


                                                                   How Forest  Schools Support  National Strategies
National Strategies were professional programmes for improvements in the quality of learning and teaching in schools in England, (First introduced in 1998). Forest schools Northern Ireland have emerged as a revolutionary approach to education, emphasising outdoor learning and hands-on experiences. This model fosters holistic development by nurturing cognitive, emotional, and physical growth in a natural setting. As educational paradigms shift, the integration of forest schools into national strategies becomes increasingly relevant. This assignment explores the alignment of forest schools with national educational strategies, highlighting their benefits, challenges, and future potential.
Experiential Learning
National strategies increasingly recognize the importance of experiential learning, which forest schools naturally provide. By engaging in activities such as building shelters, making dens, campfires and navigating natural terrains, children develop problem-solving skills, creativity, and independence. These experiences are often more impactful than traditional classroom learning, fostering a deeper understanding and retention of knowledge.
Environmental 
With growing concerns about climate change and environmental degradation, national educational strategies are focusing on sustainability and environmental stewardship. Forest schools instil a sense of responsibility and care for the environment from an early age. Through engagement with nature, children learn about ecosystems, conservation, and the impact of human activities on the planet. This awareness and respect for nature align with national goals of creating environmentally conscious citizens. Without regular interaction with nature, our children would miss the opportunity to develop a deep connection to the environment which is essential for nurturing future environmental stewards.
Academic Outcomes Introduction
Research indicates that outdoor learning environments, such as forest schools, can enhance academic outcomes. Children who participate in forest school programs often show improved concentration, motivation, and engagement in their studies. The hands-on, experiential nature of forest schools complements the traditional curriculum, reinforcing concepts learned in the classroom and making learning more enjoyable.
Physical and Mental Health
Forest schools contribute to the physical and mental well-being of children. Regular outdoor activity promotes physical fitness, coordination, and overall health. Additionally, being in nature has been shown to reduce stress, anxiety, and symptoms of attention-deficit disorders. National strategies that prioritize student well-being can greatly benefit from incorporating forest school principals into their frameworks. Early studies of forest schools identify a multitude of benefits from regular attendance has improved and less illnesses recorded. The Northern Ireland Physical Activity Strategy recommends a minimum of 30 minutes of modern intensity physical activity every day, Forest Schools can provide two and a half hours daily in some settings which is of great benefit to the children. Studies have shown that children today spend less time outdoors than previous generations due to parental concern over safety, fear of peers, and increased screen time. Due to this increase, which is 52% since the pandemic, children are spending twice as much time looking at screens and social media than been outdoors. 
Children and Young Peoples Strategy (DOE 2019) aims to support the rights and improve the well-being of all our children and young people. Forest Schools supports this strategy as children are stimulated by the outdoor environment and there is an increase in their self-belief, confidence, learning capacity, enthusiasm, communication and problem-solving skills whilst nurturing their emotional well-being.
Education
The Curricular Guidance for Pre-School Education (developed by the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment – CCEA) sets out key areas of learning for children aged 3-4. Forest Schools align well with these areas.
Personal, Social, and emotional development. -- Forest School help children build confidence, independence, and social skills as they work together in a natural setting,
Physical Development and Movement – Climbing trees, balancing on logs, and digging in the soil support gross and fine motor skills. In our group we adapt the High/Scope approach to learning. Its key element is active learning. 
The Arts and Creativity -- Outdoor learning inspires children to use natural materials for imaginative play and creative expression.
The world around us -- Being outdoor fosters an early appreciation of nature, encouraging children to learn about plants, animals and seasonal changes.
By providing a rich, multi-sensory learning environment, Forest Schools naturally support the early years curriculum.
Learning to learn: A framework for Early Years Education and Learning. (2013) is Northern Ireland’s strategy for improving early years education. It focuses on high quality learning experiences that develop key skills, particularly through play-based and active learning approaches. Forest Schools support this framework because they; Promote child-led learning, where children explore and make their own discoveries. Support holistic development, addressing physical, emotional and cognitive growth.  They encourage outdoor play, which is highlighted as essential for young children’s development. Ny prioritising child-led, hands-on learning, Forest Schools reflect the values of learning to learn and contribute to high-quality early education.
Challenges and Considerations
Training and Professional Development
One of the main challenges in integrating forest schools into national strategies is ensuring adequate training and professional development for educators. Teachers need specialized skills to facilitate outdoor learning and manage potential risks. National strategies must include provisions for training programs and ongoing professional development to support educators in implementing forest school principals effectively.
Funding and Resources
Implementing forest schools requires funding and resources for outdoor spaces, equipment, and materials. National strategies must address these financial considerations to ensure the sustainability and scalability of forest school programs. Partnerships with local governments, community organizations, and private sectors can help secure the necessary resources.
Balancing Curriculum Requirements
Another challenge is balancing forest school activities with curriculum requirements. National strategies must offer flexibility in the curriculum to accommodate outdoor learning while ensuring that academic standards are met. Integrating forest school principals into the existing curriculum requires thoughtful planning and collaboration between educators and policymakers.
Conclusion
Forest schools align with national educational strategies by promoting experiential learning, environmental stewardship, and the development of critical life skills. Despite challenges related to training, funding, and curriculum integration, the benefits of forest schools are significant. As education systems continue to evolve, forest schools offer a promising path towards more holistic, inclusive, and innovative approaches to learning. By incorporating forest school principals into national strategies, we can nurture the next generation of learners who are not only academically proficient but also resilient, responsible, and connected to the natural world.

