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[image: ]The reason I have chosen Forest School is because I believe it to be a good example of one of the contexts other than Schools that supports children’s learning. Also, there has been considerable research on how significant Forest School is for young children. The Forest School approach to learning is based on a 1950’s Scandinavian innovative approach to outdoor learning. Within Forest School, a huge emphasis is placed on children experiencing a hands-on approach and positive learning experiences by having repeated and regular interactions within a natural woodland area. Having a hands-on experience opportunity is significant, because there has been considerable research showing how children learn best through experiencing and using their senses. According to (British Telecommunications plc, 2018) ‘it’s via these experiences that learning remains with us into adulthood’. 
[image: ]Within Forest School, children undertake different tasks and activities which can help them to build on their knowledge and this clearly can be identified as a way of supporting their learning. A good example would be learning about different seasons and related weather patterns and clearly this can relate to their study of geography. Here, it can be safely said that Forest School support children’s learning as it encourages children to learn about the natural environment that they live in. Another good example could be learning about different plants that are around them as well as mini beasts and this can be reinforced study in science in the classroom environment. However, the advantages here are that children can physically see these things and experience them in real life, whereas they might not have the opportunities to see all of these things in the classroom environment, but only see them in books. This can be related to Frobel’s (1782-1852), viewpoint, who strongly believed that there is a need for children to be close to nature. He proposed that education is not all about formal learning and that children must discover the world around them, so that they get knowledge, awareness and understanding of the world in which they live. 
Froebel introduced the idea of a Kindergarten in the 19th century.  Here, children were encouraged to play in the outdoors where Froebel believed children could naturally develop and learn. He proposed that by using and exploring natural materials this would benefit and aid children’s cognitive development. For example, the following is a lovely observation of a young child learning about cause and effect:  
‘He makes a little garden by his father’s fence, maps out a rivers course in the cart trach or ditch, studies the effect of the fall and pressure on his small water wheel, or observes a piece of flat wood or brake as it floats on the water which he had dammed to form a pool’ (Lilley, 1967 quoted in Tovey. H, 2007, p. 42). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In my opinion, Froebel’s work is crucial in understanding the importance of the outdoors on children’s development and his influence is still present in today’s practice and it can clearly be seen as being implemented in Forest School ethos. This ethos encourages a child-initiated approach to play, meaning that children in Forest School have opportunities and freedom to learn by themselves. There are many benefits within spontaneous and child-initiated play and increasing confidence and self-esteem are high on the agenda. Children are also able to be creative and imaginative and this works towards them developing social skills. The Forest School ethos offers opportunities for social skills such as sharing ideas and turn taking and working collaboratively with others.
Children can also take up different skills in Forest School and one of the skills that I have seen being developed was den building, which provides opportunities for children to work together, make friends, turn-taking, sharing, solving problems and helping each other.  Clearly, this can be related to Vygotsky’s (1896-1934) theory wherein he states that children learn through social interaction and that ‘children will use play as a means to grow socially’ (Rollins, 2017). He also proposed that the child is a ‘collaborative learner’ (not a ‘lone scientist’). This implies that children learn through interaction, socialising and working in collaboration. 
[image: ]In the Llys Nini Forest School there is a big emphasis on world events, whereby they celebrate with other children so that children can learn about what is going in the world. For instance, they celebrated pancake day, and each child was making their own pancake. So, here it could be said that the children have learned about all of the ingredients that were needed to make pancakes, and the reasons why we celebrate Shrove Tuesday. It could be concluded that making pancakes has therefore successfully supported the children’s learning.
[image: ][image: ]Some of the other activities that children can undertake in Llys Nini Forest School may include ’Mad Kitchen’, using clay, natural painting using leaves etc. All of these activities enable the children to use their imagination and creativity. Again, this can be related to Vygotsky’s theory wherein he believed that ‘creativity is the foundation for art as well as for science and technology’ (Lindqvist, 2003, p. 249). This highlights creativity as being a foundation layer to learning. In relation to imagination Vygotsky stated that:
“…the more a child sees, hears, and experiences, the more he knows and assimilates, the more elements of reality he will have in his experience, and the more productive will be the operation of his imagination” Vygotsky (1930 quoted in Art. Play. Children. Learning. 2019, p. 6). Undeniably, being outdoors and engaging in outdoor play is crucial for children learning.
We could consider that children experiencing the natural environment first-hand is the best way for them to learn about it, and that these interactions can be seen to be a positive part of their childhood which supports their learning. It can be said that experiencing nature supports children’s learning in different ways and that the benefits of woodland play are highlighted by the New Economics Foundation, who found that the Forest School approach develops children’s knowledge, awareness and understanding of the natural environment itself, providing children with confidence to ‘develop a responsible independence and initiate their own play and learning’ Murray and O’Brien (2005 quoted in Macleod-Brudenell, I. and Kay, J. 2008, p. 215).
[bookmark: _Hlk29541263]However, some would argue that a disadvantage here is that with free choice children may not take up the opportunities to expand their skills and learning but decide to focus on the same task or activity. However, Isaacs (1929 quoted in Tovey 2007, p. 119) has proposed that ‘Play has the greatest value for the child when it is really free and his own’. It appears that when involved in free play and children are able to be creative and move freely in their own way children become more relaxed and confident in participation and engagement. This allows children to develop their play and aid them to make connections in their learning.
It could be argued that Margaret McMillan’s (1860-1931), theories about play and outdoor learning and her opening an ‘open air nursery’ could today be linked to the Forest School Approach to learning. McMillan opened an open-air nursery school in Peckham London in 1914. She believed that the outdoor environment was imperative to children’s health and education and considered it to be a ‘learning vehicle’ where children could develop their sensory awareness through outdoor play.  McMillan captured the importance of outdoor play stating “to feel one’s life in every limb that is the life of early childhood” McMillan (1919 quoted in Woods, A. 2017, p. 96).  
It can be said that from personal observation at the Llys Nini Forest School McMillan’s theory and statement is clear to see, as observations of discovery, movement and exploration are very evident in children’s play and learning in the Forest School environment.
To conclude, Forest School can be seen as an enabling environment which integrates all areas of learning and embraces a holistic approach that offers children the opportunity to increase their knowledge and understanding of the world in which they live. It can also be said that it offers opportunities for empowerment with the development of a ‘can-do' attitude for life and long-term learning.  
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