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[bookmark: _Hlk133407168]The effects of Forest Schools on the well-being of children in Primary Education: A systematic literature review
ABSRTRACT: 

There is mounting concern in the UK that children’s wellbeing is being eroded. Information from large, government supported, surveys such as Understanding Society and Mental Health of Children and Young People indicates that the number of children reporting falling wellbeing is growing.  In addition, NHS Digital (2021) reports that childhood obesity is on the rise an affecting factor on the wellbeing of an individual.
Many outdoor practitioners believe that Forest School offers a solution to these worrying trends.  Forest School offers gains in physical fitness, cognitive and social development and the opportunity to experience the restorative effects widely attributed to time in nature.  

The format of this dissertation is systematic literature review of twenty-one sources related to research on Forest School and Well-Being in Primary Education conducted between 2010 and the present. 
This study aims to review recent research and through thematic analysis of the themes that occur in the subject of well-being and Forest School and will be critically analysed to identify the well-being gains that Forest School supports. It aims to gauge the robustness of the evidence to assess how greatly Forest School can support children’s wellbeing and its usefulness within the primary education age group. 

A review of the selected literature identified five recurring themes being: Health & Physical Development, Development of Learning and Learning Skills, Well-Being, Learner Centered Learning and Play, The Benefits of Natural Settings. With Well-Being, Health & Physical Development and Development of Learning and Learning Skills being the most common recurring themes.
The themes highlighted above provided evidence to support that primary children’s wellbeing can be positively affected by Forest School. However, the results of the literature review also highlighted that Forest School is not a universal panacea to the concerns raised regarding children’s wellbeing and that not everyone will receive the same benefits as well as not all Forest School experiences will be equally effective. With this taken into account of the reviewed literature there was still sufficient evidence to show that the wellbeing of primary school children is positively impacted by Forest School.

I conclude that it is difficult to design conclusive research in this field because confounding influences/ conditions are difficult to remove when conducting research with young children. However, the reviewed research shows robust results in specific situations.  Although these positive results cannot necessarily be generalised for the whole primary school population, if viewed as one facet of a range of resources that have the potential to support children’s wellbeing moving forward, it has much to offer.  There is also note of warning that Forest School is more a philosophy than a name and as such requires understanding, commitment and resources to achieve its potential for children’s wellbeing. Lastly it must be remembered that Forest School is a child-centered approach ill-suited to the measurement and assessment levelled at the traditional school curriculum.


Introduction:

There is increasing concern about the well-being of children in modern Britain. The Good Childhood Report (2022) surveys children, and their parents, in the 10 to 15 age bracket about their wellbeing. The 2022 survey showed a marked decline in the perception of well-being of a group of respondents and was the subject of an article by Beal (2022)   which highlighted the effects of anxiety about the environment, the cost-of-living crisis, the pandemic and concerns about appearance on some children’s happiness.  The article notes that the figures for 2022 are considerably lower than those recorded 10 years previously.  A casual glance might lead one to believe that the decrease is most directly a result of the pandemic, but a review of the report indicates that for a significant group of children well-being has been in steady decline since 2009/10. 

During the pandemic, due to lockdowns and social distancing rules, many primary school children have lost out on time outdoors and the benefits it can provide through the structure of school, social development with peers and teachers and academic provision.  Post-pandemic, research has shown that, during the Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdowns, the longer children were absent from school the greater the decline in mental health.  The same research points to the substantive effects that schools have on all aspects of children’s lives from cognitive development to physical health  “While children may grow up in less or more well-off families, schools can, to some extent, balance out the effects of these experiences by providing all children with the learning inputs and activities they need to thrive” (Futurum, 2022). School has a significant role, therefore, in helping children establish the habits, skills and knowledge that will help them thrive throughout life. The worrying fact being that many children’s happiness and satisfaction with school deteriorates as they reach their GCSE years. 

Alongside these worrying statistics concerning well-being and mental health, NHS Digital (2021) research points to decreased physical activity and a marked increase in obesity in British children.  In 2021 they reported that obesity rates for reception and year 6 children increased by 4.5 percentage points in a single year… the highest annual rise recorded since the National Child Measurement Programme began… by 2020 to 2021 a quarter of Year 6 students were obese. These figures relate to the period around the pandemic and national lockdowns: in 2019-20  21% of year 6 children were obese compared to 18.7% in 2009-10 (earliest comparable figures).  The figures suggest a strong correlation between diminishing play and obesity emphasised by the sharp jump in a year where children’s normal access to school and play were severely limited. Indeed, Weale’s (2021) research for the British Children’s Play Survey  found that all British children have had “a gradual, creeping lockdown over at least a generation”.  Parents who were allowed to play outside from 9 years of age (on average) now allow their own children to do the same at 11 years old.  

“Social change, safety, traffic and technology are all identified as potential parts of the problem as are the limited affordances offered by available playgrounds: but the effect on children’s ability to develop their physicality, appreciation of risk, independence and social skills and the subsequent impact on their health and well-being is a serious concern” 
(Weale, 2021).

At a time where it is seemingly under threat,  there is increasing evidence that “well-being” is fundamental to a healthy productive population and all UK governments have invested time and effort into research and the subsequent development of policies to support well-being in the years to come.  The new Welsh Curriculum (2020)  “seeks to embed health and wellbeing into the core of the new curriculum by making it one of the six Areas of Learning Experience” embodying the belief that successful human beings can manage their physical, mental and social health for lifelong benefits.  Many outdoor practitioners believe that Forest School is inherently supportive of health and well-being, and has a major contribution to make to child development, but does this belief stem from research or a series of value judgements about time outdoors and play? Can Forest School be of material benefit to the well-being of primary school children?

As an example of social constructivism Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2019) highlight that Forest School embodies a pedagogy that belongs to a romantic tradition of the child and play encompassing Rousseau, Froebel, Piaget, John Dewey and Lev Vygotsky for example (Morgan 2023) and puts the child at the center of learning.  The belief is in play, exploration, experimentation and curiosity in nature as the drivers for learning and education using the individual child’s interests, temperament, strengths and abilities as a starting point.  Within this tradition children are “active, responsible participants in their own learning”,  nature is “sublime” and strong links are made with freedom, the natural and a connection to nature in the optimal growth and development of the child. 

Practically, however, traditional state education in the UK has to serve all children on a limited budget and is perhaps not as wide-reaching as many might like.  The introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988 was an attempt to standardise what was being taught so that progress could be tracked and measured in an attempt to drive up standards and ensure equal accessibility to the curriculum and success for all students.  As is often the case, the “solution” offered by the National Curriculum itself became a problem as teachers adjusted their delivery to hit the inherent targets, eventually leading to a narrowing of children’s experience of education.  Even play-times were cut-back,

“School timetables are bursting at the seams because of the pressure to deliver a huge amount of learning and to prepare children for high-stakes tests and exams. It is therefore no surprise that school break times are shorter than they were 20 years ago”
 										(Busby, 2020).

The devolved government in Wales has moved away from the National Curriculum in order to support students in a changing world. This paper aims to assess the part that Forest School has had in this evolution by analysing various research that promotes the benefits to the wellbeing of Forest School for primary school children.  Using a systematic review of literature concerning Well-Being and Forest School, I will attempt to gauge Forest School’s contribution to wellbeing. I hope to show that in terms of benefits to well-being through physical and mental health but also with regards to academic performance, confidence, resilience, and self-esteem,  that Forest School can be an invaluable support to state education and support student development in the years to come.  

Defining Forest School and Wellbeing:

The Forest School Association defines Forest School as a child-centred inspirational learning process that offers opportunities for holistic growth through regular sessions: it is a long-term program that supports play, exploration and supported risk taking. It develops confidence and self-esteem through learner inspired, hands-on experiences in a natural setting.   Plymouth Marjon University defines forest school in a similar way “Forest school is a child-centred learning process, providing learner inspired, hands-on experiences in the natural environment. It’s creative and can increase a child’s confidence as they problem-solve and learn to manage risks” (Plymouth Marjon University, n.d.).

Forest School originates from Scandinavia and is developed from friluftsliv, which translates as “open air living” and can unite concepts like wild swimming, green prescriptions for mental health and cycling to work. It is deep and also offers a spiritual view of being connected to the earth. 

In the UK the key characteristics of Forest School are:

It is an ethos and philosophy. Forest school promotes self-esteem, creativity, confidence and play through a child-centred learning approach.
It is a learner-centred curriculum, which focusses on the curiosity of the child rather than tasks to be finished; it’s also holistic learning that helps the child to grow socially, emotionally, and physically.
It enables children to get outside of the classroom, they can direct their own learning and exploration whilst also building relationships overtime. 
It is a long-term approach to learning and not a one-off session, with a recommended minimum of 24 weeks, but ideally a lot more. The time and frequency of Forest school allows for participants to establish boundaries so they can feel safe and secure. 
Although forest is in the name it is not a requirement to participate, and whilst woodlands provide an ideal environment for forest school because of their diversity and opportunities for exploration, any outdoor environment can be used you don’t have to go to the woods. 
It provides opportunities for supported risk-taking and often includes the use of knives, fire and outdoor shelters.
                                                                                           (Forest School Association, 2021). 

Wellbeing is a broad concept and is varied in form. The UK Department of Health (2014) definition that “Wellbeing is about feeling good and functioning well and comprises an individual’s experience of their life; and a comparison of life circumstances with social norms and values.” (Department of Health, p.6, 2014). The Department of Health (2014) also states that wellbeing exists in two dimensions: subjective wellbeing, (also known as personal wellbeing) and objective wellbeing:

· Subjective wellbeing is how people think and feel about their own wellbeing and includes aspects such as life satisfaction (evaluation), positive affect (hedonic), and a judgement on whether their life is meaningful (eudemonic).       
· Objective wellbeing is based on assumptions about basic human needs and rights and includes aspects such as food, physical health, education, safety etc. Objective wellbeing is measured through self-report (e.g., asking people how they view their health), or through more objective measures (e.g., mortality rates and life expectancy).            

The Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (Wales) 2015 “create(s) modern legislation for improving the social, economic, environmental and cultural wellbeing of Wales”. The Welsh Government has established forty-six indicators to assess progress towards wellbeing in Wales:  to achieve these indicators in the long term will depend heavily on those who are currently in school moving towards the seven Well-Being Goals: 

1 	A globally responsible Wales
2 	A prosperous Wales
3 	A resilient Wales
4 	A healthier Wales
5 	A more equal Wales
6 	A Wales of cohesive communities
7 	A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language

The view of “Well-Being” embodied in the Welsh legislation is holistic and recognises that well-being has an economic, cultural, and developmental basis. Thus,  the forty-six indicators focus on measuring birth-weights, housing quality, academic performance, salaries, sustainability, for example, as well as aspects of physical and mental health, recognising that those in hardship or disadvantage might have farther to travel in achieving the sort of well-being that is hoped for.

For the purposes of this review and based on the ideas codified in The Well-being of Future Generations Act, Wales, (2015)  well-being in primary school children will be taken to mean children who are active, healthy, successful, and resilient.
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Methodology:
As the aim of this paper is to critically analyse and summarise available prior research in the proposed subject area, the format of a systematic literature review has been chosen. There is a range of research in the subject area and, for the purposes of this dissertation, the most effective way to gather sufficient information to draw meaningful conclusions is a systematic review of existing research.

The strengths of this format are: 
It allows for research on the subject to be synthesised and condensed into one place.
A critical analysis of the proposed subject area can highlight its strengths but also shine a light on areas where it may be failing so that they can be addressed.
It is a comprehensive and exhaustive process as every piece of evidence is considered to produce a synthesised outcome.
However, the weaknesses of this format must also be taken into consideration. The weaknesses being:
The fact that systematic reviews are more susceptible to bias which can lead to misrepresentation of the outcomes of the study.
It is also easier to express opinions by stealth as the author or reviewer can decide to report on or present research with statistically significant outcomes to support their viewpoint.
If the scope of the question of a proposed study is too narrow it will provide specific answers to specific questions. 

With all this taken into consideration a systematic literature review is still the most effective format to use for this piece of work. A systematic review will allow for the subject material of this paper to be synthesised and for it to be critically analysed effectively.  Even though this format has weaknesses, most notably bias and expressing opinions by stealth, careful consideration will be undertaken to mitigate this effect. In that regard a thematic analysis approach has been chosen to review and analyse the research gathered. See Appendix 3 for the Methodology Flowchart implemented for this research paper. 
[image: Picture 2]
















The key word searches for the literature review began on the University of Wales Trinity Saint David Library search system and once some literature had been found the search focused on some key journals such as: Early Child Development and Care, Education 3-13, Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning. Online databases such as Google scholar and Muddy Faces were also used to gather literature in the form of academic articles, research reports/case studies and books.
This paper is based on a review of literature relating to these keywords. 
[bookmark: _Hlk132972633]Wellbeing
Outdoor 
Outdoor Learning
Outdoor Play
Play
Forest school
Primary education
School
The reading process began with reading titles, abstracts and keywords that related to the list above.  These keywords were chosen and used in the search for literature because some of the keywords are the focus of the review (Wellbeing, Forests School, and Primary Education) and others are integral aspects of the review focus (Outdoor, Outdoor Learning, Outdoor Play, Play, School). These keywords will also allow for a range of literature to be found but will not stray too far from the focus and subject of the literature review.  

The following inclusion criteria have also been applied.  
All texts are peer reviewed academic pieces that have been published in an academic journal or online databases and subject to peer review. 
All texts were published from 2010 onwards.
All texts discuss findings with reference to children between the ages of 4-11 years old (i.e.  British primary school phase), as well as ages 3-7 years old in relation to the Foundation phase in Wales. 
All texts are UK based in origin but can discuss or have evidence from other countries to support them.
Abstracts for all sources found were read.

Texts were selected using searches of academic databases for the keywords listed and adherence to the inclusion criteria.  The reasoning and justification behind the inclusion criteria above is: it will ensure that literature used will be from credible high quality sources.  The inclusion of the time frame will ensure that all literature used is current and not outdated and can additionally provide a more objective cross section of results for the subject matter.  The selected age range will pinpoint the focus of the review but also recognises that the majority of literature, on the proposed subject of the review, is conducted on children in primary education. Choosing that literature gathered will be UK based narrows the focus of the literature review into an applicable/familiar setting although, as stated above, the use of evidence from other countries would not be wholly disregarded.

An initial review following the keyword search and inclusion criteria identified two groups of resources.  Firstly, those sources that would inform the literature review and second those which did not fit the inclusion criteria. Of the second group, sources may be used to provide further evidence to support and inform any discussion of results and findings. Secondly, whilst the gathered literature that complies with the inclusion criteria will form the literature review, it should be acknowledged that there are other publications, that fall outside the inclusion criteria, that have themes that are evident in or influence the gathered literature. Finally, such literature, whilst not contributing to the results of the literature review, can provide further insight. 

Upon further analysis the number of useable resources was further reduced because, although they complied with the keyword search and inclusion criteria, they did not go into enough detail on the subject matter of the literature review and were deemed inapplicable. In addition, even though some literature lay within the inclusion criteria, they did not provide enough detail or tie into the literature review well enough and may have diluted or weakened the results of the analysis.

Following the above process twenty-one sources have been identified (Appendix. 2) focusing on the nature of Forest school, outdoor learning for primary school children and how wellbeing ties into and is evident in these areas: it is these resources which will form the basis of my review.  The chosen articles meet the inclusion criteria but also have enough detail to critically analyse links, common themes and assumptions.

The identified data sources will be put into a table where each one will be summarised and analysed to find common and recurring themes between them.  This allows for all the key data to be in one place and facilitates the easy documentation of the common themes. The review will be a thematic analysis employing a deductive approach, identifying the key findings of the research sources, and gathering them into an analysis of identifiable themes.  The most common themes, which will form my findings, will be the subject of subsequent discussion where they will be critically analysed and compared to one another to see if and how they influence each other and what this information might mean moving forward. 

As stated above a thematic approach has been chosen to analyse the gathered research because prior work on the subject area would indicate that certain themes are expected to occur (e.g., Health & Physical Development, Development of Learning and Learning Skills, The Benefits of a Child Centered Approach, Resilience and Well-Being, The Benefits of Natural Settings). A thematic analysis enables us to analyse the expression of these themes in the literature collected (for example, where certain researcher places their emphasis) but also enables me to identify the themes that are under-represented or explored.



Results:
A review of the selected literature identified a number of recurring themes:

[bookmark: _Hlk133511693]Health & Physical Development
Development of Learning and Learning Skills
Well-Being
Learner Centered Learning and Play
The Benefits of Natural Settings

[bookmark: _Hlk132983994]How often these themes occurred in the literature are shown below and a more in depth can be seen in Appendix 2.

	[bookmark: _Hlk133405676]Number of Sources analysed in Literature review: 21

	Theme: 
	Number of times identified:

	Health & Physical Development
	14

	[bookmark: _Hlk133512235]Development of Learning and Learning Skills
	14

	Well-Being
	15

	Learner Centered Learning and Play
	13

	The Benefits of Natural Settings
	12


[bookmark: _Hlk132983968]  Appendix 1

[bookmark: _Hlk132983894]Whilst there is cross-over in these themes they do emerge as distinct and are explained below.

Health and Physical Development 
A theme of the selected research was the benefit for physical health and the development of physical skills afforded to children through outdoor learning and Forest School. The development of physical literacy, motor development and object control were highlighted,  as was the way that Forest School encourages children to persevere with physical mastery. The range of physical   activity promoted by Forest School was seen as a positive as was the level of physical activity engaged in during Forest School sessions. The importance to children’s long term physical health and well-being of wide-ranging physical activity and play was also often highlighted.

Development of Learning and Learning Skills
The development of cognitive skills and the enhancement of academic performance was another common trend in the selected literature.  The development of autonomy and problem-solving skills was highlighted as was the reinforcement of exploratory learning and learning behaviours supported by play in a natural setting.  Significant emphasis was given to the improvement in academic performance witnessed in children who had previously been seen as unsuccessful or underachievers. 

Well-Being
The support of Forest School for aspects of emotional well-being was another major theme in the selected texts.  Issues like self-esteem, confidence and resilience were seen as being major beneficiaries of Forest School as was the development of strong social networks and emotional intelligence in terms of self-management and collaborative skills.  The restorative effects of nature and the restoration of a positive self-image added to the support of the participant evident in Forest School settings. 

Learner Centered Learning and Play
The pedagogy inherent in Forest School is a common theme in may of the chosen resources.  The  use of play as a medium is believed to free children from the pressure of achievement at a given level and is felt to support deeper learning and understanding.  Play also offers children the opportunity to move at there own pace and flexibly to explore as they need.  Using the child as a starting point is felt to support children moving at their own pace and emphasising there success at learners.

The Benefits of Natural Settings
Throughout the selected literature the “outdoors” is universally seen as offering opportunities for children to move, play, learn and develop in ways that other scenarios cannot hope to match.  The outdoor setting removes constraints to be quiet, clean, orderly and careful freeing the child to explore in their own personal way.  The benefits of green space to quiet the mind and “restore” the self is noted as are the benefits of a connection to nature that is increasingly believed to be fundamental to human beings.  Forest School also encourages participants to understand and care for nature promoting sustainability and care for the planet overall. 

Discussion of the Identified Themes:

Using the broad definition of well-being derived from the Well-Being of Future Generations Act (2015) developed earlier,  the research reviewed would lead you to believe that Forest School offers significant gains in well-being to its participants.  Physical development, gains in confidence and development in academic performance allied to improvements in emotional wellbeing and an understanding and respect for nature might seem as first glance to offer much that the Welsh government is seeking to promote to support its population.

Health and Physical Development
The current NHS (2022) activity guidelines for youngsters between 5 and 18 years of age suggest a mix of aerobic and resistant exercise each week aiming for an average of an hour of moderate to vigorous physical activity each day.  It goes on to say that children should vary their activities to develop physical literacy, strong muscles and bones.  Also advised is that long periods of inactivity are reduced or broken up by moving around. 

Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2019) highlight children’s improvement “physically, through increased physical activity, negotiation of the environment and development of physical literacy” when engaged in Forest School activities. They highlighted the opportunities that Forest School gave the studied children to “run fast”, make dens, climb and balance and use tools to whittle, chop and hammer.  Wainright (2021) also highlights the motor-development and object control skills that are developed through outdoor play which may have implications for long term health.  Arvantis, Touloumakos & Barrable (2022) highlight the benefits that parents see/believe their children derive by “working through” physical issues in Forest school, emphasising that children have the time and space to persevere and develop their mastery of physical activities in Forest School echoed by Blackwell (2015) who finds that the development of a strong, agile body is promoted by the “ideal physical exercises” common to Forest School. 

The benefits of aerobic exercise promoted by Forest school is the focus of Austin, Knowles & Sayers (2013) who quantitively highlight the benefits to the physical activity level of children engaged in Forest School compared to normal school days and days on which PE took place. Their results showed that children’s activity levels on a Forest School Day were “2.2. times greater than those days with PE lessons and 2.7 times greater than average school days”.  In addition, many of the children were able to achieve more than twenty minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity in a single bout at Forest School, a much higher frequency than that seen typically.  The increased physical activity levels and engagement with the natural environment observed in their study was reportedly extended to wider family members although they are keen to point out that there was a variation in engagement and levels of activity between gender groups.  Typically, boys engaged more readily in vigorous activities than girls.  

Marchant et al. (2019) shows that children themselves have a strong belief that outdoor learning will support and develop them physically “Without going outside you can’t really keep fit” recognising the sedentary nature of much school time.   The fact that children see being outdoors and playing in the sort of ways enshrined in Forest School as being necessary or fundamental to keeping fit is a construct often witnessed in Britain. Movements like the Scouts, Guides and the Duke of Edinburgh Scheme allied to the media view of outdoor activity as typified by programmmes like Blue Peter embody the view that activity outside is “good” activity, healthful and worthy.  

Cultural perspective aside, at Forest School children can engage in a range of activities which are active rather than passive. Building dens, climbing trees, playing hide and seek, chopping wood and “making sticks, stick mans” (Coates & Pimlott 2019), all require activity using complex ranges of muscles, strength and aerobic exertion. However, Forest School does not “make” children do these activities, neither does it “make” them master them. Children have the power to choose through child centered learning and can collaborate and direct themselves towards those areas they enjoy most. The lack of compunction and the association with freedom and play possibly combining to encourage children to engage more freely with Forest School than they might with the proscribed physical activity of PE sessions in school.  The evidence that Forest School offers “ideal” exercise for children in terms of its range and level of demand is quite strong but it seems equally evident that choice, freedom and the absence of a right or best way to do something also motivates children to develop their physical skills. In his literature review Dabaja (2022) identifies the many existing research papers indicate that lack of physical activity outdoors may undermine children’s health. It seems clear that Forest School has the capacity to meet this challenge.

Development of Learning and Learning Skills
The development of cognitive skills and performance was another marked and common trend identified by the selected research. Coates & Pimlott-Wilson (2019) highlight the reinforcement of creativity and problem solving in addition to “increased autonomous and collaborative learning abilities” that are encouraged by Forest School.  The children studied emphasised how Forest School encouraged, firsthand learning, exploration and collaboration with peers (though not necessarily friendship groups). Wainwright (2021) highlights the benefits to learning when children learn through play leading to “superior performance” and learning behaviours.  She refers to research where children’s understanding and mastery of a task is stronger and more secure when done on the floor rather than a table: essentially marking the difference that occurs when a task is engaged with as play rather than formal learning.  On a more qualitative level the parents contributing to Arvanitis, Touloumakos and Barrable (2022) agreed that the acquisition of knowledge and skills and the opportunity to persevere in their own time and apace to achieving this was a key feature of Forest School participation.

McRee, Shutting & Sherwin (2018) report on a long-term longitudinal study which measured academic performance in children participating in long term Forest School sessions aimed at developing the students physically, emotionally and socially. The children involved were between 5 and 7 and identified as disadvantaged in some way.  The cohort showed significant developments in academic performance in Maths, Reading and Writing  and improved attendance when compared to non-attending peers.  Similarly, Marchant et al.(2019) highlight the connection between health, well-being and academic performance which is enhanced in “healthier, happier children”.  

Waite (2011),  Waite points out that children begin as “exploratory learners” which can be supported and capitalised on by continued outdoor/Forest School learning. Where, Harris (2018) and Wainright (2021) focus on the re-negotiation of boundaries that occurs between teacher and pupil in a Forest School/Outdoor setting.  Teachers are given space to re-frame learning away from the constraints of the classroom, the National Curriculum and traditional behaviour expectations where children are allowed the space to redefine themselves in a new setting as capable, active achievers, stimulating both teaching and learning.  Wainwright et al. (2021) extends the idea focussing on the use of play as a route to increased involvement in activities promoting “behaviours conducive to learning” where children can engage in their own way at their own pace facilitating in deeper learning.

The selected texts point to strong evidence that Forest School can help improve students’ performance in traditional learning settings. Forest school allows children to engage in experiential learning, but it also encourages children to apply and explore the knowledge that they have through activities like den building. Children can pool knowledge and expertise and as there is no “right-way” learning is not constrained.  A change of learning setting, as is afforded by Forest School for example, also allows those labelled as underachievers to see themselves, and be seen, in a different light opening a pathway to success.  The strongest evidence points to the benefits of developing and nurturing the child to unlock their potential as demonstrated by Mcree, Sutton & Sherwin (2018)

Well-Being
Many of the selected texts highlighted issues like well-being, self-esteem, confidence, resilience etc. which I have grouped under the banner of emotional well-being. Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2019) draw attention to the emotional benefits of Forest School highlighting the development of strong social networks, an understanding of responsibility and resilience as being key factors in supporting robust individuals.  Wainwright (20210, emphasises the centrality of well-being to the Foundation Phase in Wales, draws attention to research which identifies the positive benefits of children being able to re-cast themselves as capable individuals rather than underachievers. Roe & Aspinall (2011) focus on the “restorative” aspects of Forest School in two groups of students with “”good” and “poor” behaviour.  Both groups benefited from the experience but the positive effects on mood and efficacy against personal goals were most marked in the “poor” group.

Tiplady & Menter (2021) explored the impact of Forest School on students unable to access conventional schooling as part of the Breeze Project. In this study students found their Forest School experience to be enabling by improving their confidence and the re-invention of themselves as “successful” individuals. Harris (2017) who looks at Forest School from a provider’s perspective, identifies that personal, social and emotional development are the key areas where Forest School is seen to support participants. “It promotes self-esteem and confidence by presenting small and achievable tasks…we’re building them up”.

McCree, Cutting, and Sherwin (2018) demonstrate the benefits to achievement of a group of disadvantaged children who are consistently nurtured and able to develop the emotional and social skills to regulate their behaviour and promote success and development through “deep relationships with nature, each other and themselves.” Gill (2014) agrees concluding that the research concerning the benefits “both physical and mental” of Forest School are the most robustly supported by empirical research of the studies he analyses.   

Arvantis, Touloumakos, Barrable (2022) highlight the benefits of giving children time and enough space to take risks and overcome personal fears and anxieties supporting their self-confidence and self-esteem moving forward. Blackwell (2015) agrees pointing to the resilience shown by children who experience Forest School developing self-esteem, self-efficacy and a “strong belief” in their abilities. Waite, Rogers & Evans (2013), Waite, Rogers & Evans explore the interactions between children that happen in outdoor play away from the adult gaze. Their research shows that children develop more complex social skills in outdoor play that aid their progression in school by developing their emotional resilience and therefore their ability to successfully manage the demands of life. 

Forest school gives children many chances to be themselves and succeed. Activities range from physical challenges to challenges of collaboration, manipulation and negotiation, all of which are fundamental to human activity.  These challenges may be met in other scenarios than Forest School, but the added dimension of the practitioner in Forest School supports children’s success and ultimately their wellbeing.  As is pointed out in Harris (2017) Forest School leaders are there to break activities down into manageable achievements and risks that can be overcome rather than be frightening and prohibitive.  The benefit to children’s well-being highlighted by the nurturing aspect in the work of McCree, Cutting, and Sherwin (2018) is profound and is not peculiar to the Forest School setting. In this instance, however, the Forest School setting lends the participants a new, engaging, and un-restrictive environment to capitalise on the stability and nurture offered by the Forest School leaders.

Learner Centered Learning and Play
Unsurprisingly,  the pedagogy inherent in Forest School is a common theme in many of the chosen resources. Coates & Pimlott (2019) highlight the effectiveness of the social constructivist pedagogy of Forest School as the central feature which underpins the benefits for its participants as does Wainwright (2021).  For Tiplady & Menter (2021) the learner centered approach is central to the success of Forest School for those unable to access mainstream education as Forest School allows the individual to “take what they need”.  This idea is supported by Harris (2017), where attention is drawn to the aim of Forest School practitioners to support children to reach their own level and at their own pace, rather than a more conventional approach where children have to reach a proscribed level. McCree, Cutting & Sherwin (2018) emphasise that the flexibility and choice of the Forest School setting, where students can choose a task to suit their needs, is fundamental to the growth of the individual.  They point to the times where participants take themselves out of the mix for a period of time to reflect, calm down or steady themselves before pushing onward again. Harris (2018) Harris further highlights the removal of the constraints of the classroom and the National Curriculum to allow teacher and pupil to create a more “flexible and responsive” learning environment. Wainwright et al (2018) extends this idea focusing on the improvement in learning demonstrated when children are allowed to explore and develop mastery through self-directed play.  In contrast, Leather (2018), questions whether the central play tenet of Forest School is adequately theorised and therefore understood by proponents and practitioners leading to its underutilisation and subsequent limitation of the learning and development which might be achieved.

The idea of play is fundamental to Forest School and is today enshrined in the Foundation phase of schooling in England and Wales.  In this setting play is self-directed exploration characterised by the freedom of the child to choose.  Clearly, participants are not afforded total freedom and there are rules to do with both physical and social safety. However, the selected works strongly support the idea that freedom to play and have fun are fundamental aspects of Forest School that differentiate it from other activities (traditional lessons for example), and which encourage and support participants to learn, develop and grow more than might otherwise be the case.  Children value the opportunities to be themselves and follow their imagination, but it is also clear that having adults at arm’s length is reassuring as help and protection are on hand if they want and/or need it.  In this context, however, it is important to note that the practitioner is fundamental to the success of the venture. Harris (2018) draws attention to the care that practitioners take to ensure that challenges are not too great while Leather (2018) draws our attention to the fact that the many benefits of Forest School are only maximised with a clear understanding of the central tenets of the activity.

The Benefits of Natural Settings 
In much of the selected literature outside and outdoors seems to be synonymous with away from the classroom. However, many of the resources do highlight the importance of the natural setting to participants and their development. Where Roe & Aspinall (2011) primarily focus on the impacts on behaviour of the Forest School experience,  they also highlight that their research extends understanding of the restorative effect of nature to extend and support these benefits. Restorative effects seemed greatest for those most challenged by the traditional classroom.  McCree, Cutting & Sherwin (2018) emphasise that “living natural environments” offered wide opportunities for both play and learning but also stress the benefit of creating “deep relationships” with nature as part of the package which ultimately supports students’ progress and development. In his review of the impact of Forest School on participants,  Dabaja (2022) identifies the benefits of environmental awareness and a sense of place and belonging that participants experience.  This idea is supported by the findings of Avantis, Touloumakos, Barrable (2022) studying the benefits that have accrued to children attending Forest school through the eyes of parents. Gill (2014) characterises time in nature as part of a “balanced diet” of experiences that promotes children’s well-being, health and environmental understanding and awareness. In Blackwell (2015),  it is identified that interaction with green space, in a natural setting, is a factor which enhances psychological and mental wellbeing in children.  This is supported by Barton et al (2016), who explore the benefits to mental well -being afforded by exercise in nature citing increased physical activity, better sleep, feelings of achievement as well as the restorative and calming effect of nature which supports our mental wellbeing.

Natural settings seem to support our well-being by offering freedom and a calmness not associated with modern life.  Being outdoors increases our connection with our world and makes us aware of our responsibility toward it. Where “living natural environments” have “great affordances for play, learning, growth and health” McCree, Cutting & Sherwin (2018), visiting and experiencing the natural environment regularly gives children the chance to create a deep relationship with it.  Looking for mini-beasts, pond-dipping and learning about flora and fauna helps children to appreciate that they are not the planet’s only inhabitants. In addition, we can all experience the outdoors as equals, away from other environments that may frighten, disturb or intimidate us. 

Analysis
Research into the effects of Forest School on children cannot really be conclusive because of the many factors which may confound results.  Studies have limitations in terms of the number of children who are followed, the socio-economic cross section of groups that are involved and the capabilities of the Forest School practitioners involved.  In addition, the very act of observing or questioning participants might alone affects results.  Allied to all this,  there are any number of factors which may affect participants which cannot be wholly screened from any research undertaking; family difficulties, available resources, school leadership and support from local councils can all affect and/or interfere with research or,  indeed,  its findings. Despite these provisos however, the research reviewed does adequately support a number of useful themes or ideas concerning Forest School, Well-Being, and the primary phase of education.

Forest School can offer significant benefits to the health and physical development of children and young people.  Participants are unlikely to reach consistent measurable targets (for example climbing a set height or balancing over a given beam) but this review points strongly to the benefits an individual might experience in physical literacy and overall health (with reference to their own starting point) if engaging regularly with Forest School activity. Forest School activity can engage children in strength, balance and aerobic activity at a level that will match levels suggested by NHS (2022).
As Forest School uses play and enjoyment in a setting away from the traditional classroom it has a great capacity to support learning and learning development. Seen as a place of freedom, being outdoors can dissolve negative associations children might have with the school environment. Equally teachers may see children in a new light away from the classroom and reassess their potential/capability.  Children benefit from creativity, problem solving and absorption in tasks which supports their cognitive skills. Additionally removing children (and sometimes staff) from the constraints of the curriculum can remove a barrier that might, inadvertently, stifle the learning and development of some children. Lastly the nurturing aspect of Forest School can encourage and support children struggling in a conventional setting to explore and achieve their potential.

The emphasis on physical activity, supported achievement, social attachment, enjoyment, freedom and play in Forest School can support children in developing a more robust and secure sense of themselves and support their emotional well-being.

Play and enjoyment is a strong motivating force for children. Using play as a vehicle for learning breaks down preconceptions of capability and helps make learning more secure.

Connections with nature support, restore and help us understand and connect with the world around us hopefully supporting the sustainability of our environment moving forward.  

However, careful review of the research also indicates that there can be issues with the Forest School experience.

Some activities suit some groups much more than others. 
Some children were frustrated by their peers’ approaches to activities.
Gender disparities in level of engagement were recorded.
Some children used freedom to “bully” other children and groups.
Some children found a return to the controls of school difficult to deal with after the freedom of Forest School
Some teachers appeared to resent/feel challenged by pupils open enjoyment of/or success in Forest School
A simplistic understanding of Forest School may lead to an impoverished experience for participants.
Students with inadequate support will be disadvantaged (Food/warm clothes/changes of clothes etc.

Ultimately then,  Forest School can support primary children’s wellbeing by encouraging physical health, resilience, cognitive development, and enjoyment of learning; but it is not a universal panacea. Not everyone will benefit equally and not all Forest School experiences will be equally supportive, engaging or transformative. However, the reviewed evidence clearly shows that the wellbeing of some primary school children is positively impacted by Forest School and there is sufficient breadth in the research to make it reasonable to suppose that these findings have general applicability. 

Conclusion:

Although this review cannot assert definitively that Forest School will always positively effect the wellbeing of all participants on every single occasion, the evidence points strongly to an assertion that Forest School has the capacity to support the well-being of primary school children generally.

Some schoolchildren are well supported with a secure home life whereas others are not so lucky. Realistically, generalisation will not encompass everyone.  However, it seems clear that Forest School offers many opportunities to support the wellbeing of children by enhancing their life experiences and ultimately their life chances.  Good Forest School experiences such as those described by McCree, Cutting & Sherwin (2018) have the capacity to nurture and support children so that they move forward. The children in their study were characterised as disadvantaged and the Forest School experience supplied helped them close the attainment gap with their peers. Results such as these point to the capacity of Forest School to materially affect the well-being of children by giving them a sense of success and achievement in a learning setting that may be the difference between their being disenfranchised educationally or not.  It should be emphasised however that the Forest School practitioners in this study were extremely skilled and deeply attuned to the participants: they also realised at an early stage that many of these children needed basic support in terms of warm food and access to warm clothes to provide the foundation for the Forest School experience.  

The Breeze Project (Tiplady, 2022) was hugely beneficial for participants in terms of their self-belief and confidence but also in re-educating the expectations of those around them. Children normally viewed as being very limited were,  through careful support and the imagination of the practitioners, able to develop skills and achieve in a way that their teachers, their parents and even they themselves had not expected effectively breaking down barriers for everyone.  On a more universal level Austin, Knowles & Sayers (2013) draw attention to the potential for supporting well-being by improving the physical health of children by increasing the amount of moderate to vigorous physical activity that can be achieved through Forest School.  Although gender groups faired differently, females experienced greater exertion via forest school than via conventional PE. 

However,  Forest School in neither a gimmick nor a sticking plaster. As Leather (2018) points out the “commodification of Forest School practices” has the potential to “degenerate into market-based promotion”.  In other words, Forest School isn’t simply charging a fee and allowing children to rampage out of doors: skilled practitioners share a philosophy and work hard to develop their pedagogy to support the participants.  As Leather points out Forest School is a far cry from the sort of outdoor experience central to the Scouting Movement, for example.  Equally,  a government seeking to enhance the well-being of their populace cannot simply include “Forest School” in the curriculum and tick it off their list.  Supporting access to Forest School for primary school children requires commitment to training and resourcing on an ongoing basis.

The new Welsh Curriculum (2020) emphasises the benefits of a holistic education that encompasses outdoor education and experience of nature to support health, fitness, mental well-being and academic performance. For many,  outdoor education is synonymous with Forest School because its holistic nature mirrors the aims of the curriculum. Not all children need Forest School, some manage well enough in the current situation despite its limitations and flaws but  as Professor Birgitta Rabe which points out  “While children may grow up in less or more well-off families, schools can, to some extent, balance out the effects of these experiences by providing all children with the learning inputs and activities they need to thrive,” (Futurum 2022). The research reviewed for this paper shows clearly enough that Forest School may be one of the “learning inputs” that some children need to thrive. Primary Schools are not, however, awash with resources and paying for all students to attend Forest School would be prohibitive, although there may be mileage in developing in-house Forest School resources at a school, town/city or county basis. Furthermore, it should be remembered that Forest School tends to reflect a more limited white middle-class cultural aspect of modern Britain.  It is feasible that the nurture, support and physical challenge offered by Forest School might be more effective if delivered from a cultural standpoint more attuned to the needs of specific groups of children.

Moving forward it would be helpful to see research into the use of aspects of Forest School, for example the child-centered approach attuned to the need of specific individuals, in alternative outdoor education vehicles: we might focus on the development of a Forest School type approach that explores the cultural and geographic perspective of a given place:  is there a place for the development of post-industrial brown field sites?  Maybe we could explore how Forest School might look in the tropics or The Outback?  Closer to home, with child obesity on the rise and some children educationally disadvantaged by the pandemic, maybe we should further explore aspects of Forest School that could blend with existing primary provision.  Could traditional PE be replaced or augmented by the sorts of physical activities that make Forest School so engaging to try and develop a more inclusive and child-centered approach to being active?

I think that research shows that Forest School has value in supporting the wellbeing of primary school students, but I also believe aspects of the Forest School philosophy can be grafted onto a range of differing approaches to offer support to the greatest number of students possible,  but there are problems. Firstly, Forest School should not be seen as a binary option:  Forest School, like educational visits, artists in residence and residential courses should be seen as one possible tool to support all students and their Well-Being.  Focussing on Forest School as a must have for all children risks making Forest School a commodity, as Leather points out. Such a commodity could simply become a diluted namesake of Forest School bound to fail due to lack of understanding or adherence to the underlying philosophy and pedagogy.  Secondly any attempt to make Forest School a “cure-all” for all those not adequately supported by existing educational formats risks formalising Forest School as part of the curriculum. As such Forest School might be forced into a standardised structure that could be assessed and monitored and burdened by a regulatory framework that may narrow its potential (Harris, 2018). Clearly a child-centered approach attuned to the individual and his/her needs is nonsense in such a scenario.  Research shows that “The costs of mental health problems to the UK economy are estimated to amount to £70-£100 billion each year, around 4.5 percent of GDP” investing in alternative education approaches that may increase the well-being of more students who feel supported and are able to thrive might actually be a very sensible use of resources (England, 2016).
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