
 

Forest schools: how climbing trees and
making dens can help children develop
resilience

June 13 2019, by Janine Coates And Helena Pimlott-Wilson

  
 

  

Credit: shutterstock

Despite all the research that tells parents how good it is for their children
to spend time playing outside, they are spending more time indoors than
ever before. It seems that concerns about the dangers of climbing trees
or getting lost means that many parents are nervous about allowing their
children to engage in risky play. 
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But research suggests that this element of outdoor play has significant
benefits for children and can help to develop their emotional resilience.

Over the last decade and a half, schools have started to recognise the
importance of outdoor time for children—resulting in the development
of programmes that take learning outside the classroom. One of these
programmes which has increased in popularity over recent years, is
Forest School. 

What is forest school?

Forest School is an outdoor learning initiative which embraces outdoor
play in wooded spaces as a tool for learning and development. In the UK,
the Forest School movement can be traced back to the early 1990s when
a group of early years educators at Bridgewater College in Somerset day
went on a trip to Denmark. 

They noted how the Scandinavian values of open-air living were
embedded in the education system. Upon their return from Denmark,
they developed the first Forest School in the college creche, followed by
a B-Tech qualification in Forest School practice. The Bridgewater group
set in motion the development of Forest School provision through
structured training programmes for Forest School practitioners. Today
the Forest School Association – the UK professional body for Forest
School practitioners—has more than 1,500 members.

During Forest School, children and young people are provided with
opportunities to explore the natural environment, experience appropriate
risk and challenge, and direct their own learning. Research has shown
that Forest School stimulates imaginative play through hands-on
engagement with the natural environment. 

In our research, which included more than 30 interviews with children
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aged between four and nine, we wanted to understand how play in Forest
School might facilitate learning. We found that during Forest School,
children felt more independent, and as a result, had a greater sense of
personal, social and environmental responsibility. 

Children felt that they were able to apply skills they had learned in
school in more meaningful ways and developed a range of non-academic
skills. Forest School encouraged them to think creatively—to step out of
their comfort zone and take risks—and to work more closely with their
peers. They also reported being more physically active during Forest
School—learning how to move safely in the unpredictable and
challenging space of a woodland.  

Making movements matter

The World Health Organisation has recently argued that young children
need more opportunity to play in order to grow up healthy. But despite
the clear benefits, Forest School is still somewhat misunderstood. 

To the outsider, it is often considered as a separate form of education
provision—and indeed, there are some full-time outdoor Forest School
nurseries operating in the UK, such as Wildawood Forest School in
Cambridgeshire. But most Forest Schools operate within mainstream
state schools, where children leave their classrooms for a half or full day,
usually once or twice a week, to attend Forest School. 

We spoke to children, headteachers and Forest School leaders in two
primary schools and found that this bridging of formal and informal
learning can be complementary to one another. Children and
headteachers acknowledged that the school system can stifle children's
natural curiosity about the world. Children recognise that while they
learn a lot in the classroom, this tends to be directed by teachers and
focused on passing tests. 

3/4

https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/24-04-2019-to-grow-up-healthy-children-need-to-sit-less-and-play-more
https://wildawood.co.uk/
https://doi.org/10.1111/geoj.12302
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Headteachers also recognised the pressure children are put under from a
young age, and of the need to frequently demonstrate pupil progression
against set targets. Forest School, for both pupil and teacher, is an
opportunity to move away from the monotony of classroom learning and
instead to engage in hands-on, self-directed learning. 

This gives children the opportunity to develop other skills beyond the
academic—including negotiation, resilience and independence. And in
this way, the blending of these approaches to learning ensures that
children have opportunity to develop a broader range of skills. All of
which, prepares them for later life, while helping them to harness a love
of the great outdoors from an early age. 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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