

Assignment 4
Evaluation of Forest Schools 
I have been the Leader in Lavey Early Years for the past 30 years. We have been very fortunate to have a playgroup committee and local community who continuously fundraise and apply for grants each year to cover daily running costs, wages and resources
We have an extensive outdoor play area. One with an overhead canopy for all weathers, A sensory garden and a forest area. The staff and committee seen a potential enhancement to our forest area and proceeded to lay pathways through the trees. assemble a decking area, a wooden house, slide and swing plus sand pits.
We secured funding for three members of staff to engage in Forest School Training. Since starting the course, our children have been out in the forest area more frequently enjoying the beauty of the natural environment. We use the High/Scope approach to learning where children use real materials and active learning is a key factor in play.
I now have a passion for the forest play and plan each day how we are going to enhance and get feedback from the children involved. The children are asked each day where they would like to play and most of them choose the forest area.
Our vision this year is to include all six areas of the Deni curriculum through our forest play. Since starting training, we now blow the whistle once to freeze, twice to come back to the centre and three times lets go and play. This has been successful, and children have adapted quite quickly.
Before taking the training, we were sceptical about going out each day but have since discovered it is the adults that have more problems with this than the children.
Music has been identified as one of the strengths of our group, we are fortunate to have two guitar players within the staff and we take the guitars out to the forest to sing and dance. We have found that the children express themselves better outdoors becoming acquainted with their various voice tones, loudness and softness. We had a band one day where the children choose their own musical instruments and followed around the paths of the forest area after each other singing and playing. They thoroughly enjoyed this experience and have asked to repeat this play.
The beauty of the forest area is that our children can enjoy and experience all the seasons and weathers it brings. They can observe the growth of trees, blossoms and buds. They also develop a sense of freedom, fresh air and knowledge of the world around us. This incorporates environmental sounds e.g. birds, planes, and traffic sounds.
At present we have a few children with additional needs and behavioural issues. It is unbelievable how they cope better with the forest area as opposed to the indoor play area. There are less emotional outbursts. less sharing issues, we have found that our children who need their own space can run freely and experience this freedom without restriction. All of course, in a safe and enclosed forest area with the correct staff ratio
One child would not venture into the forest area through fear at the beginning, and now with support from her peers and staff she is comfortable with using the whole area. She is making new friendships, joining in with group play, and willing to participate.
In my opinion, Health and well-being in children are of utmost importance. I feel most parents are clued into healthier lifestyles for themselves and their families these days and from positive feedback they welcome our forest play where their child can benefit so much, even if it is only for a short period each day outdoors.
Children can be spontaneous in their play and use their own initiative in the forest area E.g. We put out chalk and chalk boards to promote early writing in the forest area recently and the children decided to colour in the tree trunks. I thought this was great. Photographs were taken and shared with the parents. We have taken numerous photographs of the children involved in various activities in the forest and when we return indoors after, we use the photographs to prompt them to recall their play using their own words. In this, new vocabulary has been introduced developing early language concepts.  
On evaluating our forest play, we have taken on board the importance of risk assessment before allowing our children to use the forest area. Unfortunately, we had an incident recently where storm Eowyn disrupted our forest area and uprooted some of the trees and caused loose branches and twigs to overhang. We have had it assessed, and a tree surgeon has been brought in to analyse and sort the problem. However, we do allow the children to take small risks themselves E.g. climbing trees or running on uneven ground. I feel we can sometimes over protect children instead of letting them experiment and explore within reason. Always considering their age and stage of development.
On completion of our course, we fully intend to continue to use the forest area where hopefully our children will reap the benefits of a natural and physical forest environment and will continue to progress in all areas across the curriculum. I am happy i have taken on this course as there are so many advantages and overall benefits to forest play. On completion of our forest training, we hope to have an open evening to show case the forest and share our success with parents and the local community, who have through the years, contributed and continue to assist alongside the department of education the financing of our preschool provision.
 By June, i will hopefully have made a positive impact to the overall development of twenty-four children who will be confident and have had a happy and fun experience in Lavey Early Years excellent Forest School.
Unfortunately, these children may not have the opportunity to avail of forest play in their future primary education. This is due to finance, staffing, transport, and other major factors. However, it is my intention as the leader of Lavey Early Years to Liaise with the principal of our local lavey primary school to possibly arrange visits over to us which is within walking distance and relatively safe. I personally feel this will be welcomed for Key Stage 1 children. And who knows we could be introducing future forest school buddies. This will only take place when we have fully trained, graduated and become an active member of Forest School Northern Ireland.
