willowherb bursts into flower. Look out for Buzzards overhead at 
any time. In the winter, large numbers of thrushes and finches come 
to feed on fruits and seeds. 

• From A228, take minor road 
to High Halstow, where 
turn left into Cooling Road; 
main car park at Broomhey 
Farm, signposted after 
about 1 mile. Woodland car 
park signposted in High 
Halstow, just off Northward 
Avenue 

• Admission free, reserve 
open 7 am to dusk daily 
(ample free parking)

• RSPB office and toilets at 
main car park

• Terrain: uneven, muddy 
underfoot during wet 
periods 

• Ditches with water along 
some trails, so under 16s 
must be accompanied by 
an adult 

• Guide Dogs only along the 
nature trail, and trail to 
heronry viewpoint, but 
dogs allowed between 
these trails and in the 
woodland

• May be cattle or sheep 
along the heronry 
viewpoint trail

• Booklet with trail maps 
available (main car park).
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Alternatively, walk directly from the main car park to the 
marshland viewpoint (250 m) or the Ernie Hemsley viewpoint 
(400 m). At both viewpoints you will be rewarded with wide 
reaching views across the North Kent Marshes. Signboards at the 
marshland viewpoint help children to pick out various landmarks 
in the landscape, such as the seaside towns of the Essex coast. In 
winter, look out for large flocks of wetland birds such as ducks and 
wild geese, and birds of prey such as Buzzards and Marsh Harriers. 

The nature trail will also appeal to many families as dogs are not 
allowed. Dogs are also not allowed on the track to the heronry 
viewpoint, but they are permitted on the footpath which links this 
track to the nature trail (a distance of about 250 m). Dogs are also 
frequently off lead in the woodland, which is best accessed from 
the second car park. If your children are happy with dogs, then the 
woodland here is carpeted with Bluebells in early May, and alive 
with bird song throughout the spring and summer months.

http://www.rspb.org.uk/reserves/guide/n/northwardhill/
www.visitwoods.org.uk (search for Northward under wood name)
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From A2, follow sign 
to Hartlip along Lower 
Hartlip Road. Continue to 
T junction, turn right into 
Mount Lane, then left at 
staggered crossroads into 
Warren Lane. Car park on 
left just after crossing 
motorway; the reserve can 
also be reached from the 
A249 via Stockbury and 
Yelsted villages

• Admission free and small 
car park

• No facilities

• Terrain: uneven, muddy 
underfoot during wet 
periods, particularly in the 
woodland

• Dogs may be off lead

• Downland grazed in the 
autumn and winter

• Sign boards at several 
entrances.
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Queendown Warren, managed by Kent Wildlife Trust, is a delightful 
place to visit, particularly in the spring and summer months. 
Unfortunately, the car park is small and there are no facilities. But 
for spectacular displays of Bluebells in spring, and the particularly 
fine example of unimproved chalk downland flowers in summer, it is 
hard to leave this site out. 
 
Visit in the summer months and you will appreciate how chalk 
downland would have looked in medieval times. From the car park, 
head south for about 100 m, and cross the minor road to enter the 
main chalk bank. The path then winds its way for about 700 m 
across the south facing bank, which offers lovely views of the 
valley. In high summer, look out for the characteristic flowers of 
chalk grassland, such as Majoram, Wild Thyme and Fragrant 
Orchids. Children with autism may be fascinated by the many 
species of butterflies, including the black and white chequered 
pattern of Marbled Whites, the metallic blue of Adonis Blues, the 
chalky hues of Chalkhill Blues, the orange-coloured Skippers, and 
the bright red Burnet moths, which fly in the daytime. All may be 
feasting on the nectar-rich wildflowers.

When you reach the end of the chalk bank, you can return by 
another path, or from the top of the bank, cross the minor road 
and walk back through the dappled shade of the woodland, which 
might provide a welcome respite on a warm summers day.

www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk/reserves/medway-mid-kent-
area/queendown-warren/
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Foal Hurst Wood is a relatively small area of woodland (11 ha) 
on the outskirts of Paddock Wood. One of the main attractions 
of the wood for many families will be that only Guide Dogs are 
allowed, so for children with autism who fear dogs, this should be 
a quiet and relaxing place to visit. The wood is just on the edge 
of town, so whilst there is no guarantee that local dog walkers do 
not occasionally visit, the signboard indicates that it is regularly 
patrolled by wardens. 

From the car park, follow the gravelled path for 100 m or so 
through an attractive wildflower meadow to reach the wood. Here 
a signboard shows the network of footpaths which will take you 
deep into the wood. As the footpath winds through the wood you 
will find benches to sit quietly and take in the woodland ambience. 
As you walk, you may encounter typical woodland birds such as 
woodpeckers, Treecreeper, Nuthatch and in the spring, you should 
hear the song of Blackcap and Chiffchaff. The wood is also home to 
a thriving population of Dormice, but you have to be very fortunate 
indeed to catch a glimpse of one of these elusive creatures. What 
you cannot miss in late spring is the fine display of Bluebells, which 
contrast with the pastel yellows of Primroses and the occasional 
Early Purple Orchid. In summer, look out for the flowers of wild Dog 
Rose and Honeysuckle which thrive in this wood. 

www.visitwoods.org.uk (search for Foal Hurst under wood name)

www.kent.gov.uk/leisure_and_culture/countryside_and_
coast/parks_and_open_spaces/country_parks/foal_hurst_
wood_local_nature_r.aspx
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Take the B2017 (Badsell 
Road) east from the A228, 
and the reserve car park 
is signposted on the 
right, immediately before 
the residential area of 
Paddock Wood

• Free admission and car 
parking for about 15 cars

• No facilities

• Terrain: gravelled paths, 
typical walk up to 1 km

• Guide Dogs only

• One signboard at the 
entrance.
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Hucking Estate is a large Woodland Trust property situated on the 
North Downs above Maidstone, which includes ancient woodland, 
new plantations and pasture. An extensive network of paths cross 
the site, including two way-marked trails; the shorter ‘blue’ trail is 
just over 1.5 km in length and starts from the Hook and Hatchet 
Inn car park, whereas the longer 5 km ‘red’ trail starts from the 
Woodland Trust car park just east of Hucking village.  

If you start at the Woodland Trust car park, follow the main path 
across two meadows to reach the new woodland planting (after 
approximately 200 m). These meadows are particularly pleasant in 
the spring and summer, with wide open skies, often filled with the 
song of Skylarks. If you continue along the main path through the 
new plantation, you will reach ancient woodland after a further 
200 m. Here you can chose to follow the ‘red route’ to complete 
the 5 km walk, or just explore the woodland trails in the immediate 
vicinity. The carpets of Bluebells here are very attractive in 
spring. In early summer, your child’s attention might be drawn to 
the long spikes of nodding Foxglove flowers, which are frequently 
found along the woodland rides. Stop and watch the antics of 
bumblebees as they crawl in and out of these nectar-rich flowers, 
which seem to have been designed especially for them. 

The reward for following the longer trail is a spectacular view 
across the Greensand Weald, to the east of Maidstone, which comes 
as a surprise, as the trail takes you out of the wood into open 

From M20 Junction 8 
(Maidstone), follow signs 
to Hollingbourne, continue 
along B2163 up the hill, 
then turn left and follow 
the road to Hucking village

• Free admission, parking 
at the Woodland Trust car 
park (10 cars) just east of 
Hucking village, or at the 
larger Hook and Hatchet 
Inn car park to the west of 
the village

• No facilities 

• Terrain: woodland trails can 
be muddy at certain times 
of the year. Two way-marked 
trails: the shorter (blue) 
(1.5 km) and longer (red) 
(5 km), both trails may 
both be soft and muddy 
when wet

• Dogs may be off lead, but 
the wood is often relatively 
quiet

• Grassland grazed with 
sheep and cattle at certain 
times of the year

• Sign boards and free trail 
leaflets.
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pasture. However, the pasture may be grazed by cattle, which 
sometimes congregate around the exit gate. If you do follow this 
route, from mid April to late May, you may hear the sublime song 
of Nightingales in the more scrubby areas just beyond the pasture, 
which some children may delight in. 
 
From the much larger Hatchet and Hook car park, you can follow 
the shorter trail, which is a circular route through sheep grazed 
pasture, old and young woodland. This too has Bluebells, but not 
as spectacular as parts of the red route. In summer, the woodland 
rides and glades are alive with downland butterflies such as 
Marbled White and skippers. 

Because of its location, Hucking Estate is usually relatively quiet, 
except for the occasional dog walker, so it may suit many children 
with autism. However, unlike some of the other woods featured in 
this guide, there are relatively few fallen trees to clamber over and 
no den-building opportunities.

www.visitwoods.org.uk (search for Hucking under wood name)
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This delightful Wealden wood is one of the quieter Woodland Trust 
properties in Kent. Once you leave the car park, you might expect 
to encounter no more than the occasional dog walker. There are 
two lovely way-marked woodland walks, one of about 2.3 km (blue 
signs) and a second of approximately 3 km (red signs) (details 
on the Woodland Trust website). The shorter walk is delightful, 
following sunny woodland rides for the most part, with shorter 
stretches through shady woodland. The longer walk takes you 
deeper into the wood, which is particularly pleasant on a warm 
summer’s day. 

As with many of Kent’s ancient woods, Dering Wood is a Bluebell 
wood, with the best displays to be found towards the halfway 
point of the shorter trail, and along much of the longer trail. 
Slightly earlier in the spring, parts of the wood are also carpeted 
white with Wood Anemones. Dering Wood is also known for 
its butterflies, with 25 species having been recorded. These 
include species which are only found in ancient woodland, such 
as the White Admiral, whose caterpillars feed on the foliage of 
Honeysuckle. Children should find them fairly easy to spot in sunny 
areas from late June to early August. They may also delight in 
spotting some of the other species of butterflies, such as Meadow 
Browns which are common along the sunnier rides in summer, and 
the smaller, orange coloured ‘skippers’, also to be found nectaring 
and basking in the rides and glades. 
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Midway between Pluckley 
and Headcorn. Leave the 
A20 in Charing, and follow 
signs to Pluckley. Continue 
on Smarden Road, then fork 
right signposted to 
Biddenden. Car park on left 
after about 1.2 miles

• Admission free (open daily), 
small car park for up to 10 
cars at the main entrance

• No facilities, the nearest 
toilets are at Pluckley 
Station (check for opening 
hours)

• Terrain: two way-marked 
trails: the shorter (blue) 
(2.3 km) and longer (red)  
(3 km), both trails may 
both be soft and muddy 
when wet

• Dogs may be off lead, but 
the wood is often quiet.
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As you walk through the shadier areas, you may hear rustling 
sounds coming from the fallen leaf litter, particularly in the height 
of summer when the ground is dry. Look towards the source of the 
disturbance, and you will invariably find a Grey Squirrel, seeking 
safety from the nearest tree. With practice, children will be able to 
spot these creatures with ease – but this is not an urban park, and 
the squirrels will not allow you to approach them too closely.

As Dering Wood has heavy clay soils, it can get quite wet 
underfoot, particularly in the winter months, so a pair of boots 
or wellies is advisable. The car park is small, with room for up to 
10 cars. It may occasionally be full, so this may not be a suitable 
destination for children with autism, who would be upset by this. 
If you do find parking difficult, an alternative destination might be 
King’s Wood, which is just 6 miles away on the North Downs 
(www.forestry.gov.uk/).

www.visitwoods.org.uk (search for Dering Wood under wood name)
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A signboard on Wye Downs National Nature Reserve (NNR) asks 
“could this be the best view in Kent?” and the answer is almost 
certainly, yes. Some children with autism may love to run around 
on top of the slope, just taking in the view. So bring binoculars if 
you can, and look out for landmarks such as Romney Marsh wind 
farm, Dungeness Power Station and even Fairlight Cliffs at 
Hastings. If your child loves to feel the wind in their face, then a 
visit to Wye Downs when the wind is blowing from the south 
should be truly exhilarating.

From the car parks, it is just a short walk to view the Devil’s 
Kneading Trough (100 m), a dramatic, steep sided combe (or dry 
valley). Remember to tell your children that this was carved into 
the chalk escarpment more than 10,000 years ago, by streams of 
melt water at the end of the last Ice Age. Many children will be 
impressed! If you follow the path, keeping the Trough to your left, 
you will come to a signboard pointing out various landmarks in 
front of you. The chalk grassland here is particularly rich in 
wildflowers, including many orchids. It is also home to a wide 
variety of insects, including colourful butterflies such as the 
Marbled White and Chalkhill Blue. To experience the wildflowers 
and insects at their best, visit on a warm summer’s day. The 
presence of small grassy mounds – which are actually ant hills 
– indicates that this downland has not been under the plough and 
is truly ancient. 

i Leave the A28 north 
of Ashford, and follow 
signs to Wye, and out on 
Coldharbour Lane, following 
signs to Hastingleigh. Car 
park is on the right, about 
1.5 miles from Wye, with 
further parking 250 m 
along the road

• Admission free, open daily 
(ample free parking)

• Devil’s Kneading Trough 
Restaurant close by (with 
toilets)

• Terrain: good network of 
footpaths; circular walk 
including steep slopes 
(1.7 km)

• Dogs may be off lead

• Chalk grassland grazed 
with sheep and cattle at 
certain times of the year 
(not usually in the summer 
months)

• Signboards.
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At the viewpoint, you have the option to retrace your steps, or 
follow the wildlife trail down a steep set of steps. The descent is 
about 100 m in elevation so your children must feel comfortable 
about the prospect of the return ascent. The trail then leads 
through chalk grassland meadows which can be alive with 
butterflies in the summer months. In the chalk meadows, look out 
for the distinctive Marbled White butterflies, and delicate 
Pyramidal Orchids, with their rosy pink petals. And listen to the 
constant buzzing of thousands of grasshoppers and crickets. Chalk 
grassland, rich in plants and insects, will surely stimulate the 
senses of many children with autism. After walking through the 
meadows for about 400 m, there is a steep climb to face, which 
takes you back to the car park. This is almost all through woodland, 
so at least it will be shady and cool on a warm summers’ afternoon. 
Close to the car park is the Devil’s Kneading Trough Restaurant, if 
refreshments or facilities are required.

To help prepare for your visit, a very useful Trail Leaflet and 
Spotters Guide can be downloaded from the Natural England 
website. An Education Pack, designed for teachers, also contains a 
lot of interesting information and activities for children. 
Facilitated visits, tailored to the needs of small groups, can also be 
arranged; contact Natural England’s Community Outreach Advisor 
(Joanna.Carter@naturalengland.org.uk).

Trail leaflet: www.naturalengland.org.uk/Images/WyeTrailLeaflet_tcm6-21870.pdf 
Spotters guide: www.naturalengland.org.uk/Images/WyeSpotter_tcm6-21867.pdf
Audio trail: www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/conservation/designatedareas/nnr/
wyeaudiotrail.aspx
Education pack: www.naturalengland.org.uk/Images/wye_nnr_educationpack_tcm6-
19653.pdf
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The Dungeness National Nature Reserve (NNR) is unlike any other 
landscape in Kent, or England for that matter. It stretches across 
the Dungeness peninsula, encompassing the vast RSPB Reserve 
(described in the following site account). Under wide open skies, 
Dungeness has one of the largest expanses of shingle in the world 
– heaven for a child who likes to collect pebbles. With two nuclear 
power stations in the vicinity, it may not be the most obvious 
choice for a day out in the Kent countryside, but Dungeness is a 
haven for wildlife, jointly owned and managed by Natural England 
and the RSPB, with support from the Romney Marsh Countryside 
Project. You should be aware that there is no sandy beach at 
Dungeness, the shingle beaches are steep in certain places, and 
bathing is dangerous due to strong currents. So Dungeness is not 
the place for a more traditional day out at the seaside. 

Dungeness has a real wilderness quality about it, and never seems 
crowded. There are shells to collect, mostly around the fishing 
boats hauled up on the beach, which themselves may fascinate 
children. Some children (and adults) with autism may find the 
gentle sound of the waves washing across the pebbles soothing.

Dungeness ‘village’, a sprawling collection of dwellings, some 
originating from old railway coaches (children may enjoy picking 
these out), supports a thriving community of fishermen and artists, About 3 miles south east 

of Lydd on the tip of the 
Romney Marsh peninsula

• Admission free, ample free 
car parking in the RHDR 
station car park and along 
the road 

• RHDR Station Café 

• Toilets and disabled toilet 
at the Station Café

• Terrain: easy walking along 
the road and boardwalk, 
but harder walking on 
shingle and uneven paths 
inland

• Deep water in places 
(unfenced), shingle beach 
steep in places with strong 
tidal currents

• Dogs may be off lead.
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amongst others. Many gardens are decorated with sculptures made of 
flotsam and jetsam collected on the beach. The Romney, Hythe and 
Dymchurch Railway (RHDR) also terminates at Dungeness, which will 
surely be a bonus for children interested in steam trains. 

From the station car park, it is a short walk to the beach 
(about 350 m), or you can park on the roadside and walk along 
the boardwalk by the new lighthouse (200 m to the beach). 
Alternatively you can walk inland from the station – this might 
appeal to children with a fascination for railways, because next to 
the RHDR station is the remains of a mainline British Rail platform, 
where you can still find evidence of the original railway line and 
sidings. Note there are several deep, unfenced lakes about 1 km 
inland from the car park. In summer, the shingle can be a blaze of 
colour, with the white flowers of Sea Kale contrasting with deep 
blue Viper’s Bugloss and delicate Yellow-horned Poppies. 

Visiting both the Dungeness village area and the RSPB Reserve in 
one day might be too much for many children with autism, so a 
choice may have to be made. If it is at all windy, or you want to 
get closer to the wildlife, then head for the RSPB, but for some 
children, the lure of the steam trains may just be too great...

www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/conservation/designatedareas/nnr/1007131.aspx
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Before you reach the coast at Dungeness, the RSPB Reserve is 
signposted, one mile south east of Lydd. Follow the entrance 
track for a mile or so to reach the car park and Visitor Centre. 
Birdwatchers know Dungeness RSPB well, but this is still an 
interesting place to visit, even if you know little about birds. A 
friendly welcome always awaits you here, and the RSPB staff and 
volunteers will advise on what to see on the reserve. The circular 
nature trail is 2.8 km in length, along a hard-packed shingle 
track (with two short stretches of short grass) which is generally 
suitable for wheelchairs and pushchairs. You can follow the circuit, 
or walk for a shorter distance before returning to the car park.

Of particular interest for some families, only Guide Dogs are allowed 
on the nature trail, so you can relax if your children fear dogs. 
However, the nature trail does follow a public footpath from the 
half way point, for about 575 m. You could retrace your steps from 
here if dogs are a serious concern, although the public footpath 
section is very rarely used by dog walkers and horse riders. 

If your child likes to look at water, under wide open skies, then 
this is the place. Along the route there are six hides, strategically 
placed to give good views across the numerous lakes. Several of 
these have attractive information boards for children who are 
following the ‘pebble trail’, which follows the Nature Trail for 
700 m from the Visitor Centre. This tells the story of the reserve 

Take signposted right turn 
1 mile south east of Lydd 

• Large free car park but 
small admission charge for 
non-RSPB members

• Visitor Centre with 
shop, open daily, except 
Christmas 

• Vending machine at   
Visitor Centre. Picnic area 
by car park

• Toilets and disabled toilets 

• 2.8 km circular nature trail, 
pushchair friendly with 
frequent hides overlooking 
the lakes

• Many ponds and lakes, all 
unfenced

• No dogs except Guide Dogs 
allowed along the nature 
trail, except for 575 m 
which follows a public 
footpath (which you reach 
approximately half way 
round)

• Trail leaflet.
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and its ‘pebbles’ over several thousand years. The Nature Trail can 
be rather windswept in winter, although there are large numbers 
of wildfowl to enjoy at this time of year. On a sunny spring or 
summer’s day, the walk can be delightful. Yellow Flag irises line 
the reed beds, with Yellow-horned Poppies and Foxgloves along 
the trail. In spring, children might find the chorus of exotic Marsh 
Frogs particularly amusing, as they sing to attract mates. Away 
from the noise of traffic, the air may be filled with the exquisite 
song of Reed Warblers, often just a few metres from the track. 
Dragonflies buzz here and there. At any time of year there is 
a good chance of seeing an elegant Little Egret or one of the 
magnificent resident Marsh Harriers hunting across the reed beds, 
especially if you have binoculars with you. 

Visitors must keep to the marked trails, and children are not 
allowed to climb the low banks to avoid disturbing the birds. 
Parents should also note that the pools and lakes are not fenced, 
and some are just a few metres from the nature trail. 

www.rspb.org.uk/reserves/guide/d/dungeness/

©David Kjaer
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Blean Woods is a National Nature Reserve (NNR), managed by the 
RSPB on behalf of other conservation organisations including the 
Woodland Trust and Natural England. It is located just to the west 
of Canterbury, and offers some of the most pleasant woodland walks 
in Kent, with lots of wildlife to hear and see. What will immediately 
appeal to some families with autistic children is that dogs are not 
allowed on parts of the nature trails (although dog walkers may 
occasionally be encountered) which lead from the car park. There 
are four colour-coded trails, approximately 1.7 km, 2.8 km, 3.6 km 
and 11.6 km in length. The RSPB recommend the 2.8 km (green) 
trail for wheelchairs. The return route of each nature trail follows, 
in part, a public footpath where dogs may be encountered (500–
720 m on the three shorter trails,). To avoid this, retrace your steps 
once you reach the public footpath. For families with dogs, there is 
also a designated dog walkers trail (2.1 km). The car park is used by 
dog walkers, so there may be dogs off lead in this area. 

Once you leave the car park, you will quickly appreciate the peace 
and quiet of the woodland. Whichever trail you follow, you will 
encounter birds, butterflies (not in winter), and both woodland 
and heathland plants. In early spring, look out for Wood Anemones 
and Primroses, and by late spring, patches of Bluebells may be 
encountered on the woodland floor. Take time on your walk to allow 
children to listen to the many sounds of the wood – the chorus of 

From A2 (eastbound), take 
the Canterbury turn off, 
then turn left, signposted 
Rough Common and Blean. 
Access track signposted in 
Rough Common village, 
100 m north of The Dog pub

• Admission free, reserve open 
8 am to 9 pm (free parking 
470 m along access track)

• Picnic area but no facilities 
(public toilets in 
Canterbury, approximately 
2.5 miles away)

• Terrain: mostly flat and 
accessible, can be muddy at 
certain times of the year on 
longer trails

• Cyclists are not allowed on 
the nature trails, but may 
occasionally be 
encountered

• Guide Dogs only along the 
nature trails, except for 
500–720 m of return trail 
which follows a public 
footpath. Dogs may be off 
lead in car park

• Sign boards with trail map. 
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bird song, the drumming of Woodpeckers in the trees, and in late 
April/May, the sublime song of Nightingales. Visit the RSPB website 
for more information and illustrations of the birds of Blean Woods. 

In late spring and early summer, rare Heath Fritillary butterflies 
may be encountered in the more open rides and coppiced areas, 
together with other, more common species such as Gatekeeper and 
Meadow Brown. Later in the summer, and into the autumn, Blean 
Woods becomes a quieter place, but you may come across squirrels 
and Jays busily collecting acorns for the winter. In August, many 
of the heathy glades turn pink with the flowering of Heather. Later 
in the autumn, younger children may spot the brightly coloured Fly 
Agaric mushrooms nestling amongst fallen leaves, familiar to them 
from illustrations in fairy stories – an opportunity perhaps for a 
story of fairies or magic. Fly Agarics, like many other fungi in the 
wood are poisonous, so children should not touch. At any time of 
year, there are numerous fallen trees, tree stumps and old coppice 
stools for children to clamber over. After rain, some of these may 
be quite slippery, particularly if the bark has worn away. 

Nearby, there is a WildArt trail at Kent Wildlife Trust’s West Blean 
and Thornden Wood Nature Reserve. The trail provides an art and 
sensory experience along an ‘all access’ path (1.8 km). Dogs on 
leads are allowed at this reserve (www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk/
reserves/blean-complex/west-blean-thornden-woods/).

www.rspb.org.uk/reserves/guide/b/bleanwoods/
www.visitwoods.org.uk (search for Blean Woods under wood name)

www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/conservation/designatedareas/nnr/1006017.aspx
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Brockhill Park was once a Victorian pleasure garden, but it is now 
one of Kent’s quieter Country Parks. With a wooded lake, mini-
waterfall and babbling stream, there are adventures to be had 
here. Close to the car park and café, is the ‘Deer Paddock’, which is 
now used as a picnic area, and also includes a children’s adventure 
playground (where dogs are not allowed). You can have a picnic 
under one of the ancient trees, or in the open grassy area. Sadly 
there are no deer anymore.

A short walk from the car park, through the picnic area and along 
a surfaced, but sloping path, will take you into a sheltered valley, 
which was once a Victorian Wilderness Garden. Here you will find 
a small lake, surrounded by trees. Look out for ‘blue’ damselflies 
as they dance around the margins of the lake on a summer’s 
afternoon. The woodland is very damp, which provides ideal 
conditions for ferns and mosses. It has a primeval feel to it, and 
children might like to imagine the dinosaurs that once stalked 
Jurassic forests, grazing on the ancestors of the ferns they can see 
all around them. In late winter, the woodland looks very different, 
and you may find carpets of snowdrops.

Follow brown tourist signs 
from M20 junction 11, east 
along A20 for 0.5 miles, 
then take right turn 
signposted Saltwood. The 
Park shares a joint entrance 
with Brockhill School on the 
right, after about 1 mile

• Admission free, ample 
pay and display parking. 
Park open daily (except 
Christmas Day)

• Café open daily, except over 
Christmas and New Year. 
Picnic area

• Toilets and disabled toilet 

• Two sign posted trails: a 
short surfaced trail with 
some slopes and steps 
(1.3 km) and a longer trail 
along more uneven ground 
(2.7 km)

• Children’s play area (low 
fence)

• Lake and stream (unfenced)

• Dogs may be off lead, but 
are not allowed in the play 
area

• Trail leaflet available from 
website.
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A longer walk leads you out of the woodland, passing a large fallen 
tree along the way, which is fun to clamber over. The path then 
follows the delightful stream, as it winds its way through the centre 
of ‘The Valley’, which is the largest area of the park. In summer, the 
stream can be shallow in places, so you might encourage your child 
to bring a pair of wellies. The stream continues out of the Park, 
eventually joining the Royal Military Canal in Hythe, whilst visitors 
must return through the parkland, following the ‘red route’ which 
climbs up the grassy slope, or retracing their steps along the stream. 
The grassland is often grazed by sheep, so look out for lambs in 
spring, if your children are happy to share the pastures with these 
animals. Cattle may also graze at certain times of the year. 

The picnic area can be quite busy on sunny, warm weekends, but it is 
still possible to have a quiet walk to the lake and beyond, without 
meeting too many people. And you should be able to find a quiet spot 
along the stream, if stream dipping or paddling is on the agenda.

www.kent.gov.uk/leisure_and_culture/countryside_and_coast/parks_and_open_spaces/
country_parks/brockhill_country_park.aspx
www.visitwoods.org.uk (search for Brockhill under wood name)
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Stodmarsh National Nature Reserve (NNR) is an internationally 
important wetland in the Stour Valley, about 6 miles north east of 
Canterbury. It covers some 250 ha of reedbeds, lakes, pools and 
grazing marsh. Six kilometres of footpaths, provide opportunities 
for both short strolls, and longer walks through an area which 
looks much as it would have done in medieval times. In some 
senses, walking around the reserve is like going back in time.

The Natural England website includes details of two seasonal 
walks, one in winter and one in summer, both of which follow the 
same trail, starting from the Grove Ferry car park. After crossing 
the road, which requires some care, the 2.5 km circular walk takes 
you through reedbeds, across grazing marsh and along the banks 
of the River Stour. After 400 m you reach the viewing ramp, which 
gives excellent views across the marsh and a shallow pool, which 
attracts large numbers of wetland birds. A pair of binoculars would 
be very useful here, to point out swans, geese, ducks, egrets and 
wading birds to your children. Continuing on, you pass a ‘dipping 
platform’ which is hidden in the reeds, from which you can observe 
fish, frogs, water boatman and other aquatic life. There are two 
bird watching hides overlooking pools, where children may delight 
further in seeing a wide range of wetland birds. In the spring, the 
area is alive with migratory birds, and the marshes echo to the 
chorus of Marsh Frogs and the song of Reed and Sedge Warblers. 
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Adjacent to the A28, 
midway between Canterbury 
and Margate. Follow the 
minor road to Stodmarsh 
village, and turn off 
between the Red Lion pub 
and the church. Additional 
parking by Grove Ferry Pub, 
just east of Upstreet. 

• Admission free, free car 
park at southern end 
of reserve just north of 
Stodmarsh village, pay 
and display car park at the 
northern end, by Grove 
Ferry pub

• Toilets

• Terrain: uneven, some paths 
can be muddy underfoot 
during wet periods

• Many lakes and ditches 
(unfenced)

• Dogs allowed on leads

• Meadows grazed in the 
autumn and winter

• Sign boards and trail 
leaflet.
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In summer, look out for dragonflies and damselflies, hawking 
smaller insects alongside Swifts and Swallows. If your children are 
familiar with Wind in the Willows, then they might like to keep an 
eye open for ‘Ratty’, who is in fact a friendly, but in the wild, a 
more elusive Water Vole. There is a good population at Stodmarsh, 
as the ditches and reedbeds are very much to their liking.

From the Stodmarsh village car park, there are opportunities for 
shorter walks, in addition to longer walks through the reedbeds 
and on to the River Stour. Starting from the car park, a nature trail 
crosses a stream and passes through wet woodland, a distance 
of about 600 m. An extension which takes you through reedbeds 
adds a further 500 m to the walk. However, you really need to walk 
a little further to get a better impression of the beauty of this 
wetland landscape. 

To help prepare for your visit, a very useful Seasonal Walks Leaflet 
and Spotters Guide can be downloaded from the Natural England 
website. An Education Pack, designed for teachers, also contains 
a lot of interesting information and activities for children. 
Facilitated visits, tailored to the needs of small groups can also be 
arranged; contact Natural England’s Community Outreach Advisor 
(Joanna.Carter@naturalengland.org.uk).

Seasonal walks and audio trail leaflets: www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/
conservation/designatedareas/nnr/1005003.aspx
Spotters guide: www.naturalengland.org.uk/Images/StodmarshSpotterGuide_tcm6-
21312.pdf
Education pack: www.naturalengland.org.uk/Images/stodmarsh_educationpack_tcm6-
19659.pdf
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Goodnestone Park Gardens is a quiet, tranquil garden, tucked away 
in a sleepy East Kent village between Canterbury and Sandwich. 
For children with autism, it has much to offer, from the colour 
of cottage garden flowers and the texture of the old walled 
garden, to the wide landscapes and ancient trees, all with the 
reassurance that only Guide Dogs are allowed. Many children will 
find this a relaxing space. The gardens cover 6 hectares, and a walk 
encompassing the whole site would be just over 1 km.

A map given to you on admission, guides you round the garden, 
starting with the parterre and terraces which surround the house. 
Here there is a fine view across the village cricket ground to the 
parkland beyond. Continuing round the side of the house, past 
an old Sweet Chestnut tree thought to be over 400 years old, a 
flight of steps in the middle of terraced lawns leads to an avenue 
of limes. Close by is a gravel garden, which may appeal to children 
with autism. The plantings are bold, including ornamental grasses 
with an array of flower heads of various shapes and textures. The 
path crunches underfoot with fine gravel and shell fragments, 
whilst an old bench perhaps allows time for a story...

A small arboretum offers welcome shade on a warm summers 
afternoon, and in late summer children may be drawn to dramatic 
displays of vivid blue Hydrangeas. Earlier in the year, you will find 
displays of Snowdrops, followed by Daffodils and finally Bluebells 

Signposted from the B2046 
between Wingham and 
Aylesham in East Kent, 
8 miles east of Canterbury

• Small admission charge, 
open Sundays mid-February 
to end of March, Tuesday–
Friday and Sundays April to 
September (check website 
for details), large car park 
with disabled spaces

• Tea room and small gift shop

• Toilets

• Terrain: easy walking paths, 
some steps, though shorter 
routes avoid these

• Small pond in the woodland 
and feature pond in walled 
garden are both unfenced

• Guide Dogs only

• Free map.
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as spring draws to a close. The arboretum is young, but there are 
some magnificent old trees in the garden, including an ancient 
Cedar of Lebanon, where children might walk along one the 
branches which stretch out across the lawn. A small pond is hidden 
amongst the trees – you may see tadpoles and other minibeasts 
swimming around, but note that the pond is not fenced. But it 
is perhaps the walled garden that will surprise and delight many 
children with autism. In the summer, this is a blaze of colour, from 
the rose garden, through the rill garden with its ‘cottage garden 
borders’ to the old kitchen garden. As you walk around, you will 
find quiet corners to sit and talk, or read stories.

When your walk is complete, visitors are invited to have a picnic in 
the ‘Golden Arboretum’, which is within 200 m of the car park, or 
light refreshments in the tea-room. On a Sunday afternoon, you may 
also be able to sit on the terrace in front of the house, and watch 
a game of cricket on the village green. Your children may leave 
feeling that Goodnestone Park Gardens is a truly magical place.

www.goodnestoneparkgardens.co.uk/
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Just getting to Samphire Hoe is a bit of an adventure for 
children, as the entrance road tunnels down through the chalk of 
the North Downs, emerging after 300 m at the base of the white 
cliffs. Before 1986, Samphire Hoe didn’t exist at all, but has been 
created using spoil from the Channel Tunnel. Once the contractors 
had left the site, the platform was landscaped and some areas 
were seeded with grasses and wildflowers to create the country 
park as it is today. 
  
Samphire Hoe allows children to truly appreciate the grandeur of 
the towering white cliffs without the dangers associated with 
walking along a cliff top path. Never really busy, it offers relative 
peace and quiet with wide open vistas across the Hoe, to the sea 
on one side and the cliffs on the other. Many children with autism 
will appreciate this great sense of space and the vast open sky. 
Walking around, the Hoe can be rather bleak and windswept at 
certain times of year, so sunny days with light or offshore winds 
may be preferable. 

Samphire Hoe is surprisingly rich in wildlife, as new species 
colonise, especially from the chalk grassland along the nearby cliff 
tops. It is particularly famous for its orchids, with large numbers of 
Early Spider Orchids flowering in late April. In the summer months, 

Access via a tunnel 
through the cliffs from the 
westbound A20, 1 mile west 
of Dover 

• Admission free, large pay 
and display car park 

• Reserve office 

• Tea kiosk open at weekends 
and most weekdays during 
the summer

• Toilets and disabled toilet

• Terrain: easy walking trails 
with firm surfaces and a 
few gentle slopes, a typical 
circular walk is 2 km. 
Wheelchair access over 
much of the site

• Several pools with deep 
water (unfenced); sea wall 
can be dangerous when 
the waves are too high 
(warnings are given onsite)

• Dogs allowed on leads

• Sign boards and free trail 
leaflets.
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yellow Kidney Vetch gives way to the pink of Restharrow, and later 
in autumn to the purple of Sea Asters and Rock Sea-lavenders, and 
so the Hoe subtly changes colour with the seasons. Kestrels usually 
nest on the cliffs opposite the Visitor Centre, and may been seen 
hunting for small mammals or lizards on the Hoe. Peregrines are 
also regularly seen overhead – surely a treat for anyone. The site 
also supports Adders and Common Lizards. To keep the balance 
between wildlife and people, visitors are requested to stay on the 
paths at all times of the year. There are also several deep water 
pools and a high sea wall that parents should be aware of, if there 
is any chance that their children are likely to ‘run’. 

An added bonus for some children with autism will be the Dover 
to Folkestone railway line which runs at the base of the cliffs, 
alongside Samphire Hoe. Regular sprinters have now been joined by 
the new high speed trains. And to end your visit, the Kiosk at the 
car park serves tea and ice cream.

www.samphirehoe.com/
©David Kjaer
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The Pines Garden is tucked away in the village of St Margaret’s at 
Cliffe, a few miles north of Dover. It is a relatively informal garden, 
which it is usually quite peaceful, and just a few minutes’ walk 
from the beach at St Margaret’s Bay. The garden is owned by the 
Bay Trust, which also runs an environmental education initiative 
(Rippledown). The garden is occasionally used for weddings, so 
it may be worth telephoning before a visit to check whether the 
gardens are likely to be busy for this reason. 
 
Given its environmental credentials, it is not surprising that the 
garden has a sustainability trail, with an accompanying leaflet 
(available at the entrance) which encourages children to use all 
their senses as they explore the garden. The leaflet invites children 
to “find the path [to sustainability] using all your senses and 
discover the elements of living life sustainably” – ideal for many 
children with autism.

When you first enter the gardens, there is a small ‘sense-ability 
garden’ and a kitchen garden which should appeal to the senses 
of some children with autism. Walking around the kitchen garden, 
children might enjoy the sensation and sound of walking first on 
sea shells, then on slate and finally on bark chippings. There is also 
a wide range of familiar and exotic fruits and vegetables to look 

Just off Bay Hill in the 
village of St Margaret’s at 
Cliffe, 4 miles north east of 
Dover (see map on website)

• Small admission charge 
(open daily), free parking 
along the roads adjacent 
to the garden. Alternative 
parking in the nearby pay 
and display car park by the 
beach (250 m down a steep 
hill with no pavement)

• Pines Tearoom café, with 
a visitor centre and small 
museum (free)

• Toilets

• Terrain: easy walking 
paths with firm surfaces. 
Wheelchair access. 
Children’s sustainability 
trail

• Small lake (unfenced)

• Dogs required to be kept 
on leads

• Sign board and free trail 
leaflets.
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out for later in the year. The path through the main garden passes 
a small lake, covered with water lilies, and watched over by a life 
size bronze statue of Sir Winston Churchill. Beyond Sir Winston is 
a grass labyrinth, laid out on the lawn, which many children will 
enjoy following to its centre. Children can then choose to hide 
under the branches of an overhanging Yew tree, run around on the 
lawns or sit quietly in the Storytelling Shelter (so consider bringing 
a favourite book!) or on one of the many benches around the 
gardens. A typical circular walk is about 600 m.

The Pines Tea Room and Museum is next to the entrance to the 
gardens, and is a very pleasant way to end a visit. The Tea Room 
prides itself in serving freshly made food and delicious homemade 
cakes. Alternatively, just 250 m down the hill is the beach of 
St Margaret’s Bay, although this is likely to be rather busier than 
the gardens you have just visited.

http://pinesgarden.co.uk/
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Educational Access is a scheme which provides opportunities for schools, clubs, youth groups, 
families and others to visit farms to learn more about farming and the countryside. There may 
be opportunities to see livestock farming in action, wildlife or historic landscape features. Farms 
may have a teachers’ information pack, and/or Farm Fact Leaflets for other groups. Descriptions 
of Kent’s Education Access Farms on Natural England’s website include: what there is to see and 
do, farm activities, facilities, conservation on the farm and contact details for the farmer.

Care Farming is about the therapeutic use of farming practices, to provide health, social or 
educational care services for a wide range of vulnerable people, including children with autism 
and related conditions. Care farms provide supervised programmes of farming-related activities, 
such as helping to feed, groom and clean out animals, and woodland management. Care Farms 
may be visited regularly, or just once. Care farming is a relatively new initiative, and there are 
currently four registered farms in Kent (see website details below). 

Educational Access Farms: http://cwr.naturalengland.org.uk/Default.aspx?Menu=Men
uSub&Module=EducationalSearch
Care Farms: www.carefarminguk.org/
Let nature feed your senses: www.letnaturefeedyoursenses.org/letnature/home.eb
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Whilst the main part of this book describes natural locations which we believe many children 
might enjoy, Part 3 aims to share some of our experiences of taking small groups of school 
children with autism and related conditions into the countryside. We planned a series of case 
stories for autumn 2011, involving two schools in Kent. The first was Helen Allison School, 
a school for children with autism, run by the National Autistic Society. The school provides 
education for children from five to 19 years old, and includes both day pupils and weekly 
boarders. The second was The Tydeman Centre, attached to The Malling School, which caters for 
children with high functioning autism, dyslexia and speech and language disorder, from 11 to 
16 years old. In each case, the schools selected the classes and pupils to take part in the visits. 

Each visit was accompanied by several teachers, and led by an education officer from one 
of our conservation partners: Natural England, Woodland Trust or BTCV. The locations for 
most of the visits were recommended by the host conservation organisation, and included 
several which are described in Part 2. The length of the visits varied from one to four hours, 
depending mainly on timetable constraints. The main aim of the trips was to encourage 
access, and interaction with the environment, and to highlight benefits to the children. 
During the visits, the children were given 
various tasks which helped them to engage 
with nature and their surroundings. Most tasks 
were very successful, and all are described in 
the case stories. These tasks could be used by 
any parents/carers taking children with autism 
into the countryside.

All the adults involved in the visits found 
them very rewarding, and in some cases, 
observed positive behaviour which they had 
not seen in the classroom. For example, 
several pupils at Helen Allison School settled 
into a new outdoor environment more quickly, 
and were happy to wander away from the 
group to explore. It was also clear that certain 
environments may be more preferable to some 
children than others, and part of the challenge 
for any parent/carer is to find out what 
environment provides the best experience for 
their child, and what they can do to enhance 
that experience.

&4



&5

Case Story Helen Allison School 
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Four children from Green Class, accompanied by two teachers arrived at Lullingstone Country 
Park, for a four hour visit, led by Amie Henry, BTCV Kent Heritage Trees Education Officer. The 
minibus arrived at 10.30 am on a warm and sunny, but windy October day. The children were 
initially taken for a walk along a wooded, riverside path (approx 1.3 km). The teachers talked 
to the children about the trees and the water as they walked along. The group stopped once, 
to collect items from the woodland floor to stick on a rainbow colour chart given to each child 
by Amie. The two more able children enjoyed this activity, but were soon distracted by a low, 
sloping tree bough, which one boy in particular really enjoyed climbing. The two less able 
children held the teacher’s hands, and seemed calm, although showing little sign of engaging 
in the activities or their surroundings. 

After an early picnic lunch which everyone enjoyed, the group set off on a rather ambitious 
2.5 km walk, initially across open meadows and then into woodland. Walking across the 
meadow, with the wind blowing strongly, was quite invigorating. The two more able children 
clearly enjoyed running freely and the sensation of the wind on their faces. They held their 
arms out, and heads back. At one point, Amie gave each of the children some soft clay, 
from ‘Discovery Bags’ kindly provided by the Sensory Trust. She showed them how to make 
impressions of animals carved into a wooden seat. The children each tried this, but for some, 
running around was more fun, which was evident from their smiling faces. The children also 
sat quietly for a minute, using their listening skills to explore their surroundings. With the 
help of the adults, they created simple sound maps using symbols. The two less able children 
had still not engaged with any of the activities, and occasional tears indicated that they were 
feeling anxious about the walk. 

The path then took the group into mature woodland, where there are a number of large 
wooden models of bugs, a small adventure playground and a zip wire. The two more able 
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children continued to enjoy themselves, particularly on the models and play equipment, 
although they showed less interest when Amie caught bugs in a net to show them.

What was particularly pleasing to the teachers was that being in the woodland seemed to 
have a calming effect on the two less able children. Both had no tears, and showed few signs 
of anxiety for the remainder of the visit, and indeed both smiled on several occasions, which 
was lovely to see. One of the children even began to explore 
the woodland environment, especially the large wooden bugs, 
and was not afraid to leave his teacher’s side. This child 
playfully attempted to run away so that he could be chased. 
The teachers were delighted and remarked that he was usually 
very clingy, and did not normally show that he was enjoying 
himself. The child had also gained sufficient confidence to 
hold Amie’s hand, and he joined her to explore the textures 
of conker cases and the bark of trees. The teachers felt that 
the day out had been particularly beneficial for this child. 
The other less able child sat quietly on the bugs, occasionally 
stroking them. The teachers suggested that both children may 
have enjoyed the woodland because it was ‘enclosed’, and 
therefore they may have felt safer.

When the group reached the end of the woodland trail, they 
were faced with a 1 km walk back to the minibus. The two 
more able children were tired by this stage, having run around 
a lot, and this final part of the walk was probably too much for 
them. However, the other two children, surprisingly remained 
more relaxed, and seemed to have genuinely benefited 
from the long country walk. The teachers commented that 
the activities planned for the children might have been 
more successful if the children had tried them in school, to 
familiarise themselves with the tasks, prior to the visit.
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Case Story Helen Allison School 

N/**%'26:##'@"#"('C5:%#,-7H*'C4.66'C"(*'>>B'
With an eye on the weather, it was with some trepidation that we arranged a visit to 
Swanscombe National Nature Reserve (NNR) for the last week of November, to be led by 
Joanna Carter, Community Outreach Advisor for Natural England. Swanscombe NNR is famous 
for the discovery of a human skull, and various animal bones, thought to be about 300,000 
years old. Around the small nature reserve, large lumps of granite support display boards 
about the finds, and plaques mounted into the paths illustrate some of the prehistoric animals 
that once lived in the area. 

Fortunately, the day of the visit turned out to be fine with a little sunshine, although rather 
cold. Three of the children from Green Class who had visited Lullingstone Country Park, 
together with one child from another class and three teachers, arrived at the nature reserve 
in time to have a packed lunch at one of the picnic tables. Lunch was calm and relaxed, and it 
gave the children an opportunity to settle in the new surroundings. After lunch, the children 
had about 90 minutes to explore the nature reserve. Joanna recited a poem about something 
rough, something hard/ something prickly, something smooth/ something soft and something 
tickly/ and asked the children to find examples of these. The rhyme and actions for each 
word seemed to help all the children remember what they needed to find, and the exercise 
was designed to increase the children’s confidence about exploring their new environment. 
With the help of the adults, the children collected items such as rose hips, leaves and Old 
Man’s Beard (Clematis) as they explored the nature reserve. However, one of the children 
was distracted by his interest in the archaeology, and the pictures on the display boards and 
plaques. All the children enjoyed climbing on the blocks of granite, and touching the surfaces 
which had been polished like marble.
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Next, the children sat at a picnic table and were each given a lump of modelling clay. 
They were asked to make an animal which might live in the nature reserve, using any other 
materials available such as leaves, twigs or berries to help. After Joanna had made a spider 
to demonstrate, three of the children enjoyed making various animal models, including a 
ladybird. The children were keen to keep their models to take back to school.

Finally, Joanna showed the children how to make a crown of leaves, using a strip of card and 
double-sided tape. It was very pleasing to see all the children showing some interest in this, 
and all wore their crowns with a smile, for at least some of the time. Finally, the children 
spent about 15 minutes in the small adventure playground. 

Since our previous visit to Lullingstone Country Park seven weeks earlier, the children had 
been taken out once each week. This appeared to have had a beneficial effect on their 
confidence and enjoyment outdoors. The two less able children, who had been a little 
unsettled at times during the first couple of hours of the visit to Lullingstone, were more 
confident and relaxed at Swanscombe NNR, and the teachers were pleased at how quickly they 
settled this time. Both smiled frequently, one of them played with Joanna and the teachers, 
and both were prepared to wear their leaf crowns. Furthermore, in the play area, both were 
happy to walk along the rope bridge, and other equipment, which was both rewarding and 
exciting for the teachers to witness. Overall, the teachers felt that their children probably 
need longer sessions in the countryside for the greatest benefit.
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Case Story Helen Allison School
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Seven children from blue class, accompanied by five teachers, arrived at Shorne Woods 
Country Park at 1.30 pm, on a mild, but overcast November day. The visit was led by Amie 
Henry, BTCV Kent Heritage Trees Education Officer, and lasted approximately one hour. The 
children had visited the Country Park once before, as part of their scheduled weekly visits to 
the countryside, so they were familiar with the surroundings. 

The children were given two tasks to complete during the visit; the main task was to walk 
to a clearing, about 10 minutes from the Visitor Centre, where they were to build dens. 
En route, they were each given a card with double-sided tape, and asked to collect something 
rough, soft, shiny, tickly, green and yellow. Most of the children enjoyed this, some collecting 
independently and others seeking help from their teachers. One child did not want to walk 
with the group, and preferred to run on ahead.

When they reached the clearing, Amie explained how they were going to split into small 
groups of two or three children and, with the help of a teacher, construct a den from fallen 
logs and branches. The children only had 20 minutes to build their den, so everyone had 
to work hard, including the teachers. Amie provided each group with a piece of rope and 
tarpaulin, which enabled three very ‘professional’ dens to be quickly constructed. All the 
children were fully engaged in this task, including the child who had earlier resisted walking 
with the group. He was very enthusiastic and fully engaged with the task. He told Amie 
about dens he had built in the past, and why he and his friend had chosen to build their den 
in a particular way. After the activity, Amie found that this child once again seemed to lose 
interest in the group. Upon completion, the children enjoyed sitting in their dens, and posing 
for photographs. It was then time to walk back to the Visitor Centre, with the promise of ice 
creams before heading back to the school. It was felt that some of the children may have 
benefitted more from a longer session. 
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Case Story The Tydeman Centre
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Fifteen children from Year 10 visited Ashenbank Wood on a fine autumnal morning, 
accompanied by two teachers and Janet Watt, a Woodland Trust Education Officer. The children 
initially completed a handout about tree identification, which involved drawing various parts 
of a mature Hornbeam, describing the texture of the bark and thinking about seed dispersal. 
The children found this activity very stimulating, and it was a great way of engaging them 
almost immediately with the woodland environment. Janet then showed them a very old 
Sweet Chestnut tree which some of the children chose to hug. One child remarked that “it was 
amazing learning about the different trees”.

Art Attack was next – a challenge for the children, split into four groups, to create a large 
work of art on the ground, using any materials they could find around them. The artwork 
included a Hedgehog fashioned from Sweet Chestnut seed cases, themselves looking like mini 
hedgehogs, a giant spider in a web, the head of a stag and a giant snake (which started out as 
the Loch Ness monster). This activity really seemed to fire the children’s imagination, and the 
teachers commented that “making the models using natural materials engaged the students 
fabulously”. Any family could play this game during a woodland walk.

All the children by this stage appeared to be thoroughly enjoying the visit, and were 
enthusiastic participants in a relay game which demonstrated the different ways in which 
tree seed is dispersed through the forest. Balancing seeds (actually small bean bags) on their 
heads, spinning around like winged seeds and hopping with seeds between their legs was 
clearly a lot of fun for all the children. Finally the children were each given a chart with all 
the colours of the rainbow and sticky tape – the task, to find examples of each colour in the 
wood. Autumnal leaves and blackberries helped considerably. However, finding something 
‘blue’ in a wood in autumn was clearly a challenge.... The teachers described this task as 
“perfect for our students as it gave them all success”, and it is something which any parents 
could easily do with their children in the countryside.
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Janet commented that the children were very responsive, and really engaged with the 
woodland visit. She also felt that the structured nature of the programme and the activities 
worked well for the children. It was clear from the comments of the children themselves, 
that the trip was over far too quickly, and several told Janet that they wished to return. The 
teachers noted that all the children were more focussed on the tasks than in a classroom 
setting, and showed more enthusiasm. This was evident from the questions they asked, 
and their response to questions asked of them. The groups also worked well together and 
supported each other. In particular, one boy worked within a team of girls, which he rarely 
finds comfortable in class. Another child who took an active part in a group is usually quite 
withdrawn. Feedback from a parent stated that her son was now very interested in the 
Woodland Trust and trees in general. The relay style activity encouraged motor skills and a 
number of the children were able to recall facts based on this. They also showed increased 
effort during the activity.

!we found some different things and 
I was able to find every colour"

!it was fascinating finding out how 
seeds are spread – we enjoyed it and 
it was fun!"
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Case Story The Tydeman Centre
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A few weeks later, the same class visited the Woodland Trust’s Hucking Estate, a large area of 
ancient woodland, young plantations and pasture. The visit was again hosted by Janet Watt. 
With dense fog, very little of the site was actually visible, but this did not seem to affect the 
children’s enthusiasm. Many were clearly excited as soon as they arrived, and there was a buzz 
of excitement and anticipation. 

The first task for the children was to work in pairs to estimate the height of a mature Oak tree, 
using their thumbs and fist to bracket the height of the tree, and a partner to pace out the 
height along the ground. The children enjoyed this task, although there was a wide variation 
in estimates of the tree height. The teachers commented that this exercise was particularly 
helpful for children with social communication issues, and addressed language skills when 
giving salient information. 

The group then walked about 300 m to an area of woodland planted in 1999. Here they carried 
out a similar exercise, measuring tree heights and girth. Afterwards, they looked for signs of 
wildlife in the young woodland, and all stood quietly with their eyes closed for one minute, to 
record the calls of birds in the vicinity. The visit was over all too quickly, but the benefits of 
taking the children into the countryside were again clear for all to see, with their excitement, 
excellent behaviour and enthusiasm to learn.

Janet commented that structure, well supervised activities, with all children working on the 
same task seemed to work well with the class. The teachers commented that the children 
responded well when out in the countryside, for example; one child was a lot calmer than 
usual, and remained focused on task; a second child who is usually quiet in school was very 
animated in the woods, and chatted openly with adults with whom they were not familiar; 
whilst a third child got over-excited and was extremely hyperactive during the session, which 
is not normal for that child. The teachers were also pleased that children were able to recall 
information from previous sessions with the Woodland Trust and apply it – this transference of 
skills is not usually so obvious within a classroom setting.
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Case Story The Tydeman Centre
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Ten children arrived at Wye Downs National Nature Reserve on a chilly, foggy November 
morning, for a three hour visit, accompanied by two teachers and Joanna Carter, Community 
Outreach Advisor for Natural England. Once the children had assembled on the reserve, they 
were asked to think of an animal which began with the first letter of their Christian names 
(preferably one which lived in the reserve). The children enjoyed thinking of names, from a 
Jaguar (not strictly a local inhabitant!) to an Elephant Hawk Moth. Many seemed proud of 
their ‘new’ names. 

The teachers had requested that the children practice some orienteering skills, so after 
learning a little about the reserve, Joanna gave them each a compass, and taught them how 
to use it. They were then asked to work in pairs, with help from the adults, to find various 
places on an ordnance survey map of the area, and locate the direction of these places from 
their position on the Reserve. During this exercise, a small herd of British White cows, one of 
Britain’s oldest breeds, appeared in the distance, and when they started to head towards the 
children, this created both a feeling of anxiety and anticipation. The cows eventually walked 
within about 10 m of the children, which many of them found very exciting. The teachers 
remarked that they were not used to being in such close proximity to large animals, and in 
fact many of the children said to Joanna that they rarely or never went out in the countryside 
like this. The cows contributed to the whole trip, being a memory which may stay with them 
for years to come. 

The children then drew a rough outline map of their own, and set off on a one kilometre 
walk, during which they were asked to annotate the map with features they came across. 
After hearing about how melting ice created the ‘Devil’s Kneading Trough’, they continued to 
a viewpoint, where they were given pairs of binoculars. Unfortunately, visibility was limited 
by the fog, but this did not seem to deter the children’s enthusiasm. Joanna then led the 
group into the woodland, where they had to become nature detectives, looking at teeth 
marks on Hazelnut shells, and deciding whether they had been eaten by a Dormouse, Grey 
Squirrel or Jay. Further into the wood, the children were asked to sit on a fallen log, whilst 
Joanna showed them how to make a Native American Indian map-stick. Using simply a stick, 
with a long piece of string tied to it, the children were able to record the remainder of their 
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woodland journey, by tying on things they found, such as leaves, moss, fruits and pieces of 
chalk. Whilst Joanna explained this task, there was not a murmur from the children, despite 
their continued excitement. The resulting map-sticks were very impressive.

The visit ended with a picnic lunch in Joanna’s rather ‘cool’ teepee, which the children had 
been looking forward to since they first set eyes on it earlier in the day. After lunch, the 
children commented on what they had enjoyed seeing and learning about. This included their 
close encounter with the cows, the fact that a Badger sett had many entrances, and that chalk 
was made up of the skeletons of tiny fossilised sea creatures. Although only one child had 
visited Wye Downs before, everyone was very keen to return. On the way home, the cows were 
the subject of some discussion amongst the children, about how exciting, cute and huge they 
were, and how it is probably best to stay away from them. 

The teachers remarked later, that all the children were a little more vocal than usual because 
of the excitement of being in an outdoor setting. A number of the children found the Indian 
map-stick activity challenging due to their poor motor skills, which alerted the teachers to 
add this to their programme of ‘clever’ fingers’. In summary, the outdoor experience enabled 
the children to engage actively, and often very enthusiastically, with a range of different 
activities that allowed them to explore and experience their environment in a totally different 
way from a classroom-based lesson.
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This booklet aims to help parents and carers of children with autism to access nature 
and the countryside in Kent. It should also prove useful to those living and working 
with adults with autism. The booklet represents the first in a series of projects to be 
undertaken by Autism and Nature, a new Social Enterprise. It begins by introducing some 
of the health benefits of nature and the countryside for children with autism. This is 
followed by a guide to ‘natural’ places to visit in the Kent countryside, which the authors 
believe many children with autism might enjoy. The booklet concludes with a series of 
case stories, describing visits to the countryside by school children with autism and 
related conditions.
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