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Slide notes
Slide 1 – intro 
In this presentation, I will be discussing the efficacy of forest schools and outdoor activities for children with adverse childhood experiences.

Slide 2 - Content
To begin, I will briefly discuss what adverse childhood experiences are, what leads a child to experience ACEs, and how they can impact children, but also follow them into adulthood. 
I will then introduce forest schools, exploring how they originated, what they offer to children, and the range of outdoor activities that are included in these interventions. 
The second half of this presentation will be to critically evaluate the effectiveness of using forest schools and outdoor activities for children with ACEs, comparing its strengths and limitations and using relevant research. 

Slide 3 - ACES
Adverse childhood experiences are traumatic events that children and adolescents experience. These might include different forms of abuse, such as physical, emotional, or sexual, as well as neglect. ACEs can also involve situations like witnessing domestic violence, having a parent with mental health and substance abuse issues, or dealing with family separation or incarceration. Social conditions like poverty or living in underprivileged and deprived areas can increase the risk of children experiencing ACEs. 
Adverse childhood experiences have been associated with a wide range of challenges later in life, affecting mental, physical, and social wellbeing. People who experience ACEs are more likely to develop mental health conditions like depression and anxiety. They may also experience physical health problems, including heart disease, obesity and certain types of cancers. 
ACEs can increase the likelihood of harmful behaviours, such as substance abuse, self-harm and smoking, and can negatively affect relationships, leading to issues like intimate partner violence and social isolation. 
Exposure to adverse childhood experiences also presents considerable risks for adolescent during their developmental stages. These risks include academic challenges, body dysmorphic disorder, anxiety, and difficulties with emotional regulation, all of which can contribute to internalising disorders in adulthood. 
To address the impact of ACEs, various interventions have been created. The most commonly used are psychosocial interventions, such as support groups, art therapy, and cognitive behavioural therapy. Forest schools, however, are a more recent form of intervention designed for children to support them with their development, often for those with mental health or developmental disorders. This approach emphasises connection with nature, encourages child-led activities, and supports the development of essential life skills. 

Slide 4 – Forest schools and outdoor activity’s introduction
The Forest School Association defines forest schools as a child-centred approach to learning that supports holistic development through play, exploration and guided risk-taking. This method helps children build confidence and self-esteem by offering hands-on experiences and opportunities for team building. 
This approach originated in Scandinavia and was then integrated into the Danish school curriculum during the 1980’s to support both practical and academic skill development in children. 
Danish schools place strong emphasis on the value of outdoor learning, recognising it as a core element of their curriculum. They advocate for child-learning in natural settings, believing it enhances engagement and enriches learning experiences. The growing interest in forest schools may be due to children spending increasing amounts of time indoors, influenced by the rise of social media and technology in both home and school environments over the past decade. Reduced opportunities for outdoor play can negatively affect children’s development, limiting social and emotional growth through lack of play and contributing to the rising rates of childhood obesity and related health issues due to insufficient physical activity and outdoor exposure.
It was then introduced to the UK in the 1990’s and has since gained popularity, particularly within nursery schools and primary education settings. While forest schools in the UK initially adopted this model to support early childhood development, the approach has since evolved to include older children, particularly those with additional learning needs or those with mental health challenges.

Slide 5 – Forest school interventions
According to the Forest School Association, there are six core principles that define a forest school. These include the long-term principle, which emphasises the importance of regular sessions with the same group of leaders. This consistency helps build trust, encourages collaboration and allows for clear boundaries to be established. 
Second is the nature principle, which highlights the importance of natural environments, such as woodlands and forests, that give learners the opportunity to connect with nature, explore new surroundings, and develop an understanding of ecological and environmental issues. 
Third is the risk principle, where children are supported in taking appropriate risks to help build their confidence, motivation and personal interests. 
The fourth focuses on holistic learning, where experiences in forest schools are intentionally designed to help children transfer the skills, they develop to both educational and home environments. This approach supports the development of physical, cognitive, social and emotional skills, such as communication and problem-solving, through a wide variety of activities.
The fifth principle is leadership, which ensures that forest schools are led by qualified practitioners who possess the necessary skills and knowledge to effectively support learners in outdoor environments. 
The sixth and final principle is community, which emphasises the importance of learner-centred approaches. This involves offering children choices in play and activities, allowing the sessions to be tailored to their individual needs, interests, and developmental goals. 
These principles, as suggested by the Forest School association, are the key elements to a successful, safe and supportive environment for learners. 

Slide 6 – Theoretical framework – attachment theory
There are a number of psychological and educational theories that help explain why forest schools can be beneficial for children who have faced adverse childhood experiences. One theory is Bowlby’s attachment theory (1944), which suggests that early life trauma may lead to insecure attachment patterns in adulthood. These patterns are often linked to difficulties with mental health, relationships and behaviour later in life. 
Knight et al. (2023) proposes that attachment to a place can develop through participation in forest schools, shifting the traditional view of attachment from interpersonal relationships to connections with the environment. This concept refers to the meaningful emotional bonds that individuals form with specific places. Over time, these bonds can evolve into lasting affecting connections. This ‘attachment to place’ typically arses from repeated, positive experiences in a setting that offers joy, security, and engaging activities, ultimately supporting emotional regulation and a sense of safety. 
Cumming and Nash (2015) support the idea of attachment to place within forest schools, particularly for children who have experienced ACEs. They argue that these settings can provide a sense of belonging for children who may not feel connected or supported at home. Furthermore, they suggest that forest schools and outdoor learning environments foster peer relationships, which in turn help to build confidence and strengthen self-identity, reducing the negative effects of poor attachment later in life. 

Slide 7– Trauma-informed practice
Trauma-informed practice is an educational approach that supports the use of forest schools for children who have experienced adverse childhood experiences. It was developed to guide educators and professionals, such as forest school practitioners, in recognising and responding to the effects of trauma, abuse, and other adverse events. Traumatic experiences can have a lasting impact on a child’s stress response system, often leaving them in a heightened state of stress or ‘fight or flight’. Prolonged exposure to this state can reduce a child’s window of tolerance, making it harder for them to manage intense emotions. As a result, they may dissociate, withdraw, or display heightened emotional responses such as panic or anger. This can significantly affect their ability to regulate their emotions, concentrate, process information, and solve problems. In a school setting, these challenges can disrupt learning, strain relationships with peers and teachers, and effect the child’s development (Mulholland & O’Toole, 2021). 
Therefore, creating a supportive school environment, where staff are trained to understand and respond to trauma, is essential for children’s development and well-being. Trauma-informed training equips educators with the skills and knowledge to foster safe, nurturing spaces and to build trusting relationships with their students. When trauma-informed practitioners are present, in both schools and forest school settings, they help shift the narrative away from labelling children as ‘disruptive’ or ‘naughty’, recognising instead that these behaviours often stem from emotional dysregulation. With the right support, teachers can help children identify and understand their emotions, guide them back to a calm state, validate their experiences, and offer consistent reassurance during challenging times. 
Mulholland and O’Toole (2021) developed a six-week trauma-informed social and emotional learning programme designed to support children’s cognitive, emotional, and behavioural aspects of self-regulation. The programme incorporated carefully selected activities that encouraged children to learn both independently and from one another. These included den-building, a ‘stick people’ task involving storytelling based on real or imagined scenarios, and relaxation exercises at the end of each session to promote calm and relaxation. 

Slide 8 – strengths
To evaluate the effectiveness of forest schools and outdoor activities as interventions for children who have experienced adverse childhood experiences, it’s important to consider both their strengths and limitations.
One key strength of forest schools lies in the positive influence of natural environments on children’s emotional wellbeing. Research has shown that spending time in nature is associated with lower cortisol levels, helping to reduce stress and support emotional regulation. According to Richardson (2019), natural environments elicit calming physiological responses like relaxation, joy, and wonder. These experiences help balance the body’s stress systems, leading to more stable moods, and a greater sese of emotional control. 
Hepworth et al. (2022) explored this by running a 12-week forest school programme for children aged 7 to 8. Participants were split into two groups – one engaged in outdoor learning and the other remained in a traditional classroom setting. By the end of the programme, children in the forest school group reported feeling less bored and tired, and calmer and happier, compared to their classroom-based peers. Although no significant differences were found in cognitive performance or self-esteem, the emotional benefits were clear. 
Forest schools also help prepare children for learning by equipping them with emotional and cognitive tools that are essential for academic success. Mason et al (2021) conducted a systematic review which found that even brief exposure to natural settings can enhance children’s attention spans, working memory, and academic performance. Supporting this, McCree et al. (2018) examined a long-term forest school programme involving children aged from 5 to 7 from disadvantaged backgrounds who were considered to be ‘struggling to thrive’ due to factors such as educational needs, behavioural difficulties, or challenges at home. After attending weekly outdoor sessions for three years, the children showed noticeable improvements in self-confidence, emotional expression, and the ability to self-regulate. Both teachers and parents also reported positive developments in the children’s academic progress. 

Slide 9 - strengths
Creativity and play are central elements of the forest school model. Unlike the structured activities in common classroom settings, outdoor learning encourages child-led exploration. This gives children space to use their imagination, take initiative, and engage meaningfully with their environment and peers. Outdoor spaces also offer physical challenges that are not found indoors. Activities such as climbing or exploring unknown environments, often described as ‘risk play’, allow children to test their limits safely. Egan et al (2022) argue that these experiences are essential for building resilience, confidence, and self-esteem, which are particularly important for children recovering from trauma or adversity. 
Sella et al. (2023) conducted a systematic review focused on young children aged 3 to 6 years old, identifying consistent improvements in creativity, social behaviour, and play-based interactions among those attending forest schools. Teachers reported that these children showed stronger communication and cooperation skills compared to peers in traditional learning settings. 
Another strength of forest schools is their restorative quality. Natural environments tend to gently hold attention, offering children a psychological break. Unlike busy urban settings, which can be overstimulating and mentally exhausting, forests provide a sense of calm and allow for deeper personal reflection. This is especially valuable for children with conditions like ADHD, who may struggle to focus or manage their energy levels in conventional classrooms. Roe & Aspinall (2011) found that adolescents with behavioural difficulties who attend forest school sessions showed reduced stress and anger, alongside improved mood and behaviour. They also noted an increased sense of motivation and goal setting, suggesting that time in nature may help young people reflect on their aspirations and feel more capable of achieving them. 
These findings highlight how forest schools can play a significant role in supporting emotional regulation, social development, creativity, and behavioural outcomes, especially for children who have experienced trauma or adversity. 

Slide 10 – limitations
While forest schools present promising potential as an intervention for children with adverse childhood experiences, several challenges and limitations need to be addressed.
One major limitation is the significant lack of empirical evidence supporting the effectiveness of forest schools specifically for children with ACEs and mental health challenges. While forest schools have been widely studied in general educational contexts, few studies focus explicitly on children who have experienced trauma. Even among the available studies, many suffer from methodological issues, particularly small sample sizes, which reduce the generalisability of the findings. For instance, Hepworth et al. (2022) studied 151 children aged 7 to 8 years, while Roe and Aspinall only included 18 students with an average age of 11. These small sample sizes are insufficient and problematic because they do not accurately represent the diverse needs and experiences of children with ACEs, including others with disabilities, mental health conditions, or those entering early adulthood, all groups that may in fact benefit the most from such interventions. 
Adding to this issue is the general lack of awareness and understanding regarding the unique needs of children who have experienced trauma. Although the benefits of nature-based learning for children in mainstream education are increasingly recognised, it cannot be assumed that these same outcomes apply universally. Children with ACEs often require more tailored support, including specialised activities that address their emotional regulation, social development, and psychological resistance. Without targeted research and programme development, forest schools risk overlooking these crucial needs. Therefore, it is essential that future studies not only include more diverse and representative samples but also explore how forest school models can be adapted to effectively support children with complex developmental and emotional needs. 
Slide 11 - limitations
Accessibility is another significant limitation. Forest schools are not widely available, in Wales for example, there are fewer than 20 forest schools. This lack of availability makes it difficult for all schools to offer such programmes, and children with ACEs are particularly disadvantaged in this regard. While some additional learning needs schools may have annual visits to forest schools, mainstream schools, where many children with ACEs are enrolled, often do not have this opportunity. Although there are private outdoor learning centres, many children with ACEs come from underprivileged backgrounds or face other challenges at home that make accessing these centres financially or logistically impossible (Schneller et al., 2017). Without increased support from organisations like Estyn or initiatives from the Welsh Government to implement specialised service for children with ACEs, opportunities for these children to participate in forest schools remain extremely limited. 

Weather and seasonal constraints also further limit the effectiveness and availability of forest schools. The outdoor nature of these programmes means that they are often weather dependent. And poor weather, which is common in the UK, can make outdoor learning inconsistent and less reliable than classroom interventions. For children with ACEs, such disruptions and inconsistent plans can be a challenge in itself.  

Slide 12 - limitations
Lastly, the suitability of forest schools for adolescents and young adults Is another area of concern. While these programs have shown to be beneficial for younger children, it is unclear whether they are equally as effective for teenagers or young adults, who may have more complex social, emotional and developmental needs. As children get older, they may need more advance interventions. Therefore, research is needed to explore how forest schools can be adapted to provide support for older children (Leather, 2018; Roe & Aspinall, 2011). 

Slide 13 - conclusion
To conclude, current research and literature suggest that forest schools could be a highly effective intervention, not only for children with adverse childhood experiences or disabilities, but for all children. These programs provide opportunities for play and growth in natural environments, where children can develop key skills in a way that remains enjoyable and socially engaging. Forest schools emphasise child-led learning, which keeps the experience both stimulating and educational. Today’s generation of children are increasingly exposed to technology and may be more socially isolated than others due to the aftermath of the pandemic, so spending time in nature is more important than ever. Offering these kinds of experiences can be incredibly beneficial for children and young people. That said, accessibility remains a major barrier, and much more work is needed to ensure that forest schools are available to a wider range of children. I believe that raising awareness of their benefits can encourage governments and educational institutions to support broader implementation of forest schools. Overall, I believe that forest schools are a valuable and effective intervention for supporting children with adverse childhood experiences. 
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STRENGTHS OF FOREST SCHOOLS
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BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO ADVERSE
CHILDHQOD EXPERIENCES

« ACEs refer to traumatic events in childhood, including abuse, neglect
and household dysfunction.

« Risk factors include any form of neglect or harm, exposure to
domestic violence, parental mental illness o substance use, and
socio-economic deprivation (Tzouvara teal., 2023).

Linked to long-term impacts on mental, physical, and social wellbeing:

Mental health: Increased risk of depression, anxiety and emotional
dysregulation.

« Physical health: Higher rates of heart disease, obesity, and certain
cancers,

+ Behavioural effects: Greater likelihood of substance misuse, self-
harm, and social isolation (Madigan et al., 2023).

« Adolescents may face academic struggles, body image issues, and
developmental challenges

+ Interventions include psychosocial approaches (g,
groups, art therapy).

CBT, support
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FOREST SCHOOLS AND OUTDOOR LEARNING

WHAT ARE FOREST SCHOOLS?

+ Defined as a child-centred approach, fostering holistic
development through play, exploration, and guided risk-
taking (Forest School Association, 2024).

+ Builds confidence and self-esteem through hands-on
learning and team building activities.

ORIGINS OF FOREST SCHOOLS

Originated in Scandanavia and integrated into Denmark's curriculum in

the 1980s to support both practical and academic development (Egan

etal., 2022).

Danish education values outdoor learning as key to engagement and

enriched learning experiences.

+ The rise in interest linked to increased indoor time due to social media
and technology use.

+ Limited outdoor play linked to reduced social-emotional development

and rising childhood obesity (Maynard, 2007).
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FOREST SCHOOLS AND OUTDOOR LEARNING

FOREST SCHOOLS IN THE UK

+ Introduced to the UK in the 1990s, now widely used in
nursery and primary education.

+ UK forest schools now extend support to older children,
especially those with additional learning needs and
mental or physical health concerns (Garden & Downes,
2024).

PRINCIPLES OF FOREST SCHOOLS

Long term: Emphasises regular sessions with the same leaders to foster trust, collaboration and
establish boundaries,

Nature: Highlights the value of natural environments such as woodiands and forests. Enables

learners to connect with nature and explore.

Risk: Encourages children to take supported risks, promoting the development of confidence,
motivation, and personal nterests.

Holistic: Focuses on experiences that allow children to apply learned skills across both
educational and home settings.

Leadership: Ensures forest schools are facilitated by qualified professionals.

Community: Emphasises the importance of learer-centred approaches.

(Forest School Association, 2024).
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
ATTACHMENT THEORY

(Bowlby, 1944).
« Early life trauma can lead to insecure attachment styles,

leading to difficulties in mental health, relationships and
behaviour in adulthood.

Attachment to place (Knight et al., 2023)

+ Forest schools can foster emotional bonds with specific
environments, shifting attachment beyond interpersonal
connections

+ These bonds develop through repeated positive experiences
that provide joy, security, and engagement, supporting
emotional regulation and a sustained sense of safety.

+ Forest schools can offer a sense of belonging for children
lacking secure attachments at home.

+ This promotes peer bonding, which enhances confidence and
self-identity, while mitigating the long-term effects of
insecure attachments.

‘Cumming & Nash, 2015).




