2.0 Understand the development of Forest Schools locally and nationally
Task: Write an assignment of approximately 1,000 words about the history of Forest Schools. Your assignment might include information relating to development of Forest Schools in Scandinavian Countries and their spread to the UK and Ireland.

Forest School is based on a Scandinavian approach to teaching that highlights the importance of children having contact with nature from an early age (Grahn, 1996; Dietrich et al., 2007). Having derived from Scandinavia, it was developed from the philosophy of friluftsliv (pronounced free-loofts-liv). This translates to “open air living” and includes ideas such as wild swimming, green prescriptions for mental health and cycling to work, all of which have been embedded in Scandinavian culture for a long time. The open air culture (‘friluftsliv’) is seen as a way of life in Scandinavia and permeates early years education. (FSA 2020) The philosophy of ‘friluftsliv’ goes deep; it offers a spiritual view, one that is connected to the earth. (https://www.marjon.ac.uk)
According to Forest Research done by O’Brien (2006), Forest School has become increasingly popular, with a large number of local authorities coming on board, as well as a wide range of teachers. She also suggests that with over 100 Forest Schools in England, 20 in Scotland and 20 in Wales, this concept is growing across Britain. Whilst, this growth is undeniably apparent, it has however, taken some time to increase in popularity, as O’Brien (2007) suggests, “the development of Forest School in Britain originally began in the mid 1990s.” Similarly,  the Forest School Association would also indicate that, whilst it may seem a fairly new movement, it is based on a rich heritage of outdoor learning going back at least to the 19th century.  The FSA goes on to state that philosophers, naturalists and educators in Europe and the UK such as Wordsworth, Ruskin, Baden Powell, Leslie Paul (who founded the Woodcraft Folk in 1925), Kurt Hahn (who founded Gordonstone and was the inspiration for our first outdoor education centres), Susan Isaacs and the Macmillan sisters, all laid the foundations for what is known as Forest School today.
A milestone was made in 2002 when a network of practitioners held the first national conference at which a UK definition of Forest School was formulated: ‘An inspirational process that offers children, young people and adults regular opportunities to achieve, develop confidence and self esteem through hands-on learning experiences in a local woodland environment.’

Along with this, the network also identified some of the key features of Forest School:
· It is run by qualified level 3 practitioners.
· It is a long term process with regular contact with a local wooded environment (preferably over the seasons).
· It follows a child-centred pedagogy where children learn about and manage risk.
· It has a high adult:child ratio.
· Observations of the learners are key to enabling scaffolding of the learning.
· Care for the natural world is integrated.

The FSA (2020) goes on to state that the main national networking support for Forest School practitioners throughout the UK from 2000 onwards came from the Forestry Commission through the Forest Education Initiative (FEI).  Forest School continued to grow and the FEI co-ordinators in England, Wales and Scotland took on an increasingly larger role supporting practitioners on the ground.

In England many of the FEI cluster groups got involved with Forest School more and more and its growth became almost “meteoric,” aided by a growing number of training providers and courses. (FSA, 2020). It was in 2007 that the Wales Trainers Network was joined by more providers and the following year saw the first Forest School in Northern Ireland take root by Northern Ireland Forest School Association (NIFSA).

In 2011, the definition, principles and criteria were reviewed and built upon and the FSA has used these as a basis for a set of national professional standards that we can all aspire to and continue 14 years on!
Whilst being different to the formal education system, Forest School can be used to deliver the curriculum and it’s not an add-on, Dr Mark Leather suggests. He continues: “I trained as a secondary school science teacher and I still teach science, I just do so outdoors. You know, I just happen to be talking about the laws of motion when sitting in a canoe, or the thermal properties of energy transfer when we're sitting around a fire cooking. You can take many things and teach them in a Forest School setting.” That is what I love most about Forest School, the versatility! It doesn’t necessarily have to be sitting in the middle of a forest learning about the trees around us, but rather, providing pupils with rich, real-life opportunities to explore, problem solve and take risks!
Forest school, develops children’s creative capacities and provides a nurturing, natural environment which, as Robertson (2014) suggests, “is an outdoor space which truly meets the needs of the children who play there.” Furthermore, she suggests “greenspaces, especially areas that feel wild, appear to have a positive effect,” calming children, providing them with a constant rhythm in their often chaotic lives. That’s what I feel embodies a Forest School Approach, providing pupils with a “green space” which is “wild” and “free”.
According to Harris (2021), “Forest school stands out as an activity which enables children to visit natural sites and engage with nature on a regular basis within the school timetable. A growing body of research indicates that the impacts of forest school may be wide-ranging, from increasing exercise through learning about nature, developing social skills, and improving self-esteem.”  
Having looked to the past routes of Forest School, it is as equally important, I would suggest, to look to the future and a particular focus on the Long Term Principle. The FSA suggests, ‘Forest School is a long-term process of frequent and regular sessions in a woodland environment, rather than a one-off visit.’ In my opinion, careful planning, adaptation, observations and reviewing, are not only integral to Forest School, but to its success in the future! 
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