[bookmark: _GoBack]Plan a visit to the ‘Woods’, describe how visiting this location can support learning. 

This essay will highlight how a school visit to the ‘Woods’ or ‘Forest school’ can serve to support a child learning in the outdoor environment. As Teachers and practitioners’ we need to embrace the outdoor environment and all it can offer to a child’s learning, Margaret McMillan tells us, ‘The best classroom and the richest cupboard is roofed only by the sky.’ Quoted in under the Sky (Schweizer 2009).  This emphasis that nature has provided us with the greatest resources possible, an endless supply of sounds, feelings, weather, animals/minibeasts, plants, trees, mud, grass and much more, all of which will serve as endless thoughts to a child’s imagination. As teachers we are limited with what we are able to do within four walls of the classroom, however, outside a child is only limited by their own imagination it is down to us to therefore let their imagination be free so we can see what a child is truly capable of. The Welsh Government tell us that Children learn when, ‘During play, Children are able to explore their environment.’ That is specifically the opportunity outdoor learning offers children. It’s an outdoor classroom that they are able to freely explore and learn through play. A tree to a child could be anything, a way to get to the giant at the top, it could be a stairway to the stars, a hiding spot, a friend, a foe. Why not take children and let them explore and find out their version of what nature is to them as individuals. 

A learning environment can be considered anywhere where learning can take place. Education Glossary reform defines a learning environment as, ‘Diverse physical locations, contexts and cultures in which students learn.’ They go on to say that it is called an ‘environment’ because students may learn in a wide variety of settings including the outdoors and that the term Classroom is seen as a more, ‘Limited and traditional connotations.’ From this we can see that an environment is not confined to a classroom, an environment is simply a place where learning can take place. This is backed up by Claxton & Lucas (2009) they say, ‘Our idea of ‘learning includes, but goes well beyond, the kinds of organised instruction that takes place in classrooms.’ This highlights that learning is not simply a classroom-based system, more that learning is any environment that can help nurture and develop learning within people. Maslow (1987) tells us that learning and behaviour are driven by a hierarchy of needs. In order to progress, each level of the hierarchy needs to be met to reach one’s full potential (appendix 1). Maslow would suggest that a learning environment should give children the opportunity to hit each level in the hierarchy in order to reach full potential. A forest school environment would help children in this area as it gives them the chance to hit each tier. Children would be safe and secure, they would be with friends working together utilizing what nature has to offer and unlike a classroom, there are no tests or work that may damage a child’s self-esteem, the environment is free for them to play and explore where positive praise is the only thing a child would hear. Nature gives children the ability to hit all of these needs at the same time, Maslow (1987) goes on to suggest that, behaviour can be determined by all of the basic needs simultaneously. As we can see, a natural outdoor environment would give children the opportunity to learn and thrive in a way that they are the leaders of their own learning. 
Montessori (2013) explains that, “The environment must be rich in motives which lend interest to activity and invite the child to conduct his own experiences.” What better environment is there for this than the outdoors, as previously stated, a child is only limited by his/her own thoughts and imagination. An outdoor environment is an endless supply of self-led activities that will keep the child engaged for hours on end. 

Educational school visits give children the opportunity to break free from the constraints of the classroom. It gives them a chance to explore, experiment and interact with the world around them. HSE Chair, Judith Hackitt explains, ‘School trips are an essential part of every child's education and by not finding a way to make them happen we are failing in our duty to prepare them for life.” This shows us that in order to help children develop fully and understand the world, it’s essential to give them experiences beyond the school grounds. Our Educational visits policy (Adapted from Gwyrosydd Primary school. Appendix 2) States that, ‘Educational visits offer an invaluable opportunity to enrich young peoples’ learning, raise their self-esteem, increase their motivation and appetite for learning, and improve their health and wellbeing.’ So not only are school visits beneficial to a child’s education, they also offer a child to develop their health and well-being. An educational visit is a way of giving children the experiences that a classroom simply can’t. If children are learning about castles for example, showing them a youtube video or allowing them to research castles is going to be beneficial to an extent, however, taking them to a castle, allowing them to see up close, to touch, to get a sense of what a castle is and the history of it will be far more beneficial for a child. 

I will be taking twenty four, year four children from Free play Primary school in Carmarthenshire, to a Forest school area which is within 5 Minutes walking distance of the school. I have chosen this location as I am a strong believer that forest schools can help nurture and develop a child’s education, learning and lifelong skills exponentially. Children should have an opportunity to work, explore, experiment and play in the outdoor environment at every opportunity. Forest schools’ originated in Scandinavia and during the 1980’s was widely adopted in Denmark. However, even earlier than this a benefit was seen to giving children the opportunity to engage with the outdoor environment. ‘There should be a garden attached where they may feast their eyes on trees flowers and plants…where they always hope to see and hear something new.’ Comenius (1896) we can see from this that children should always have access to nature, they will always see and hear new things that can play with the senses and stir their imagination. O’ Brien & Murray (2006) explain that, ‘Participants have been shown to benefit in many ways including self confidence & self esteem, team work, motivation, skills and knowledge and pride in and understanding of, their surrounding environment.’ There are many benefits for children to take place in forest school. Children aren’t confined to shackles of a restrictive classroom environment, they are able to explore the environment and themselves in a natural environment that gives them confidence to do so. Sara Knight (2016) tells us that the research supports the use of forest schools, she explains that forest schools improve teamwork and even stimulates writing with the results being quite impressive. This emphasis that research backs up the claim that forest schools can be beneficial to a child’s educational development as well as their own personal well-being and development. 

Play should be at the heart of a child’s development. Children learn best when they don’t feel pressurised to learn. Children learn as they interact with the environment and those around them through play. Wellhousen (2002) explains that Rousseau (1911) postulates that children learn through natural physical activity, and that they should be encouraged to be independent. This is the entire ethos of forest school, to promote independent learning through natural physical activity. The original forest school ethos would be to leave children conduct their own activities and play in the forest school setting without interference from adult. After visiting a natural kindergarten in Stuttgart, Germany, it was clear to see how the children would engage, enjoy and develop on their own without any involvement from teachers or adults. They would imaginatively create their own activities, play and develop their own games and safely conduct experiments with a range of tools including hammers, saws and knives. Froebel (1782-1852) would agree with his, he believes that play is, ‘Play is the highest expression of human development in childhood for it alone is the free expression of what is in the child’s soul.’ He goes on to say that through play, children are able to construct the knowledge of the world around them, by experiencing it directly. This signifies the importance that play has on the whole development of the child. It is only through play that we get a full insight into what a child is truly capable of and their behaviours. It is through play and their engagement with the outdoors that children get to understand nature and how the world is constructed around them, theory is great, practical exploration and engagement with nature is better. 

There will be a week-long plan leading up to the visit (appendix 3). The carousel work and activities will focus on specific skills that will help the children when they are in forest school. A contentious skill that will be implemented with the children is knife work. Children are far more capable than we give them credit for and given the correct guidance children can develop these sorts of skills at a young age. This I believe would be classed as a reasonable risk. Maynard and Waters (2014), quotes (McMillan 1930: 78) as saying that, ‘Risk was seen as offering adventure and challenge rather than as a reason to stop children from doing something.’ Using risk and challenge to develop knife skills, children would see the knife as a risk but under guidance and directed activity the challenge of using knives to create their own item through whittling, would provide the children with a focus to achieve and hone the skills. (Froebel, in Lilley 1967) would argue that children who are protected while playing are at more risk than those who are subjected to challenging experiences. He believes this is because children gain awareness of their own abilities as well as the ability to take the risk and assess it for themselves. Children are capable, from a young age they have a natural ability so soak up information and experiences and learn from them, denying children opportunity to explore, experiment, take risks and get hurt, we are denying them the opportunity to learn from these risks. While children need to have the opportunity to take risks and learn from them, certain risks still need to be assessed on the likelihood of injury taking place. Welsh Government (2017) states that, ‘The provider risk assesses all its activities, as required by law.’ The document goes on to say that prior to the learning, all significant hazards should be recorded and their related risks are to be assessed. In line with this I have completed a risk assessment (appendix 4) and assessed the risks I believe are involved prior to the trip being undertaken. Another important aspect prior to any visit is parental consent. I have ensure that all parents would have signed a start of year consent form (appendix 5) as well as being given the itinerary of the forest school trip (appendix 6) with consent to be given if they are happy with heir children undertaking the activities that are on the itinerary. This is in line with the Welsh Assembly’s (2007) document, ‘Parents and parental responsibilities.’ It explains that, ‘Everyone who is a parent has a right to participate in decisions about a child’s education.’ This highlights the importance of keeping parents involved in their own child’s education, they have a right to consent to what they believe their child should be subjected to in their education. 

The class will be a mix of eight and nine year old students. They are working on the Theme of Habitats which will directly link to their forest school activity of Den Building. The theme has strong scientific elements as it focuses on biology. It’s important to ensure a practical element when working with science which is why the Den building activity will really help to integrate their learning of habitats. Peacock, G et al. (2017) explains that, ‘Hands on, practical activity is understood by many to be the most effective approach in Science education.’ This embeds the point that in order to get the best out of children, we need to offer them opportunity to get involved in hands on practical activities. Throughout the week the children will be learning about habitats, as well as developing skills that will help them to build their own dens. The skills that they learn will not only help them for this one activity, they will be skills that they can use throughout their childhood and into adult life. This is an important aspect of what the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) are trying to promote through the Education for sustainable development and global citizenship. They explain that, ‘“Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) is education that will prepare young people for life in the 21st century.” WAG (2008). We can see the importance here of developing skills in children that they can take with them throughout the entirety of their life. The itinerary and lesson plan (Appendix 6 & 7) lay out the plan for activities for the day. An important skill developed through forest schools and the planned activity is that of a sense of self confidence, team work, co-operative learning and a sense of self independence. As we can see from Appendix 7, the Welsh government tell us in the ‘personal and social education’ part of the curriculum that we should be giving children the opportunity to develop skills such as, ‘Work Co-operatively to solve problems.’ And, ‘Take increasing responsibility for their learning.’ The activity of Den building will definitely help children to develop these skills, the children will be working completely independently as a group and in order to succeed they will need to ensure they work together and communicate effectively. This also links in with Vygotsky’s (1980) theory of the zone of proximal development. The theory states ‘cognitive development stems from social interactions from guided learning within the zone of proximal development as children and their partner's co-construct knowledge.’ So as the teacher I have ‘guided’ the children with the idea of the activity ‘den building’ however, it is then up to the children to work as a team to develop the knowledge and skills needed together to successfully complete the task. Bruner (1967) Built upon Vygotsky’s work and came up with the term ‘scaffolding’ Bruner believed that when activities are provided by an educator or more knowledgeable other (MKO) then that person is helped through the zone of proximal development. During this forest school activity the children are able to become each other’s MKO’s, they work together and learn from each other as they construct the knowledge together on how to successfully build a den. 

Another area of Skill development will be that of ‘design and technology.’ The Welsh Assembly government tell us that in this area children should be given the opportunity to, ‘Demonstrate their creative thinking when considering and recording solutions to problems that arise during their designing and making.’ and ‘Consider the safety, reliability and sustainability of their activities/products, e.g. consider how use or misuse of their products might cause injury.’ The whole concept of the activity is to design and build their own den or ‘habitat’ the children will work together and will face many problems when attempting to construct the den using the resources, however, this gives them the opportunity and challenge of working together and overcoming these obstacles. They must also be aware of using the tools provided. Risk has already been discussed and there will be risk involved when the children are using the knives to help them build their dens. However, this gives the children the opportunity to take control of their own risks and ensure that the tools are used in a safe an reliable manner. Warden, C (2007) emphasises this point, ‘Young children need challenge and risk within a framework of security and safety.’ She goes on to suggest that the outdoor environment is an ideal place for risk and challenge to be introduced and that it helps children to be safe and aware of others. After the trip, children will be tasked with creating their own power point on the forest school trip. Children will be asked to evaluate how they feel the activity of den making went, what they liked/disliked about the activity, what was their favourite part, they will include information gathered from the weekly activities and children will have an opportunity to present their work to the class. Post trip activities are an important way of helping children to embed the learning. ‘Not only can you harness student learning at this stage, but you can also mine valuable feedback about the whole process.’ Patel, A and Schere, L (2019) from ‘new visions.’

The importance of ensuring children have access to the outdoor world and have the opportunity to play and explore this world is of paramount importance. Forest schools help to bring children closer to nature and let them experience a world that is impossible to recreate within the four walls of a classroom. ‘Learning within four walls is surely an adult concept that has more to do with control than with children’s well-being.’ Harriman (2006) Taken from Moodle. This signifies the importance that as teachers we need to get out of the idea of ‘controlling’ children within a classroom, the benefit the outdoor environment on their entire development and well-being is massive. ‘Indoor and outdoor environments that are fun, exciting, stimulating and safe promote children’s development and natural curiosity to explore and learn through first-hand experiences.’ DCELLS (2008). We can therefore conclude that an outdoor environment that is able to fully engage and stimulate the child is an environment that a child will thrive and learn in. I believe this is an environment that the activity Den making would achieve and one where children would thoroughly enjoy.
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