How Forest Schools benefits participants and local communities:
There has been much research conducted over the years to indicate the direct benefits of Forest Schools and the benefits they have for both participants and local communities.
According to (Davis, 1998;) Forest School research has indicated that spiritual experiences in nature may lead to long-term psychological well-being along with an increased desire to protect and care for environments.  It fosters feelings of being connected with nature and benefits well-being with regards to both mental and physical experiences.  Participants gain increasing feelings of self-esteem and self-confidence, increasing the ability to work cooperatively, taking ownerships and pride in their local environment.
If we have a direct relationship with the environment around us it should lead to an increased awareness of protection, preservation and the enjoyment that brings with the experience, fostering accountability for the impact our daily lives can have all be it positive or negative.  It also provides children with the chance to assess their own boundaries for exploration and safety in order to develop the skills of problem solving within a less formal setting.
It can be a dual relationship in that nature can provide spiritual, emotional and physical positives to participants but only if this is reciprocated in the looking after and exploration of the environment in which we are in, for both children and surrounding communities.  
Forest Schools can integrate this into the curriculum by allowing children/communities to access nature in their environments.  It can also promote a sense of togetherness when individuals are working towards a common goal of success as well as making tangible positive contributions.  This can foster feelings of self-belief, belonging and teamwork, giving elements of responsibility to those involved and growing minds with a greater understanding of the world around them.
It brings a sense of feeling at one with the world, reducing stress and anxiety and seeing the connectivity between the life of the individual and the nature around them.

The integration of Forest School for children encourages curiosity and motivation along with the freedom to explore using their multiple senses.  Research by Taylor et al., (1998), “has found that children who play in natural environments undertake more diverse, creative and imaginative play, forming an important part of a child’s development.”  Forest School is about inclusivity regardless of ability and should lend itself to catering for all learning styles with creativity, diversity and imagination being explored without limits within a safe environment that has been risk assessed.  It fosters coping skills of flexibility and adaptability as well as first hand experience and understanding of the changes in our environment, including the seasons.  It promotes multi-sensory activities which are children led and will hopefully include adult volunteers, e.g. parents, grandparents, members of the local community, to become involved and witness first hand their child’s learning and enjoyment through educational play.  It also fosters being healthy as participants are increasing their physical activity, not only developing their gross and fine motor skills but being outside in the fresh air.  Participants learn by doing which in turn provides opportunities for the development of personal and social skills regardless of age or ability where the more traditional educational setting may not have been as suitable for individual learning styles.

According to Hegarty (2010), “most participants in the present research described natural environments as therapeutic, with a deliberate, sometimes habitual use of nature to improve their mood.”  Working in nature can clear the mind bringing a sense of peace and relaxation, increasing self-worth and allowing quiet time for reflection and meditation.  Not only can this be the experience of adults, which in turn can improve relationships with other adults/children in their care and provide better coping strategies, but for children experiencing life stressors outside of their control, for example conflict in the home, illness or educational struggles.  It can provide a sense of release and downtime away from external pressures.  

Forest School activities can slow the world down allowing time to process and have a sense of calm and space to just be, without feeling external pressures of performance or outcomes.  It provides an environment where restoration can naturally occur as the brain unwinds in the slower pace of life whilst exploring the surroundings free from mental activity and exhaustion as the requirement for focused attention is dispersed into more sensual, physical and visual stimuli rather than over exertion of analysing and thinking skills.

Being aware of nature and one’s environment promotes pro-environmental choices as there is a direct understanding of cause and affect and the impact each of us has on our surroundings.  According to (Abson et al., 2017), “The encompassing concept of HNC has, therefore, been considered the strongest leverage point to transform or transition a social-ecological system toward a desirable, resilient, and sustainable future.”  If this knowledge can be demonstrated and experienced by children from an early age, then the theory is that they will become adults who are more aware of making environmentally beneficial choices.

Forest School also opens up a world for children who don’t necessarily live in the countryside and who maybe don’t have access to a garden/nature/forest.  Many children living in built up cities and apartment buildings don’t always have the means to experience nature in its truest form.  Structured lessons with flexible outcomes that are planned in nature, open up a whole new world for some learners, providing opportunities that may not otherwise be available to them.  It allows children to connect to a potentially hidden environment, nurturing connectivity with nature.  A social-ecological system that connects children to nature.

In conclusion therefore, Forest School promotes emotional and mental well-being as well as fostering positive environments for building social skills and relationships.  It increases physical activity whilst promoting cognitive development through outdoor learning experiences as well as connecting experiences to nature which in turn promotes conservation and protection of the environment.  It brings families, schools and communities together encouraging intergenerational outdoor learning as well as fostering a sense of belonging through collective responsibility. Forest School supports children and adults with additional needs, reduces isolation and teaching communities the skills to more environmentally responsible. 
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