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What is Forest School?

Forest School is a child-centred learning process, providing learner 
inspired, hands-on experiences in the natural environment. It’s 

creative and can increase a child’s confidence as they problem-solve 
and learn to manage risks.
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The key characteristics of Forest School:

• It is an ethos and philosophy. It promotes self-esteem, creativity, confidence, play and a child-centred 
learning approach.

• It is learner-centred, focusing on the curiosity of the child rather than tasks to be finished; it’s holistic 
learning that helps the child to grow socially, emotionally and physically.

• It enables children to get outside of the classroom, direct their own learning and exploration and build 
relationships over time.

• It is a long-term approach to learning and not a one-off session, with a recommended minimum of 24 weeks 
but ideally a lot more. The longevity of Forest School ensures that the establishment of boundaries feels safe 
and secure for the children. It takes time to get to know people and create a trusting community, expecting 
children to get the benefits of this over a few sessions will just add more pressure.

• While ‘forest’ may be in the name, it’s not a requirement to have access to a forest. Whilst woodlands 
provide an ideal environment for Forest School because of their diversity and opportunities for exploration, 
it can be practiced on a beach or any other outdoor environment. You don’t have to ‘go’ to the forest – the 
scrubland beside the school is fine.

• It provides opportunities for supported risk-taking and often includes the use of knives, fire, and outdoor 
shelters.
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Provide consistency in your sessions
An important part of any Forest School is the longevity and consistency of its group dynamics. The identity of the group is just as
important as the identity of the individuals. The group includes adults as well as children. It’s not ideal when the group is disturbed, 
and the participants change. As soon as you lose a member, the feeling and atmosphere of the group can change.

Mark Sackville-Ford in the book ‘Critical Issues In Forest School’ suggests: “Where a child leaves a school, rather replace this ‘space’ 
with another child I suggest that you leave the space as vacant. Otherwise, you will reset the project and therefore the potential gains 
from the project can be diminished”. This might seem counter-intuitive because of the desire to provide Forest School to as many
children as possible, but the importance of group dynamics in this kind of social education shouldn’t be underestimated.

Encouraging and managing risk-taking is also important if you want to provide consistency and create an environment where children 
feel free to explore.

Here are six managed risk activities that children may encounter at Forest School:

• Playing at height such as tree or rock climbing

• Playing at high speed such as rolling, running or somersaulting

• Playing with tools such as bow saws and knives

• Playing near dangerous elements such as rivers, lakes, fires, or slippery ground

Within all these activities there is a degree of risk. The three questions you need to ask yourself are: What are the risks? What are the 
benefits? How can we make it safer?

The process of reflective observation is crucial in Forest School, both for the leaders and the learners. Observations happen over 
many sessions, and change can happen slowly for the learners. Allow the process to unfold and grow; like any other process in the 
natural world, it needs time and care.
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What does self-directed play mean and why is it 
important?

This is often the aspect of Forest School that can come into conflict with traditional views on 
teaching. Children spend much of their lives being transported from one activity or pursuit to 

another; school, clubs, classes, trips. It’s important that they develop the social and emotional skills 
to negotiate their own actions. Play is the place this happens; the more uninterrupted by adults the 

better.

Practices like Forest School facilitate children’s play, they don’t teach it. This process requires trust. 
This leads us to the question: Do you believe in the power, creativity and agency of children?

Children’s agency, which is their ability to act independently and make choices, is a human right. As 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states: “Every child has the right to rest 
and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to 

participate freely in cultural life and the arts.” (Article 31).

Without agency, we are not encouraging resilient future generations. Given the opportunity, 
children can and will learn to develop mature responses to challenging situations. When children 
are uninterrupted in their play, they learn to negotiate boundaries. Forest School facilitators are 
there to support the child’s exploration, but their main job is to create the framework the child 

freely builds upon.
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The challenges of Forest School
Forest School may come into conflict with the aims and objectives of any given school. The fact that there are no set objectives and outcomes at Forest 
School is an alternative to much classroom learning.

Let’s explore the main challenges:

1. Pressure to make Forest School accountable for how it is directly impacting the child.

Schools are under pressure to hit targets and achieve high ratings and that trickles down from the top. Being aware that this is an issue is important in 
creating a cohesive community and culture between the Forest School setting and the wider school or educational setting.

2. The expectation that this learning will be documented and evidenced.

Some aspects of learning are incredibly hard to quantify. For instance, it’s hard to evidence the progression of a child’s emotional literacy or feelings of 
being connected to a wider world. Be ready and able to articulate how the group dynamics and the outdoors make an effective environment for this 
social and emotional development.

3. Expectations that children’s learning should be linked to the curriculum.

There are numerous ways to teach Maths, Science, English and many other aspects of the curriculum through outdoor learning. The practitioner must try 
to strike a balance between the expectation that Forest School needs to incorporate the national curriculum and the very philosophy of ‘friluftsliv’ that 
underpins authentic Forest School experiences.

4. Clash of approaches between practitioners concerned with safety versus agency of the child.

Other Forest School practitioners may not be fully committed to the ‘friluftsliv’ philosophy of Forest School. For some, risk-taking may not be fully 
embraced or understood. Finding a mutual and non-judgmental approach between team members is key and making time to discuss your different 
approaches will lead to deeper understanding.

5. Forest School becoming a brand and it becoming diluted.

As Forest School becomes more desirable and popular it risks being used tokenistically to promote schools. Be savvy and research your training providers 
and settings.
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The challenges are worth it!

As children connect physically, practically and emotionally to the natural world, 
unexpected and delightful changes can occur. Previously ‘quiet’ children have been 

shown to improve their confidence in communication, speaking out about their 
boundaries and feelings. Similarly, children who were ‘un-cooperative’ in the 

classroom setting have been shown to learn the value of sharing and working as a 
team.

Every child should have the right to experience the quiet of the forest, the 
satisfaction of finishing a practical project, the sturdiness of branches as they hold 

their weight off the ground, the smell of autumn leaves turning into next year’s soil, 
the crackle of the fire.

Some children may go on to develop a life-long relationship with the outdoors, 
influence their parent’s relationship to the outdoors, develop practical skills and 
potentially go on to have careers in conservation. But regardless of the effects 

Forest School has on the world, the child is and should continue to be at the centre.
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