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IQ�WKLV�DUWLFOH��ZH�WHOO�WKH�VWRU\�RI�&KDUORWWH·V�UHVHDUFK�WR�H[SORUH�
how stories, imagination and creativity can add awe, wonder and 
IXQ�LQ�D�ZD\�WKDW�HQDEOHV�XV�WR�ÀQG�RXU�RZQ�PDJLF�RXWGRRUV�²��

whatever our age.  

7KLV�LV�WKH�WKLUG��DQG�ÀQDO��RI�WKH�2XWGRRU�'LVFRYHULHV�VHULHV���,W�
GUDZV�RQ�WKH�ÀUVW�WZR�DUWLFOHV�LQ�WKLV�VHULHV���������DORQJ�ZLWK�
UHÁHFWLRQV�RQ�7UDF\·V�UHVHDUFK�DQG�SUDFWLFH��DQG�LQFRUSRUDWHV�WKHVH�
of Charlotte, a recent graduate whose third year dissertation study 
explored the experiences of a family who went looking for fairies.  
Since leaving university, Charlotte has gone on to work in social care, 
PRVW�UHFHQWO\�FDULQJ�IRU�KHU�1DQ��ZKR�KDV�DGYDQFHG�GHPHQWLD��

Her dissertation was titled: The supporting role of fairies in   
childhood imaginative play.  This was not the research Charlotte had 
RULJLQDOO\�LQWHQGHG�WR�XQGHUWDNH���6KH�ZDV�ÀQGLQJ�LW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�SLFN�D�
topic, and had been exploring several different ideas around children, 
\RXQJ�SHRSOH��DQG�FULPLQDO�DQG�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH��ZKHQ�VKH�SDUWLFLSDWHG�
in a research methods workshop led by Tracy.  

Here, alongside her classmates, she followed instructions to,

“Think back to your childhood and remember an experience that 
ZPV�IBE�PVUTJEF�BT�B�DIJMEw����������

)RU�&KDUORWWH��IROORZLQJ�WKLV�SURFHVV�XQORFNHG�ORQJ�IRUJRWWHQ�
memories of playing with her friends – real and imaginary.  She 
laughed as she told classmates about the fairies she shared her life 
with as a child.  

Her earliest memories are of playing in a mystical world of fairies and 
pixies, and teddy bear picnics.  She recalls watching a video from 
her local library, called The Fairies, which followed the adventures 
of Harmony (the golden fairy) and Rhapsody (the rainbow fairy) and 
WKHLU�IULHQGV�������7KH\�ZRXOG�VLQJ��GDQFH�DQG�SOD\�JDPHV��DQG�WKH\�
lived at the bottom of a garden in an old oak tree. 

0DUULRWW�H[SODLQV��

“When you hear the expression ‘Away with the fairies’, you imagine 
someone rather useless. Someone chronically distracted, with a 
short attention span and no common sense. Someone – if we’re 
OPU�CFJOH�QPMJUF�o�B�CJU�CBUUZw�	�
.  

It is an expression not usually used as a compliment, but to bring   
attention to those of us (the authors included) who are daydreamers, 
often lost in thought, with vivid imaginations.  Like Tracy, Charlotte 
UHFDOOV�ÀQGLQJ�VFKRRO�D�FKDOOHQJH��

“Much to my teachers’ dismay, my imagination was not limited 
to play times and I struggled in conventional classroom learning 
BDUJWJUJFT�CFDBVTF�*�EJE�OPU�DPODFOUSBUF�XFMM�w

:KHQ�&KDUORWWH�ZDV�ÀYH�\HDUV�ROG��VKH�ZURWH�OHWWHUV�WR�IDLULHV���
especially one: 

“Amanda: my tooth fairy, my friend and my own personal wish  
HSBOUFSw� 

She left them around the house when she went to bed.  On waking in 
WKH�PRUQLQJ��VKH�ZDV�GHOLJKWHG�WR�ÀQG�DQRWKHU�OHWWHU�ZULWWHQ�EDFN�WR�
her, left in the same place.  She told her family stories of fairy par�
WLHV�DQG�HQMR\HG�DGYHQWXUHV�ZLWK�$PDQGD�LQ�WKH�JDUGHQ�DQG�ZRRGV�
behind her house.  

The question of if fairies were real, did not emerge until Charlotte was 
much older, and by then she was able to respond with reference to 
academic theories and research.  For example, drawing on  
+DUULQJWRQ·V�REVHUYDWLRQ�RI�FKLOGUHQ�HQJDJLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�IDLU\�YLOODJH�
created at a school:

 “… whether or not the children believe in fairies is often   
unimportant. Once they have encountered something that is  
potentially magical, the role the students embody in their  
imaginative play becomes that of an individual who believes in 
GBJSJFT�BOE�JT�BUUFOEJOH�UP�UIFJS�IBQQJOFTTw (6).  

Charlotte remains emphatic that she believed (believes?) in fairies. 

FAIRIES
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/BOOZþ�*�TBX�B�GBJSZþw�“

&KDUORWWH��WKH�ÀQDO�\HDU�XQLYHUVLW\�VWXGHQW��WH[WHG�KHU�PXP�WR�DVN�LI�
she remembered the fairies, and her mum texted back with photos of 
WKH�OHWWHUV�WKDW�VKH·G�NHSW�VDIH�RYHU�WKH�\HDUV�²�WUHDVXUHG�IDPLO\�
mementos.  She shared them with her classmates, and Tracy shared 
some stories from her years in practice as an environmental 
educator.  

2QH�RI�&KDUORWWH·V�FODVVPDWHV�LV�D�JUDQGPRWKHU�DQG�LQYLWHG�KHU�WR�
MRLQ�KHU�IDPLO\�DW�DQ�RXWGRRU�VHWWLQJ�WKDW�KDG�ORWV�RI�IDLU\�KRXVHV���6R��
Charlotte went out to play with the grandmother, her daughter and 
WZR�JUDQGGDXJKWHUV�²�RQH�RI�ZKRP�ZDV�DJHG�ÀYH��D�VHUHQGLSLWRXV�
coincidence).  We protect their identity by naming them here as 
1DQQ\��0RWKHU�DQG�&KLOG���7UDF\�ZDV�LQYLWHG�DORQJ�WRR��DV�
SKRWRJUDSKHU�DQG�QRWH�WDNHU���7KLV�H[SHULHQFH�HQDEOHG�&KDUORWWH�WR�
consider intergenerational perspectives, alongside reviewing 
OLWHUDWXUH��KHU�RZQ�UHÁHFWLRQV�DQG�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�ZLWK�7UDF\�

:KDW�&KDUORWWH�DQG�7UDF\�IRXQG

A fairy house is a small home designed for fairies, gnomes and 
ZRRGODQG�FUHDWXUHV�WR�OLYH�LQ�������,Q�FRPSDULVRQ��WUROOV·�KRXVHV�WHQG�
to be much bigger and are often found beneath bridges (8), whilst 
XQLFRUQV�IDYRXU�¶«�IUHH��VKDUHG��XQ�SURJUDPPHG�VSDFHV��PRVW�RIWHQ�
ZLWK�WUHHV�LQ�WKHP�·�������

There are lots of different kinds of fairy houses.  Some are made 
completely from natural materials, gathered up and repurposed.  
2WKHUV�LQFOXGH�PDQPDGH�REMHFWV��VRPHWLPHV�HYHQ�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�
WKH�IDLULHV�WKHPVHOYHV���,Q�+DUULQJWRQ·V�DFFRXQW�RI�FKLOGUHQ�
HQJDJLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�VFKRRO·V�IDLU\�YLOODJH��VKH�LV�FDUHIXO�WR�H[SODLQ�WKDW�
the students create fairy houses themselves from naturally occurring 
REMHFWV�������7KH�RQO\�UXOH�WKH\�KDYH�LV�WKDW�WKH\�FDQQRW�GDPDJH�OLYLQJ�
things or else the fairies will not come and visit.  

This means that they cannot pull bark off a tree, however if the bark 
LV�DOUHDG\�RQ�WKH�ÁRRU�ZKHQ�WKH\�ÀQG�LW��WKHQ�WKH\�PD\�XVH�LW���
Creating fairy houses encourages children to observe the materials 
at their disposal in their immediate environment, developing 
observation skills and inspiring an appreciation of what is around 
them (10).  This may also enable them to feel a kind of freedom that 
is not found indoors – it is a less demanding environment, which 
offers children space to be themselves with less inhibition (11). 
 
,Q�&KDUORWWH·V�UHVHDUFK�VWXG\��VKH�GLG�QRW�REVHUYH�D�QRWLFHDEOH�
GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�WKH�IDPLO\·V�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�DOWHUQDWLYH�IRUPV�RI�
houses, the children she was with were as enchanted by those with 
PDQPDGH�REMHFWV�DV�WKH\�ZHUH�ZLWK�WKH�QDWXUDO�RQHV���:H�QRZ�VKDUH�
some of the encounters with fairies that happened during that
magical day. 

LOOKING FOR FAIRIES
When we (Charlotte and Tracy) arrived at the site, we were given a 
map marking the locations of some of the fairy doors that could be 
IRXQG���&KDUORWWH·V�LQLWLDO�WKRXJKWV�ZHUH�WKDW�WKLV�PD\�DOWHU�WKH�IDPLO\·V�
HQJDJHPHQW�WKURXJK�VHWWLQJ�DQ�REMHFWLYH�IRU�WKH�FKLOG�²�WR�ÀQG�WKH�
IDLU\�GRRUV���:KHQ�WKH�IDPLO\�MRLQHG�XV��0RWKHU�KDQGHG�&KDUORWWH�D�
small piece of paper.  It was a card the child had made for the  
fairies that we would meet.  

We set off to explore: the child was on a mission, map in hand, 
ZHOOLHV�RQ�IRRW��WR�ÀQG�WKH�IDLU\�KRPHV���:H�KXGGOHG�DURXQG�YDULRXV�
gnarly tree trunks, peeping into the small windows of the fairy 

Her grandmother and mother both responded enthusiastically.  

i8IBU�EJE�TIF�MPPL�MJLF w�

her mother asked, crouching down to give her full attention.  

“She had gold wings, a gold crown... she was the tooth fairy!”  

houses, seeing if the child could spot anything.  Charlotte and the 
child crouched down next to a small fairy house built into the fork 
between tree roots, hoping for a magical moment.  Gently, Charlotte  
whispered,

�i$BO�ZPV�TFF�BOZUIJOH w��

Carefully placing her hands onto the trunk, avoiding the muddy 
patches, Child leant in closer.  Charlotte watched her gazing into the 
dark space, when suddenly she exclaimed,

�i*�TBX�B�XJOHþw��

Charlotte recalls feeling excited, giggling gleefully, feeling as she had 
when she was a child when she saw fairies.  

The child ran back through the wood to her mother and grandmother.
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IMAGES
Tree house image on page 37 has been sourced from pxhere.com.  Other images have been 
supplied by the authors. Photographers retain copyright.

The child had recently lost two of her front teeth, and her mother told 
us that the fairy had left her a present under her pillow.  

The child quickly moved on to the next house.  When we caught up 
with her, she was beside another fairy house, built into the trunk of a 
IDOOHQ�WUHH���$V�ZH�DSSURDFKHG��WKH�FKLOG�MRLQHG�XV�RQ�WKH�SDWK�WR�WHOO�
XV�WKHUH�ZHUH�ORWV�RI�IDLULHV�LQ�WKDW�WUHH���6KH�WROG�XV�LQ�D�PDWWHU�RI�
fact way: 

i5IF�USFF�JT�SFBMMZ�GSJFOEMZ�GPS�GBJSJFT�w�

Child spent most of her time running ahead of the group, map in one 
hand, pencil in the other, searching around trees for more houses, 
XQWLO�VKH�IRXQG�D�WUHH�ZLWK�VHYHUDO�KRXVHV�DURXQG�LW���0RWKHU�DQG�
Child approached each house, carefully avoiding stepping on the 
VSULQJ�ÁRZHUV�QHDUE\���

The child knocked politely on each fairy door and the ones that 
opened she put her mouth to the doorway and whispered

�i)FMMP w

WKHQ�WXUQHG�KHU�KHDG��OLVWHQLQJ�IRU�D�UHSO\���6KH�GLG�QRW�ÀQG�DQ\�PRUH�
IDLULHV��EXW�ZH�ZDWFKHG�IURP�D�GLVWDQFH�DV�0RWKHU��1DQQ\�DQG�&KLOG�
laughed and chatted animatedly together. 

As we moved further through the garden, she pointed to a circle of 
logs and said, 

i-PPL�*�DBO�TFF�B�GBJSZþw

and ran toward them.  Charlotte followed and told her, 

“When I was little, my mum used to tell me that a circle of dark 
grass, or logs or toadstools was a fairy ring.  That’s where they 
have their parties!  Maybe we just missed them.  Sometimes I left 
TBOEXJDIFT�BOE�DBLF�PVU�GPS�UIFN�w  

FAIRIES

&KLOG�GLG�QRW�VD\�DQ\WKLQJ��MXVW�ORRNHG�DW�KHU�IRU�D�PRPHQW��EHIRUH�
UXQQLQJ�EDFN�WR�KHU�QDQQ\���6KH�WROG�1DQQ\�WKDW�ZH�KDG�MXVW�VHHQ�D�
fairy party, and they were eating cake and sandwiches.  

By the end of the trail, as the adults were stood talking, Charlotte 
noticed the child squelching in muddy puddles.  For a while she 
MXVW�ZDWFKHG��WKHQ�MRLQHG�KHU���6KH�FRSLHG�KHU��PRYLQJ�KHU�IHHW�XS�
and down to make squelching sounds.  At some point, unnoticed by 
Charlotte, the child stopped.  Totally mesmerised by the sound of the 
mud and moving her boots through it, creating shapes and swirling it 
DURXQG��LW�ZDVQ·W�XQWLO�7UDF\�DVNHG�&KDUORWWH�D�TXHVWLRQ�WKDW�VKH�
UHDOLVHG�WKDW�LW�ZDV�MXVW�KHU�SOD\LQJ�LQ�WKH�PXG��DQG�HYHU\RQH�ZDV�
UHDG\�WR�OHDYH���:H�WKLQN�VKH�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�DZD\�ZLWK�WKH�IDLULHV«��
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:KDW�GRHV�WKLV�PHDQ�IRU�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�LQ�2XWGRRU�/HDUQLQJ"

$V�+DUULQJWRQ�����H[SODLQV��WKH�VLPSOH�MR\�GHULYHG�IURP�PDJLFDO�
experiences can be traced to the idea that anything is possible.  This 
applies to adults like Charlotte as well as to children.  We can see 
from the stories shared here, that the adults and children respond 
WR�HDFK�RWKHU·V�QDUUDWLYH�FXHV�������VKDULQJ�DQG�GHYHORSLQJ�WKH�IDLU\�
experiences.  

A tree that is friendly for fairies is likely to welcome animals too, 
SURYLGLQJ�DQ�LQWURGXFWLRQ�WR�ZLOGOLIH�ZDWFKLQJ�IRU�FKLOGUHQ�

We see that the child stepped away from using the map; although 
VKH�NHSW�LW�ÀUPO\�KHOG�LQ�KHU�KDQG��VKH�GLG�QRW�IROORZ�WKH�WUDLO���&ORVH�
inspection of the map revealed it is designed to be open to
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��WKHUH�LV�QR�¶RQH�VHW�URXWH·��LQVWHDG�LW�HQFRXUDJHV��
wandering and exploration, enabling serendipitous, magic moments.

This echoes the approach to Outdoor Learning advocated by Loynes, 
who cautions that,

 “the serendipitous encounters of the heart with the landscape are 
TRVFF[FE�PVU�CZ�UIF�NBQ�XPSL�BQQSPBDI�UP�UIF�PVUEPPSTw������

&KLOGUHQ�HQMR\�DFWLYLWLHV�OLNH�WKLV�EHFDXVH�LW�HQDEOHV�WKHP�WR�WDNH��
control of their learning and be creative, which is likely to capture 
their attention for longer than being told what to do and how to create 
things.  The processes of making houses, hunting for them,  
sharing them and being conscious not to hurt the environment  
presents countless developmental opportunities.  

Play is a sociable development process.  As their language matures, 
children are able to play in multiple roles, using their voices to  
differentiate the imaginary world they are immersed in and their own 
voices to create the scene, as we saw in the stories shared here.  

Prompting the child to expand her imagination or use it in ways she 
PD\�QRW�KDYH�GRQH�EHIRUH��EHQHÀWV�KHU�OHDUQLQJ���)RU�H[DPSOH��
asking questions such as, 

i%P�ZPV�TFF�BOZUIJOH w�or,�i8IBU�EJE�UIF�GBJSZ�MPPL�MJLF�w�

expands her imaginary narrative and allows her to decide what she 
believes they look like.  

i*G�<XF>�IBE�JOnVFODF�
with the good fairy who 
is supposed to preside 
PWFS�	���
�BMM�DIJMESFO�<XF>�
should ask that her gift 
to each child in the world 
be a sense of wonder so 
indestructible that it would 
MBTU�UISPVHIPVU�MJGF�w�

“

Click here to download 
a mini guide to making 
fairy gardens (with 
general learning 
outcomes) by Learning 
through Landscapes.

CREATE A FAIRY 
GARDEN

BUILD YOUR 
NATURE 
KNOW-HOW

Make the most of 
your green spaces 
with seasonal tips – 
including how to build 
a wildlife pond from 
page 39.

Our questions for you are similar to 
WKRVH�7UDF\�DVNHG�LQ����������

Do you make time and space for 
play – for yourself and for others 
around you? 

Do you encourage others to make 
use of their imaginations? 
 
Do you share your stories, and listen 
when others tell you theirs? 

Finally, are you responsive – for  
example, how do you respond when 
a child tells you they have seen a 
fairy, presenting you with a narrative 
cue? 

Charlotte and I are going to give the  
ÀQDO�ZRUGV�WR�5DFKHO�&DUVRQ�������
which we have slightly amended to  
include us: 

/HW·V�NHHS�ÀQGLQJ�MR\�DQG�KRSH���
noticing magic moments and searching 
for fairies – and other magical  
creatures – outdoors Q 

https://www.ltl.org.uk/resources/fairy-garden/

