1.0b Understand how Forest Schools benefit both participants and local communities
Assignment 1
Task: Write an assignment of approximately 1,000 words about the benefits of Forest Schools. Your assignment might include information relating to childrens' benefits, environmental and local community benefits. Must include 3 references that are cited at the end of the assignment.
Learning without walls has been in my blood from an early age. Breathing fresh air and spending my days outdoors made up a large part of my childhood, especially as the daughter of a Landscape Gardener. Having worked in Scotland for a large part of my early years of teaching, Outdoor Learning made up much of our timetable, and making links across the curriculum with the great outdoors is second nature to me. So, I have really noticed the benefits from a personal and professional level of Outdoor Learning over the years. Forest School is the next step forward for me, aligning curriculum links with the outdoors, as well as providing pupils with greater opportunities for problem solving, enhancing social skills as well as increasing their confidence and self-esteem along the way. In addition, pupils are given opportunity to develop a deeper connection to the natural world, all while fostering valuable life skills.
Forest School is an ethos which also benefits children with opportunities to enhance their emotional and physical development through outdoor play, activities and exploration in a natural environment. Furthermore, Forest School enables children to get outside of the classroom, direct their own learning and exploration which gives them more pupil voice and autonomy in their learning. (https://www.marjon.ac.uk) 
As Jon Cree, (Director of the Forest School Association UK), puts it, 
"If done well, every individual will take away something different from Forest School. It will enable them to have agency to build relationships. To commune with human and non-human, to have agency to find that connection from within. Forest School is about connection, agency and communion."
According to Liz O'Brien, research conducted by the New Economics Foundation highlights that Forest Schools foster confidence, independence, and development in language and communication as a result of attending Forest Schools. In addition, ‘There is anecdotal evidence from teachers and others who have come into contact with Forest School that it can have a profound and positive effect on the way children and young people relate to each other and the world around them.’ 
https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/research/forest-schools-impact-on-young-children-in-england-and-wales/
Whilst there are a lot more risks with Forest school, eg. pupil injury when working with tools such as saws or peelers, or risk of falling out of a tree while climbing, the benefits to these activities, far outweigh the risks! We can develop strength, stamina, balance, coordination, as well as a hardened immunity to dirt and bacteria. I love the term risk benefit instead of risk assessment, as the Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents (RoSPA) suggests, "Climbing trees and falling out of them is all part of growing up and having small injuries helps children learn about risks. We take the view that it’s a good thing to try to equip children and young people and help them make informed decisions about the risks that they take.” Pupils need the opportunity to develop these gross motor-skills and to risk-assess for themselves and Forest Schools provides pupils with lots of opportunities for supported risk-taking.
Forest school can also provide environmental benefits. Being encouraged to look closely at the forest floor at the creatures crawling or birds chirping, pupils and staff deepen their appreciation for the world around them. We develop a greater awareness for our own environmental impact of littering or pollution, which can have a small but important part to play in making positive changes to our natural world. We grow a greater affinity with nature as we our encouraged to stop and listen to the breeze in the trees. Taking a walk through crunchy leaves, or a moment to breathe can also have such a positive impact on our mental wellbeing, both for pupils and staff. Taking a step away from the traditional confinements of the classroom walls, and being given permission to explore, to investigate, to be creative, to be curious, can be a truly uplifting and liberating experience. 
Local community involvement in Forest School activities can strengthen the relationship between the school and community it serves. It can also provide opportunities for green spaces or forest sites to be identified that might not have been explored before as well as appreciated and used with care Making links with our local Gardening group or playgroup as well as parents and carers, can provide all parties with opportunities to develop a deeper appreciation for the world around them, to learn new key skills for life, as well as opportunities to risk-take together, and learn from each other in a cross-generational environment.
Broadening the mindsets of staff and colleagues are my next steps in my Forest School Leader journey and trying to share my love and passion for the outdoors, as well as encourage practitioners to take an innovative approach to outdoor play and learning. I hope to facilitate staff training and help colleagues see the endless benefits of Forest Schools far out way the risks, especially for those children who benefit greatly from learning without walls.
The world is changing, and it starts with our children. Or put more aptly, it starts with us teaching our children about the ever changing world around them. Forest School has an important role to play in connecting children to nature as we strive towards a sustainable future for all. 
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