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What are the benefits of forest school in early years education?

Abstract
Forest school is becoming an ever-increasing popular form of pedagogy which has spread worldwide. Originating from Scandinavia in the 1950’s, forest school focuses to place emphasis on the significance of children interacting with nature from a young age. It is an original concept acutely embedded with nature, advancing considerably throughout the years. Contributing an individual mix of personal development and environmental education. When providing regular sessions, forest School provides children with the opportunity to grow holistically, in addition to championing supported risk taking, exploration and play. Forest school also plays a major role in the development of children’s confidence and self-esteem via first hand experiences. The data collected within this research is designed to give an insight into the benefits of forest school in early years education. To gain the results require visiting several different settings in various geographical areas, therefore giving a wide variety of different types of outdoor learning and forest school experiences. This will also indicate, that regardless of social economic status or resources/areas used, whether forest school and outdoor learning (being the common denominator) does benefit early years education. Ethical considerations such as the child’s welfare and wellbeing, informed consent, risk assessments and confidentiality are just some of the topics to take into account when planning any research project.
Literature Review 

Forest school, how does forest school and out door learning benefit young children in early years education. Forest School is an educational approach that promotes child-led learning in natural environments. Forest School promotes social-emotional skills such as teamwork, communication, and resilience. The outdoor nature of Forest School encourages physical activity, which is vital for motor skill development and general overall health. Activities, that are participated in during forest school such as climbing, running, and balancing improve coordination, strength, and agility. Children in nature-based programs show significantly better motor skills compared to peers in traditional classroom settings. Alongside to this, exposure to outdoor elements strengthens the immune system in young children and reduces the likelihood of childhood obesity. The emphasis on risk-taking and independence allows children to assess and manage risks safely, fostering a sense of responsibility and resilience. Outdoor learning environments also enhance cognitive development by fostering problem-solving, creativity, and independent thinking. Children engaged in Forest School activities demonstrate improved critical thinking and decision-making skills. A study by Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2019) found that exposure to natural environments enhances children’s curiosity and motivation, contributing to better academic engagement. Additionally, Bilton (2010) suggests that Forest School encourages experiential learning, aligning with constructivist theories by Piaget (1952) and Vygotsky (1978). Through hands-on experiences, children actively construct knowledge, reinforcing memory retention and cognitive flexibility. Forest school originates from Scandinavia, and it has since gained in popularity within the early years education sector, one of the main reasons being for its emphasis on holistic child development, risk-taking, and outdoor learning. This literature review explores the cognitive, social-emotional, and physical benefits of Forest School in early childhood education. Forest school is relatively new to England, initially introduced in 1994 aimed at nursery school children. FEI, The Role of the Forest Education Initiative, was considerably more central in Wales and Scotland, this was mainly due to the fact that the percentage of land owned by the Commission is so much less. However, in England, this did not deter Susannah Podmore supporting early funding bids to the Woodland Improvement Grant scheme in addition to being help support the setting up of the Forest School Association. In 1990, the government decided to concentrate on developing literacy in early years as influenced by theorists such as Dewey, Issacs and Froebel instead of following the preferred holistic approach, which had helped with the initial development of forest school, as desired by professional practitioners. In Wales, The Foundation Phase Framework (FPF) requires teachers to engage in pedagogy of the outdoor environment, in addition to assisting exploratory learning. The Department for Education states within the curriculum that young children in key stage 1 must take part in outdoor and adventurous activity challenges both individually and within a team. In England the EYFS states that practitioners must provide regular access to appropriate outdoor space, in addition to providing a wide range of opportunities for children to move freely throughout the day, both indoors and outside, whether they are alone or with others. EYFS also states that providers must have access to an outdoors play area or, if that is not possible, ensure that outdoor activities are planned and carried out on a daily basis. The EYFS states that being outdoors has a positive impact on children’s development as well as outdoor learning plays a crucial role in helping children make sense of the world and grasps the basic concept of science. This is where forest school and the curriculum combine together, forming effective pedagogy while also providing an immersive learning experience. Examples of how forest school links with early years curricula are activities such as smell pots which link in with EYFS curriculum areas - creativity, knowledge, another activity such as collecting material to burn which links in with EYFS areas  personal, social and emotional, knowledge and understanding of the World curriculum and making a tipi linking EYFS curriculum areas – personal, social and emotional, problem solving, reasoning and numeracy. Globally acknowledged theorists, such as Friedrich Froebel, John Dewey, Maria Montessori, Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, amongst many other theorists worldwide have not only reinforced but determined the Danish early years pedagogical implementation of utilizing outdoors, leading to seven pedagogical principles of practice. Consisting of a holistic approach to children’s learning and development, each child is competent and unique. Children are active and interactive learners. Children need real-life, first-hand experiences. Children thrive in child--centred environments. Children need time to experiment and develop independent thinking, and the last one being learning comes from social interactions. Dianne A Vella-Brodrick and Krystyna Gilowska, K acknowledged that children who are introduced to the natural environment at a young age experience improvements in well-being and health, especially in children that have been exposed to nature for prolonged periods time. Benefiting to their social and academic performance and well-being in addition to the child’s physical and psychological capabilities. Continuous pedagogy within the natural environment has been administered in numerous educational programmes demonstrating the numerous advantages that pedagogy of the outdoor education and natural habitats enveloped within forest school aid physical activity (motor function and abilities) and child behaviours (cooperative play, prosocial behaviour) in young children. Forest school and outdoor learning is tailored to assist young children’s physical and learning activities. Allen Cooper, is in agreement, however, appears to present additional psychological and health advantages for children who participate in outdoor learning compared to children who did not participate. The significance of pre-school pedagogy nurturing good health, sustained learning, cognitive and emotional skills and academic achievement are entrenched in early years continuing through child’s educational journey. Nature-based experiences have been linked to stress reduction and enhanced mood in young children however despite its benefits, Forest School faces challenges such as accessibility, teacher training, and safety concerns. Unfortunately, not all schools have access to suitable outdoor learning spaces, therefore limiting participation. In addition to this, teachers may require specialized training to facilitate outdoor learning effectively and to be able to participate in the pedagogy of forest school. Another criticism of forest school is the lack of standardized assessment methods to measure learning outcomes in Forest School settings. It is argued that without structured evaluations, it is difficult to compare the effectiveness of forest school to that of the traditional education models in early years education.


Methodological considerations 

When conducting research based upon the benefits of forest school in early years education, I felt that the best sample to use would be to utilise not one but several primary school settings. In addition to this I also chose schools that are not just located in urban settings but also rural settings. I have come to this conclusion because, in my opinion, the best people to talk to would be the people that actively participate in forest school. I also felt it necessary to seek data from more than one school so as to analyse the results, giving a broader range of answers, more detailed, in depth and accurate representation of findings. In choosing schools that are not only in rural settings but also in urban settings will provide an in depth consideration of the barriers and benefits the school experiences within the pedagogy of forest school. This will also identify how each individual setting can either utilise geographical location or how to overcome any barriers experienced when teaching forest school, allowing the researcher to be able to conclude what works well and whether geographical location really does matter in the pedagogy of forest school. In choosing more than one setting will also provide an opportunity to analyse how the frequency and duration of forest school within the various schools can affect the pedagogy of forest school. I also chose to collect findings from a full time forest school to enable me to discover the impact of forest school on students attending forest school full time compared to schools that teach a broader range of subjects. Forest school is a child centred inspirational educational experience allowing children to develop holistically in a nature setting, Forest school is important as it plays a major role in helping children to become more confident in participating in supported risk taking while boosting the child’s self-esteem. In addition to this forest school also helps children to develop socially, spiritually, emotionally, intellectually and physically. Inspiring a deep and meaningful connection to the world with a understanding of how they blend within it, forest school also creates a nurturing, non-judgemental and safe environment for children to explore. It is also believed that exposure to nature has a positive impact on young childrens health, resulting in improved health and well-being. Children that experience nature for a prolonged period experience benefits to their well-being, in addition to social and academic performance. However, despite the known advantages to being in contact with nature and outdoor learning/play activities for children's health, concerns are still arising regarding the ever-increasing number of young children who do not to spend enough time outside in the natural environment. This can be due to a number of factors, such as geographical location, economic status and the ever-increasing lure of digital technology such as mobile phones, tv and games consoles. Prolonged contact with natural outdoor environments has been implemented in various educational practices displaying that young children who are exposed to nature at school are more likely to reap benefits in physical activity (motor function and competencies) and child behaviours (cooperative play, prosocial behaviour) in children from preschool to primary school in comparison to children who attend indoor school. The importance of preschool education in promoting good health, cognitive and emotional skills, and sustained learning and academic achievement are established from an early age and will continue across a child's early life and school journey. When conducting research, it is crucial to choose the appropriate research method, the researcher needs to be able to gather reliable and accurate results. Dependant on the research topic, questions and the nature of the subject being researched, will determine the method of which the information is collected. Different research types serve distinct purposes and should be chosen based on the research question, objectives, and feasibility. Qualitative research is useful for exploring in-depth perceptions and experiences, whereas quantitative research is better for measuring patterns and relationships. To gather the information required I decided that it would be more beneficial to do a collection of methods rather than just the one method, I made this decision as I felt that would be the best way to get a better understanding of the results, I also felt it would give more of a wide variety of information as some techniques are better at collating information whereas another form of collating information may be more accurate. For example, interviews, observations, case studies and focus groups are more qualitative. They examine meanings, experiences and perceptions in more depth to gain a understanding as to how and why. These methods provide more detailed and in depth in sight into the chosen topic whereas the method using surveys and experiments tend to be more quantitative. These types of methods are more mathematical, and statistic based, discovering theories and providing a more measured result. These types of methods are better placed when comparing figures etc, the results tend to be more generalised therefore they lack depth and accuracy. With this in mind, I decided the best way to gather information would be to use observations, questionnaires and interviews. Questionnaires will provide the statistic information required however they do not provide an accurate answer whereas interviewing several people will give a more detailed insight and will allow the accumulation of data of which can be analysed and the results can be compared, this is where the benefit of a questionnaire come in, as, using the information from a questionnaire will give a more statistical result which will enable you to not only see what works well and where but it will also show you statistics enabling the researcher to not only observe what works well but also measure the impact of forest school in early years education. Observations allow the researcher to not only see the impact of the benefits of forest school but also understand it, observations also allow the researcher to record their findings which can then be seen by others for them to understand and make their own connections. When using these techniques, the researcher must be mindful of data protection and follow the correct procedures in order to gain the correct form of consent to carry out the research. This includes ensuring you have permission from the school and parents to speak to the children and record their answers, you will also need permission if you will be recording the participants answers, especially if they are young children, you would need to obtain permission from the child’s parent or carers. In addition to this the researcher needs to be mindful of the way in which the information collected and the details of the participants are stored and used. The researcher must be familiar with GDPR and follow the university’s guidelines on how to conduct research in the correct manor. Triangulation is a method used that involves various types of research methods. Triangulation is a research strategy that includes several methods, theories, data sources or investigations to increase the validity, reliability and credibility of the results of the research, it is an extremely useful tool when conducting research as it not only helps to determine results by allowing the researcher to compare the findings via different sources it also reduces researcher bias and enables the findings to come across more trustworthy, each method has their own limitations therefore bringing multiple methods together compensates for their weaknesses. Triangulation allows the researcher to accumulate multiple perspectives on the chosen topic which allows the findings to be more broad rather than one sided and looks at various different perspectives. There are several types of triangulation, there is methodological triangulation which uses different research methods, for example interviews, observations and surveys. Combining qualitative interviews with quantitative surveys in an education study. There is Investigator Triangulation which entails multiple researchers analysing the same data. Data Triangulation involve the use of multiple data sources (different participants, time periods, locations). Theoretical Triangulation applies different theoretical perspectives to interpret data, for example, analysing early childhood learning in Forest School using Investigator Triangulation involves multiple researchers analysing the same data and environmental Triangulation studies the same phenomenon in different settings or contexts. Comparing Forest School programs in urban vs. rural schools. When conducting research on the benefits of forest school in early years education requires a carefully designed methodology that balances quantitative measurement in addition to qualitative depth. Using triangulation, ethical considerations, and a strong sampling strategy will improve the study’s credibility.

Ethical considerations

When planning a research project about the benefits of forest school in early years education, it is important that several ethical considerations are taken into account. The research must be conducted in a responsible manner and with integrity. The adult who conducts the research must do so with transparency and integrity, the researcher must be clear about the purpose of the research and avoid any deception, disclose any funding sources and/or potential conflicts of interest. It is also important that the researcher guarantees that all the data obtained are reported accurately and without bias. It is imperative for the researcher to obtain informed consent; it is vital and extremely important that the researcher gains consent from the child’s parents and/or guardians before participating and including any young children in the research. If the children that will be participating in the research are old enough to understand what is happening, consent may be granted from themselves in addition to the parents and school’s consent, providing that the researcher explains the research in a manner of which the child can understand. As children may not completely or accurately understand the implications of taking part of the research, therefore the research and the reasoning for the research alongside the activities that will be undertaken as part of the research should be explained to the child in a clear, precise and age-appropriate manner. The parents and/or guardians of the children that will be participating in the research must be granted the opportunity to speak to the person who is responsible for conducting the research and be able to ask any questions that they may have prior to granting permission for the child to partake in the research. Written consent must be obtained and documented, and the children should be advised that they have the right to withdraw their consent at any point. If other adults such as staff members (teachers, volunteers and forest school staff) are also going to be taking part, the researcher must ensure that the adult involved is completely aware, understands and has complete knowledge of the aim of the research, the purpose of the research and give their consent to participate in the research. In order to protect the confidentiality of the participants the person conducting the research must follow data protection and regulations, for example, the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) or equivalent local laws (British Educational Research Association (BERA). Confidentiality and data protection are extremely important and very serious, the adult conducting the research must ensure that all data and information collected (interviews, observations, recordings) are kept confidential and anonymous. The identity of all children, parents and educators that take part must remain anonymous. Data protection regulations must be followed at all times when handling personal information. The data obtained must be stored securely and access should only be allowed to authorised personnel only. Consider GDPR and the regulations involved, the researcher must be compliant with/and aware of this information. If the researcher is planning on using any visual or audio recordings, they must obtain specific consent and be clear on how the information will be used and how it will be stored. If appropriate, obtain assent from children, explaining the study in a way they can understand. The child/children’s wellbeing and welfare must be prioritised at all times. The safety and well-being of young children is paramount, the researcher must ensure, that by participating in the research, that it does not interfere with the child’s/children’s play, education or emotional well-being. The researcher must consider any potential risks, for example, outdoor environment hazards, and ensure that the appropriate safeguards are implemented. Research that involves young children in outdoor environments like Forest School must prioritize physical and emotional safety. Children should not experience stress, discomfort, or harm due to participation. Researchers must consider and assess any risks related to outdoor learning settings, such as weather conditions, potential hazards and uneven ground. The research should be conducted in ways that align with child-led learning principles to avoid coercion. Sometimes, a child may feel obliged to participate due to the power dynamics between themselves and the adults therefore the adult undertaking the research must take into consideration and be mindful of the power dynamics between researchers, children and teachers. The individual conducting the research must ensure that the child’s participation is voluntary, and children do not feel pressured to take part. Provide several opportunities for the child/children to express their content at taking part and their willingness to co-operate, ensuring that the child/children feel comfortable should they no longer wish to partake and they can opt out at any point without fear of any consequences. It is also important to be careful when deciphering the children's behaviour, establish that observations are non-biased and objective. Be mindful when you conduct any interviews and observations to avoid putting the child under any pressure or causing the child any anxiety. It is also important to gain approval from an ethics committee or institutional review board (IRB) before starting research. Follow professional ethical guidelines (British Educational Research Association (BERA), American Educational Research Association (AERA)). Forest school may not be equally accessible to every child, this could be for various reasons, such as socio-economic status, disability related barriers or cultural values therefore the adult who conducts the research must be aware of diverse cultural backgrounds and parental attitudes towards outdoor education. The researcher must also ensure that the research methods used are inclusive and do not disadvantage any group. It is important consider accessibility for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). Ethical research on the benefits of forest school in early years education requires informed consent, child protection, confidentiality, inclusivity, and transparency. Following professional guidelines at all time will ensure that young child/children’s rights and well-being are consistently prioritized in addition to maintaining research integrity.
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