Understand the development of Forest Schools locally and nationally
As a concept, Forest School is a long-term, learner-centred approach to education that uses nature to support holistic development of learners through regular engagement with natural environments.  Learning is child-led with the aim of promoting confidence, resilience and wellbeing.  It focuses on exploration of our outdoor environment where the senses are stimulated through nature, whether it be taste, smell, touch, sound or sight.

Scandinavia pioneered the concept of Forest School in the 1950’s, particularly Denmark and Sweden.  According to Porto Biomed J. 2017, “As a natural and compelling activity, play promotes cognitive, physical, social, and emotional well-being, offering the necessary conditions for children to thrive and learn. Through play, the child can experiment, solve problems, think creatively, cooperate with others, etc., gaining a deeper knowledge about his/herself and the world.”  The implementation of Forest School in Scandinavia noted that the concept of play was significant in the development of young minds as well as the ideology of free-air-life which was a cultural belief in the importance of spending time outdoors for health, wellbeing and learning.    Children under the age of 7 spent most of their day outside in woodland settings where learning was child-led, play-based and focused on social, emotional and physical development rather than the more formal approach of schooling in the UK.  Adults were facilitators rather than teachers, providing opportunities for children to explore and learn through play and direct experiences within a risk assessed environment.

In 1993, Bridgwater College, Somerset decided to go to Denmark to observe and learn about the deployment and benefits of Forest School and the philosophy behind integrating it into the education of children below the age of 7.

As Bridgwater were so convinced and impressed by what they saw, they then started their own Forest School with children attending the college creche back in the UK.  There were notable improvements in confidence, social skills, behaviour and levels of engagement.  The concept of Forest School in England is widely embedded in Early Years, Primary & Secondary Education and SEN.  
“Children and young people (CYP) in the United Kingdom are experiencing poorer mental health outcomes than ever, and the demand for services is the highest on record. Understanding the effectiveness of school-based interventions for promoting and developing emotional well-being is a core research priority. A school-based intervention that is inclusive and has the potential for widespread delivery is ‘Forest School’.” (NIHR Open Res. 2025).  It is used to support mental health and wellbeing, engagement, attendance as well as social and emotional learning with the aim of being a long-term pedagogical approach rather than a stand-alone intervention. 

Scotland has also bought into the concept of Forest Schools with support from Forestry Commission Scotland and Forestry and Land Scotland with a strong emphasis on seasonal learning and environmental responsibility.  It is aligned closely with Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence focusing on successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective contributors.  Woodlands for Learning produced by The Forestry Commission Scotland state, “We want our young people to be successful learners, confident individuals, effective contributors and responsible citizens.  We also want the people of Scotland to value and enjoy our built and natural environment and protect it and enhance it for future generations.” (www.nifsa.org.uk)

The core belief around the introduction of Forest School in Wales was focused around regular sessions of learning in a natural woodland environment led by qualified leaders and focusing on confidence, resilience, independence and wellbeing.  The Forestry Commission Wales were inspired to use the expertise from Bridgwater College to provide training for Forest School in 2001. What is now known as NRW (Natural Resources Wales), organised and continues to support outdoor learning and Forest School activities through education officers and partnerships alongside managing forests and woodlands. The Welsh Government provides funding in the form of community school grants to establish Forest School provisions in local schools as part of wellbeing and learning.  Practitioner networks like Forest School Wales and Wales Council for Outdoor Learning help to maintain the quality of expertise and share best practice among participating Forest School practitioners.  

Northern Ireland has been a little behind in implementing the concept of Forest School compared to the rest of the UK in terms of rooting it into the core curriculum. The Northern Ireland Forest School Association developed Northern Ireland’s first and only Forest School qualification for Northern Ireland enabling individuals to train in Northern Ireland rather than Great Britain.  NIFSA Forest School qualification supports the development, quality and delivery of Forest School practice in Northern Ireland ensuring that practitioners are competent, reflective and ethically responsible.  It is often delivered by voluntary organisations, community groups or youth workers rather than being provided as part of the national curriculum itself.  The idea of Forest School in Northern Ireland is primarily used as a community and wellbeing intervention with therapeutic benefits including supporting emotional resilience, trauma-informed practice, social inclusion, community cohesion and peace-building and must be delivered in a way that is sensitive to the unique social and educational climate of Northern Ireland.  It therefore at present is unfortunately less embedded within the mainstream curriculum frameworks of schools, however, still shares the same common philosophical foundations.

The UK shares a core belief around what Forest School stand for, however differ in their implementation for each individual country and culture.  The leading UK country at the moment for the implementation of Forest Schools is England, closely followed by Scotland who have focused more on a wider outdoor and sustainability framework.  Wales has concentrated more on wellbeing and curriculum reform whereas Northern Ireland have engaged primarily in the development of community-based and therapeutic practices.

Ritchie (2010) reported 100 forest schools in England in 2005 and 20 each in Scotland and Wales. In outstanding contrast to these figures, in 2017, the Forest School Association estimated there were 10,000 forest schools operating in the UK (McCree and Cree 2017) demonstrating the growing culture that it promotes and the impact it is having across the UK as a whole.

The idea of Forest School has spread worldwide including Germany, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, USA, Japan and part of Asia with each country making adaptions to suit their local culture, climate and education systems.  It is an evolving programme with a growing increase in the number of qualified facilitators enriching opportunities for learners to grow and develop alongside exploration and understanding of the world around them.  Adults and young people alike need to work cohesively to learn and sustain the world in which we live within the confines of our ever-changing climate and the continued impact this brings to each of our lives.  Forest School highlights the footprint each of us leaves behind and the personal responsibility we have as individuals to work collaboratively towards the shared goal of sustainability and preservation.  To instil this knowledge into young minds is essential for the success and collective achievement of a promising outlook to this world.
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