Write an assignment of approximately 1,000 words about how Forest Schools fit with national strategies? Your assignment might include information relating to education, environmental and health strategies.

The ethos of Forest School is designed to complement and enhance the curriculum through hands-on, experiential learning.  It develops skills that are useful across the whole curriculum such as personal, social, and emotional development, problem solving, independence and sustainable environmental awareness and responsibility.  

Forest School promotes children being aware and assessing an acceptable level of risk during outdoor learning as well as developing balance and agility, manual dexterity, physical coordination, tactile sensitivity, and depth perception.  It is about empowering and educating children whilst evaluating their own risk and well-being.  It provides freedom from classroom constraints for deeper engagement with the natural world.  With children being given more liberties to explore the world around them along with experiencing actions and consequences within a safe environment, it results in fewer injuries due to accidents because they are self-assessing situations and taking personal responsibility, looking at potential problems/outcomes through natural exploration.  A child's ability to play outdoors also strengthens the immune systems of both children and adults involved.  According to UNICEF, “Dozens of studies have now found that spending time outdoors, especially in free play, benefits children's physical health, social skills, and even their concentration and school readiness.”

There is no one department that supports Forest School, yet it is sustainable by using the natural environment to assist development within learning.  It focuses on not wasting resources and making sure that everything is environmentally friendly.

Eco-School initiatives are widespread across Northern Ireland promoting pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours which can be linked through classroom learning and caring for our environment.

Forest School can provide outdoor learning links across the Northern Ireland Curriculum, through lessons incorporating Language and Literacy, Maths and Numeracy, The Arts, World Around Us, PDMU and Physical Education.  It is about providing and encouraging holistic development in a variety of learning contexts.

According to Northern Ireland Forest School Association, “The Northern Ireland Forest School Association incorporates aspects of history, geography and science, delivers an opportunity to develop thinking skills and personal capabilities, and has a strong emphasis on promoting numeracy and literacy.”  Forest School is largely based around experiential and child-centred learning and has tried to integrate and bring together the National Curriculum alongside outdoor education.  It promotes Thinking Skills and Personal Capabilities through child-led, outdoor experiences fostering resilience and independence while meeting statutory requirements for physical, social, and emotional development. It helps to expand and nurture skills such as managing information, thinking, problem-solving, decision-making, and being creative which again are key elements of Thinking Skills and Personal Capabilities.

Maths and Numeracy is supported through Forest School by focusing on practical problem-solving, data handling, and measurement in a natural environment.  For example, learning numbers to twenty and exploring patterns and shapes could be conducted through counting pebbles, finding pairs of leaves and sorting twigs by size or shape.  It increases knowledge and use of mathematical language using words such as greater than, smaller, heavy, light, further, while discussing findings and improving communication and understanding of mathematical topics which are seen in a more tangible way.

In relation to Language and Literacy, Forest School promotes talking and listening through collaborative play such as building, creating outdoor stories and reading while using their imagination for role play games.  Forest School compliments discussions and vocabulary as well as listening skills and storytelling.  For younger children it can be a base for imaginative play as well as using outdoor materials when learning letter formations, e.g. making the shapes of letters using twigs, stones, drawing in the mud/sand.

World Around Us topics can be explored through outdoor learning.  My P5s studied the topic of Egypt and various lessons were facilitated outside of the classroom such as chalk hieroglyphics, building pyramids with string and twigs, an archaeological dig in the sandpit and using stones to paint symbols on, which translated into stories using hieroglyphics.

SEN is increasing throughout mainstream schools accompanied by behavioural difficulties.  Creative play and interaction with adults in a more relaxed setting can improve levels of concentration but also alleviate symptoms of ADHD.  This is therefore creating an environment in which a wider range of children with individual needs can better access the core elements of the National Curriculum because the delivery is more tailored to personalised needs.

The Northern Ireland Biodiversity Strategy focuses on the well-being and health of our society, looking at habitats and how we impact on those environments and how we can minimise that impact.  This is tied into PDMU which is linked to the whole structure of Forest School.  Understanding the world around us, taking personal responsibility as well as showing mutual respect for the environment and others is embedded into the ethos of Forest School.  According to Beery and Wolf-Watz 2004, “Several studies suggest that individual encounters and experiences with nature can provide a pathway to environmental behaviour, and that time spent in nature when young can have lasting impact on children’s attitudes to the natural environment through their lives.”  It creates a platform for being in direct contact with nature and focusing on using natural resources for lessons as well as leaving areas as they were found, without trace, or in even better condition, e.g. litter picking.  It engages children and instils habits into young minds that will last a lifetime and benefit the world around us in days to come.  It’s about raising awareness and knowledge of biodiversity issues and looking at habitats and species within our own local areas and how we can best conserve these.  It emphasises the need for sustainable development, climate change and environmental challenges which are naturally supported through nature-based learning.

The Northern Ireland Curriculum can be taught outdoors, it’s just about being creative and imaginative about outdoor learning as facilitators and bringing a balance between the amount of screen time compared to being outdoors.  Childhood obesity is on the rise due to more inactive lifestyles and less physical exertion.  According to Northern Ireland Assembly Research and Information Service, “A World Health Organization commission has described childhood obesity as a ‘growing epidemic’ globally, and stated that it is ‘under-recognized as a public health issue’. Alarmingly, in Northern Ireland at least 25% of children are classed as overweight or obese.”  Being desk-bound also increases behaviour problems through lack of movement.  Forest School activities promote increased levels of motor skills and fitness, especially balance and coordination.  The Northern Ireland Physical Activity Strategy aims to provide children with a minimum of 30 minutes of moderate intensity physical activity every day increasing fitness levels and preventing sedentary lifestyles which are largely increasing due to the more traditional forms of online and “screen” learning, but also the fact that children now spend a lot of their free time gaming and using technology rather than experiencing the world around them first hand.  If Forest School lessons are being completed several times a week with the average of 60 mins per session, this will ensure and potentially exceed the recommended physical activity, promoting well-being, physical stamina, emotional well-being and mental health of both children and facilitators through quality outdoor learning experiences.




References:
Beery, Thomas H. , and Daniel Wolf-Watz . 2014. “Nature to Place: Rethinking the Environmental Connectedness Perspective.” Journal of Environmental Psychology 40: 198–205. 


https://www.nienvironmentlink.org/our-members/northern-ireland-forest-school-association/
https://www.assemblyresearchmatters.org/2018/01/26/childhood-obesity-inactivity-lifelong-problem/
https://www.unicef.org/eca/stories/importance-outdoor-play-and-how-support-it


