Task 2: The History and Development of Forest Schools

Forest School is an educational approach that emphasises regular, meaningful learning experiences in natural outdoor environments. While Forest School has grown significantly in popularity across the UK and Ireland in recent decades, its  roots can be traced back much further, particularly to early childhood and outdoor education practices in Scandinavia. Understanding the historical development of Forest Schools provides valuable insight into its values, pedagogy and relevance within contemporary primary education.
[bookmark: _Int_04zTUDAo]The origins of Forest School lie in Scandinavia, with particular influence from Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Finland. In the mid-twentieth century, early years practitioners in these countries began to place increasing emphasis on outdoor play and learning as a central aspect of childhood development. This approach aligned closely with Nordic cultural values, which emphasise a strong relationship with nature, outdoor life and environmental stewardship.
In Denmark, the emergence of forest kindergartens during the 1950s marked a significant development. These settings involved children spending most, if not all, of their day outdoors in woodland environments, regardless of weather conditions. The philosophy underpinning these forest kindergartens was that natural environments offered richer opportunities for holistic child development than indoor classrooms. Children were encouraged to explore, take manageable risks, and learn through play, problem-solving and social interaction.
Similarly, in Sweden and Norway, outdoor education became embedded within early years frameworks. The Scandinavian view of childhood places high value on independence, resilience and physical wellbeing, all of which are fostered through extended time spent outdoors. Rather than viewing outdoor learning as an occasional activity, Scandinavian educators integrated it into daily practice, laying the foundations for what would later become recognised internationally as Forest School.
Forest School is influenced by a range of educational theories, many of which align closely with experiential and child-centred learning. The work of theorists such as Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky and Friedrich Froebel can be seen reflected in Forest School practice. Piaget’s emphasis on learning through active exploration, Vygotsky’s focus on social interaction, and Froebel’s belief in the educational value of nature all resonate strongly with Forest School principles.
Forest School was introduced to the UK in the early 1990s following a visit by a group of early years practitioners from Bridgewater College. Inspired by forest kindergarten practices in Denmark, they adapted the approach to suit the UK’s educational context. Over time, Forest School became particularly popular within early years and primary education, as well as for supporting children with additional needs.
Forest School practice has also expanded in Ireland and Northern Ireland. In Northern Ireland, Forest School aligns closely with the Northern Ireland Curriculum, particularly its emphasis on skills development, active learning and personal capabilities. Many schools, particularly smaller rural schools, have recognised the value of Forest School in enhancing pupil wellbeing, engagement and connection to the natural environment.
The history of Forest School reflects a rich blend of cultural values, educational theory and practical innovation. Emerging from Scandinavian traditions, it has evolved into a widely respected approach to outdoor learning across the UK and Ireland.  Forest School offers teachers a flexible and inclusive pedagogy that supports holistic development and meaningful learning experiences.





