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Abstract:  This paper starts with the claim that Forest School is all about relationships, between children and their environment certainly, but also between each other and between the adults in the wood with them.  It describes how the Forest School movement started in the UK in Bridgewater in the 1990s, since when it has slowly spread north and east.  It describes the author’s involvement in establishing Forest Schools and associated training in East Anglia, and her current research project in Suffolk.

The paper then goes on to look at the benefits of Forest School to young children, and how this is facilitated.  It goes on to distil from this the ethos of Forest School in the UK, and to state the author’s belief in Forest School as an ideal learning environment for young children.  It ends with a plea to practitioners to record and share their experiences.
Text:

Being a part of a Forest School session will quickly convince any participant observer that relationships are a key part of the experience, relationships between children and the environment certainly, but also between each other and between the adults in the wood with them.  Since I taught in Norway for a year in the 1970s I have been interested in why it is that being in this natural environment should have such a profound effect on the social and emotional environment of the participants.  I would like to share with you today where my thinking has taken me. 

With apologies to those who are familiar with Forest School I would like to start by describing a brief history of the development of Forest School in this country, and my involvement in that development.  I will then describe why I think that Forest School is relational pedagogy in action, and go on to talk about the research that I am doing to seek support for that assertion.  I will end by saying what Forest School has come to represent for me, and why I think its influence is so important for young children.
It is possible to see links between Forest School and all manner of movements promoting children’s learning outdoors, from the MacMillan nurseries to Gordonstoun School.  The Industrial Revolution in this country in the 19th century saw the formation of many of these institutions, as practitioners recognised the impact of urbanisation upon the health, well being and education of children. However, in the second half of the 20th century mainstream education in this country seemed to lose sight of the importance of regular outdoor opportunities, with a steady erosion of PE and a decline in Outdoor Education due to health and safety scares.  In other countries, principally in Scandinavia, this has not been the case, and Forest School in the form that it is best recognised was developed in this country largely as a result of a visit to Denmark by the nursery nursing department of Bridgewater College in the 1990s.

Bridgewater College began to run Forest School sessions for their own college nursery children, then for students with special needs at the college, and eventually for all the students in the college.  As they developed their provision they developed their understanding of what Forest School could do for different groups of people at different times in their lives.  An interesting new development at the Burnworthy Outdoor Education Centre, where one of the original lecturers now runs his own Forest School, is the work they are doing with Women’s Refuge groups.  But I will stick to the early years story for now.

Bridgewater, and later Burnworthy, developed training courses through OCN and BTEC for Forest School leaders and practitioners, enabling Forest Schools to spread.  Inevitably this was initially in the West Country, then Wales, and then Oxfordshire.  In 2003 the Green Light Trust, an environmental charity based in Suffolk, was offered the opportunity to lead the development of Forest Schools in the East of England with funding and support from the Forestry Commission’s education wing, the Forest Education Initiative.  As their early years specialist I was sent to Wales to train as a Forest School leader, then as a trainer, and then two of my colleagues were also trained.  We now run training courses at our base, and also go out to other settings to run training.  In addition we provide resources via our website, and support conferences such as this one, and the Saffron Waldron conference in 2006.  My role now is largely involved in observing, recording and researching what Forest School is, and what it can do for children and young people, with a view to producing researched evidence to promote its benefits.  I have been interested to read the findings from the two NEF research projects (NEF 2003 and 2005) that have been undertaken in Wales and the South West, as I can see reassuring similarities in our findings.

At the moment I am working with Nayland School in Suffolk, where I started a Forest School in 2003 (Bond, 2004).  Since my initial six weeks work with the staff and children, the Head Teacher and the Foundation Stage staff have enthusiastically embraced the Forest School ethos, which is made slightly easier for them by having a wood on one side of the school site.  They have made Forest School an integral part of their Foundation Stage delivery, with every child entering the school experiencing between 18 and 36 Forest School sessions.  Their Ofsted report of 2005 states that “Involvement in the Forest School project makes a magical contribution to children’s development” (Ofsted, pg 5, 2005).
This leads me onto why it is that I think that Forest School is “relational pedagogy in action”.  I asked one of the two Foundation Stage teachers what she gained from the Forest School sessions, particularly as she is also the deputy head of the school and has to make a considerable effort to be with her class in the wood regularly for a half day for six weeks of every term.  She said that it gave her a chance to see the children as people, to see different qualities and strengths to those demonstrated in the class room, to have the chance to observe them and to enter into relaxed spontaneous conversation.  Her Foundation Stage colleague and I summarised this for my research project:


“”New perspectives” for children and other adults is about seeing children in different settings.  This facilitates a more positive relationship between child and practitioner, and a holistic view of their unique strengths and weaknesses”

The “new perspectives” mentioned above is the 7th beneficial outcome of Forest School identified by the NEF research, but I feel that it is one of the most important.  It focuses on the whole child, their interests, their talents and their personalities, gives a real and human dimension to their care and education that is missing if we focus on curricula or on specific areas of development.  As the flyer for this conference quotes, “Human relationships.…are the building blocks of healthy development”.  The teachers at Nayland are being given time and space to meet their children as whole people, each with a unique set of talents and abilities.  The children are being given the chance to develop relationships with adults in an environment that is independent of classroom constraints and that respects their individuality, fostering confidence and social competence that will support their learning when they return to the indoor school.
We considered all eight of the outcomes before the start of the forest school sessions in January 2007 as a focusing exercise, and will be returning to them later this month (March 2007).  Sharing our findings thus far with you today will enable me to further explore the benefits of Forest School and how they relate to the themes of the conference.  I will deal with them in the order determined by NEF through their work with the Forest Schools of Wales and the West of England, and will expand on how these opportunities are created later in the paper.  They are based on the observations of the staff over 7 terms, each of 6 sessions of Forest School:
1. Confidence:  one thing that sets Forest School apart is attendance on a regular basis over time.  Some children take time to become familiar and confident with Forest School and the routines associated with it.  But as they do, they develop ownership of the wood, which encourages relaxation and comfortableness with it, a relationship with their woodland setting at their own pace.  The Forest School routines provide stability, consistency and security.  Knowing their boundaries leaves freedom for thought and activities.  There is a freedom to take risks that are managed, giving independence and a desire to explore further.  Learning is child-led in a setting flexible enough to adapt to their interests, allowing them to make their own discoveries and construct their own learning.

2. Social skills:  it is about encouraging children to identify their own strengths and recognise the value they bring to relationships, not about creating a class of charismatic leaders.  Thus they learn to value the contributions of others.  Social behaviour such as giving, helping, sharing and comforting are encouraged.

3. Language and communication:  the children are constantly conveying messages, expressing feelings, and making social contact.  They are turn-taking, negotiating, listening to others.  Their enthusiasm inspires them to use new words and with greater fluency.  There is an increased and developed use of language, and improved vocabulary through spontaneous talk and descriptive language.  Confidence and communication are linked – an increased willingness to communicate is an indicator of greater confidence.  An inspiration to learn new words, create imaginary play and make up stories and ideas comes from their surroundings.

4. Motivation and concentration: children’s interests motivate their desire to learn.  Outdoor environments tend to fascinate, thus stimulating their innate curiosity.  Child-led learning enables practitioners to see what intrigues the children who can then work, solve problems, discover new things, ideas and concepts.  The input at this conference from the Reggio Emilia nurseries also underlines this approach.                                                                      “A sense of awe and wonder” was an expression used in the early National Curriculum documentation – it happens naturally by being close to nature.  Concentration spans are much longer than in the indoor classrooms for all children.  They discover new phenomena, and accommodate them into their world; they may even ride dragons, pilot aeroplanes or create magical potions.

5. Physical skills:  children are helped, tested and challenged at Forest School, improving the range and quality of their movements.  Stamina may be gained just by the exercise of playing for three hours outdoors.  Confidence to undertake risks and challenges comes through learning how to do things safely and through pushing at boundaries.  There is space to learn, and to experience the tactile experiences that come from different weather conditions.  As they gain in experience they trip over less often, and cope with putting on protective clothing more easily.
6. Knowledge and understanding: the Forest School space may be a different environment from those familiar to them, or just a familiar one approached differently.  Whichever, the freedom to explore and create stimulates curiosity and observation.  Curiosity developed in the wood transfers to the world beyond Forest School, increasing the desire to learn and explore.  Knowledge is inspired by child-initiated exploration and supplemented by the expertise of the practitioners.  Understanding develops over weeks of repetitions that increase their awareness of the impact of their actions.  A sense of ownership also develops over time, giving a degree of pride and confidence.

7. New perspectives; we have discussed above.
8. Ripple effects on the children, their families and the wider community: open days and celebrations can help allay worries about risks, exposure to inclement weather, and the process of learning.  This ripples into the wider community.  And importantly, all manner of strengths that aid success in formal learning are transferred back into the indoor classroom.

So, the question is, how does Forest School work?  And what are the key elements that create the Forest School ethos?  It is difficult to know which question to tackle first but I think it will be most helpful to describe a block of sessions first, and then highlight those key elements.
Firstly, when embarking on a block of Forest School sessions it is necessary to make sure that the children are as safe as possible.  There is a growing concern, expressed in Jennie Lindon’s excellent book “Too Safe for Their Own Good” (Lindon, 2003), that children are being over-protected, and as a consequence are not able to learn to keep themselves safe.  There is also a growing truth that our society is becoming more litigious, so if we are going to facilitate risk-taking we need to be able to demonstrate that those risks are reasonable ones for children of the age and stage you are working with.  So Forest School practitioners are trained to risk assess the area they are planning to use, and not just once.  Deep checks are undertaken seasonally, at the start of a term’s sessions.  This way action can be taken if necessary.  Practitioners are also given sylviculture training so that they can recognise when and where trees need coppicing, etc., and how such work should be carried out.
Daily checks are undertaken, looking for rubbish as well as fast-growing hazards like brambles and fungi.  Identifying a hazard does not necessarily mean removing it.  It means writing down what it is and what measures, such as pointing it out to the children, that you will take to minimise the risk.
Although the majority of the activities that take place will be child-led and child initiated, there will be activities that practitioners will plan for, or will be aware that certain activities are likely to take place.  So on activity planning sheets the risks are again noted, and measures to ensure that they are reasonable are discussed.  Lastly, practitioners will look at the group of children they are taking out, to see if there are any who will need extra support in any way.  This is particularly important if the Forest School Leaders are not the children’s’ teachers, and may not know the children at all before the first session.

You will also want to ensure that group sizes are practical, and ratios are high.  There is guidance for this in Forest School training.  All this may sound excessive, but generating this level of backup evidence enables practitioners to offer children the maximum amount of freedom in the wood.

The next stage is to start the enabling process.  An external Forest School leader will usually spend at least one session with the children on their home patch, getting to know them and building trust.  They will also teach the children the “1,2,3 Where are you?”  game, which enables any adult or child to locate or attract the rest of the Forest School if necessary.  Discussions will take place on any topic of concern.  I usually facilitate this by letting the children unpack my Forest School rucksack, containing a wide range of items from string to toilet paper, secateurs to wet wipes.

At last you are finally ready to go into the wood!  And the first thing you will do in the wood is the last of the safety parameters I shall go into today, which is to establish a base camp, with markers delineating its periphery.  We use brightly-coloured tape which it is important to retrieve at the end of the block of sessions, for environmental reasons.  The children decide where the boundaries should be, with some adult negotiation if they make the area too big, although this is unlikely with new visitors to the wood.  Most children do have a natural instinct to stay within a few metres of their known adults when in unfamiliar surroundings.  This agreed area is where the children are free to pursue their own activities.  If they wish to go out of the area, they have to take an adult with them.
After all this you have created a “safe enough” environment where the children can create and explore.  What happens in the sessions is up to them, with occasional stimulation or support from the adults.  In Norway the leaders will take a flask of coffee and sit on a log while the children get on with their learning.  They know that the children are familiar enough with the environment to be constructive in their play, and comfortable enough with the adults to ask for equipment, advice or support if required.  We may need to do more initially, as our children are not accustomed to the freedom to puggle in the mud that many of us may have experienced as children.  Although I have to say that after 7 terms Nayland is heading that way!  But we do show them how to make a tipi, which involves discussions about the safe ways to move long support poles.  And we show them how to peel the bark off sticks with potato peelers, a popular and safe introduction to sharp tools.

The play can be boisterous and noisy, or quiet and reflective, or all of those things by turn.  Once ground rules are agreed, nothing is ruled out.  For example, you can’t take children to the woods and say “no sticks”, it would be cruel!  And it is fascinating to see the same games recurring each week, being refined and developed as different children join or leave the group.  Deep play happens quickly and is sustained, while skills and knowledge are acquired and practised almost incidentally, to support the play.

The roles of the adults in the Forest Schools I have been involved with are various.  They may take the opportunity to observe and record.  I have included one of the forms we are using at Nayland this term as an appendix, by way of an example.  They may provide muscle to start a log rolling when requested.  They may be asked to identify flora and fauna, or may draw the children’s attention to things they may have failed to spot.  They may, if it is appropriate (and it takes skill and sensitivity to know when that is), join in a game, offering through questions, etc., extension opportunities for the children.  The adults are often in totally different roles to those they take in the formal school setting, and the children respond accordingly.  There is a relaxation and warmth in the wood that can then support the creation of a more nurturing and positive atmosphere in the classroom and nursery.

The Forest School ethos would seem to me to be summed up by the implementation of these key elements:

1. The setting is not the usual one.  Whether it is actually in a wood, which is the ideal*, or in another outdoor designated area, it is defined as a Forest School where Forest School rules apply, not those of the setting the children have come from.  The setting allows children to engage with the natural environment.  *There is something elemental and magical about a piece of woodland; no wonder Tolkien created Ents!
2. The Forest School is made as safe as is reasonably possible, in order to facilitate children’s risk-taking so that they can learn to respect the environment and move around comfortably within it, keeping themselves safe.

3. Forest School happens over time.  The minimum number of blocks of weeks is six, but often the best play and the most significant changes are only just starting at this point.  Both Bridgewater and Burnworthy recommend blocks of ten weeks, particularly if this is going to be the children’s only chance to experience Forest School.
4. There is not such thing as bad weather, only bad clothing.  The only time that it is unsafe to go into the wood is in high winds, when branches may be broken off.  That is a time to find an open space, not to go back indoors.

5. Trust is central.  The adults trust the children to follow the Forest School rules, and visa versa.  If you are a leader, don’t go out until you are sure that all the children and adults have understood this.
6. The learning is play-based, and as far as possible child initiated and child led.  There are no time constraints, and risk-taking is facilitated.
7. The children decide what should or should not be taken back to the setting, with adult support.  If adults wish to take natural material into the classroom they can collect it at another time.  This is a part of the children’s ownership of the experience.

8. The blocks and the sessions have beginnings and ends.  Because this is such a powerful emotional experience children need to be prepared for the block of sessions by the Forest School leader, and to have a significant final session.  This may be a celebration with parents invited in, or a campfire with special food, or some other agreed event.  Each session has its rituals at the beginning and end to signal the difference and the specialness.  This is often the chat during toileting and dressing at the beginning, and a song at the end.
During the time that I have been actively involved with leading Forest School sessions, or training and observing others doing so, my conviction that it is a powerful and useful tool has grown rather than diminished.  I have seen so many children gain from the experience that it is my deepest wish that we could find ways to offer it to as many children as possible.  I have seen a seven year old with Down’s Syndrome find a way to reconcile his need for imaginative play with his belief that he was too old for such things by becoming a Forest School helper.  I have seen a nervous four year old afraid to try to balance on a log run along one to reach another tree to climb, and a child with a speech impediment find a voice to express her extraordinary story-telling skills.  And I have seen many boys who find the constraints of the conventional classroom claustrophobic develop skills in concentration, perseverance, cooperation and motivation.
Being in a Forest School with the support and nurture of committed adults creates an unrivalled learning opportunity.  For Foundation Stage children it exactly addresses their developmental needs, fostering skills that then help them to succeed in our conventional learning environments.  It also supports the emotional needs of children who the system has failed, but that is another story.
It is fascinating for me to watch the adults as well as the children, to see who takes to this mode of delivery.  It is not for every adult, some of us have outgrown our love of mud and sticks, and it would be foolish not to admit it if it is not your thing – once you have tried it!  At Nayland the school council have requested that all children be given a forest school session each week, but the head is aware that not all staff would welcome the opportunity to spend three hours a week in all weathers in the wood, even if the wood could take the strain!  But there are people who take to this way of working as naturally as the children.  They are not all teachers.  For example, in Suffolk and Norfolk the Wildlife Trust Education Teams have trained three or four of their number and are offering Forest School sessions to schools.
As usual the bottom line is funding, as the training and organising of the sessions do not come cheap.  This is one of the reasons for my current research project, as I hope to obtain tangible evidence for the benefits of Forest School.  I would like to conclude with a plea that if you become involved in a Forest School project of any kind, please will you to keep evidence of what you are doing and what benefits your children gain from it.  Only hard evidence will convince funding bodies to facilitate a wider dissemination of this opportunity.
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Appendix:

Sample of Forest School Recording Sheet

Forest School leader report by pupil: 

Term: Spring 2007



Name:





Class:

	Date of FS session
	General comments
	Changes in self-esteem & self-confidence
	Changes in collaboration & awareness of others
	Changes in levels of motivation & attitudes to learning
	Demonstrates ownership & pride in local environment 
	Improved relationship with & understanding of outdoors
	Changes in levels of skills and knowledge
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