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What is Forest Schools?

According to Beckley (2012), Forest Schools administers learning experiences, utilising the outdoor environment. The initiative provides positive learning experiences, by motivating children to explore the world outside of the classroom. Interaction with sensory experiences during the sessions, is suggested to improve communication and language development (Martin-Denham, 2015). Forest Schools provides opportunities for children to explore and play in the outdoors whilst developing social and emotional skills (Beckley, 2012). Forest Schools is predominately utilised with children in early years settings, primary and secondary schools. In addition, the programme is suitable to support children with Special Educational Needs (SEN), due to its flexible learning approach utilising visual, kinaesthetic, interpersonal and linguistic development (Close, 2012).

Principles of Forest Schools.

Forest Schools supports the work of many educational theorists including John Piaget and Maria Montessori who both researched the role of play in the natural environment, to promote positive learning experiences (Blackwell, 2015).
According to Crowley et al. (2016), Piaget believed that children learn, through physical interaction with the world. He believed, that children cognitively develop whilst exploring the environment, building upon their knowledge via experiences. He supported the use of informal learning environments, where children could freely explore, engage, manipulate and experiment with materials (Blackwell, 2015). According to Crowley (2017), Piaget’s theory is still perceived as the initiation point, for understanding how children’s minds develop in our modern era. Components of Piaget’s theory are incorporated into the Forest Schools programme, by supporting child directed play activities, whilst in rural settings (Blackwell, 2015). 
Maria Montessori developed a theory which identified how children progress through four stages of cognitive development. The environment in which the child developed, was key to her theory. She believed that the environment, must offer appropriate experiences to learning for the child (Learning theories, 2020). Montessori supported undirected learning, with her curriculum focusing on sensory, practical, informal studies and skills, utilising bodily movement, exercises and routine. All of these components are key to Forest Schools, which in addition supports social and physical development (Blackwell, 2015).

Benefits of Forest Schools.

Children are born with a desire to experience and explore their surrounding environments. Forest Schools supports this need by encouraging curiosity. A Forest School instructor promotes learning through activities, alongside supporting and nurturing the child. Several forms of learning are utilised which include: inquiry, experiential and play based (Blackwell, 2015).

Inquiry and experiential – Children are encouraged to investigate and explore their surrounding environment. According to Blackwell (2015), children will be attracted to an area of interest which fulfils their desire to learn more about that topic. This desire to learn promotes self directed learning, whilst enhancing competency in social skills involving team building and problem solving.  

Play based learning – Children are provided with opportunities to interact with experiences, which allow for the acquisition of knowledge (Close, 2012). According to Murray and O’Brien (2006), play based learning for children leads to an improvement in motivation and concentration. 

Resilience – Forest Schools programmes facilitate taking risks. Risk taking involves children undertaking activities such as fire building and the sawing of wood. However, the risks are calculated and are undertaken within a safe, controlled environment (Close, 2012). According to the Association of Young People’s Health (2016), resilience is an essential element which is required for children to develop positive life skills.

Physical skills – Activities undertaken by children on the programme help to develop their gross and fine motor skills, which are essential elements of child development. As such activities involve bodily movements, improvements in physical stamina can also be seen (Murray and O’Brien, 2006). 

Language and communication – Sensory activities are suggested to improve language development in children by promoting the use of both spoken and written language (Murray and O’Brien, 2006). Activities offered to children during Forest Schools programmes, actively encourage all areas of language development. Children are also involved in both verbal and non-verbal forms of communication. To promote the use of spoken language which is a key life skill, children are given opportunities to work individually or in groups.

Social benefits – According to Murray and O’Brien (2006), children involved in Forest Schools programmes develop an increase in their awareness, regarding the consequences of their actions. During the programme, children are able to develop a sense of team building, which results in the ability to work in groups with others, developing their own assertiveness skills.

Learner wellbeing  - All areas of a child’s health are interlinked by their emotional, social, physical and mental health. Opportunities offered by Forest Schools, are suggested to reduce the negative impacts of mental illness, by interacting simply with nature. The programme is holistic with the environment offering a perfect location  perfect for fostering positive child development. In addition, children experience feelings of pride, belonging, optimism, fulfilment, enjoyment and safety; all of which are positive emotions and promote good health, self esteem and confidence in children (Beckley, 2012).

Cognitive competence – Cognitive competence involves problem solving, decision making, planning and setting goals in life. Exposure to the natural environment is suggested to increase cognitive competence in learners, whilst aiding and improving concentration levels. Cognitive skills are critical to promoting resilience, as children progress to adulthood. Forest Schools programmes promote all aspects of cognitive competence (Beckley, 2012).

Foundation Phase - The Welsh Assembly Government utilised the theories of both Montessori and Piaget whilst developing the Foundation Phase in Wales. Elements of both their work, can be observed in their teaching and learning pedagogy strategies (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). In addition, Forest Schools also supports the outdoor learning elements of the Foundation Phase (Forest Schools Wales, 2020).
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