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Abstract

Children's outdoor play is declining despite the clear interaction between play, learning and child development.
Therefore, the children need alternative forms of learning that, among other things, provide them with the opportunity
to play outdoors. Forest schools recommend a pedagogical process that takes place in the natural environment, outside
the narrow boundaries of the classroom, and seek free, unrestricted learning by promoting the child’s all-round
development. Especially for preschool children, their social, motor and mental development is achieved in an
experimental way. They combine the pedagogical program, the contract with nature, the research in early childhood
and individualized learning opportunities. Learning outdoors can have a positive impact on the physical, cognitive and
socio-emotional development of young children.
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1. Forest Schools as a learning model

Playing in the mud, climbing and generally playing in nature are activities that give children pleasure and are
intertwined with childhood. In modern times, however, these activities tend to fade away. Parents in most cases do not
help in order to change this situation. Instead, they often scold children when they get dirty playing in the park or the
playground. Playing outdoors though is in the nature of the child (Kostic, 2016).

The welfare of children should be the cornerstone of every educational process. Forest school programs aim to promote
the holistic development of the child. Education that takes place outside the confines of the classroom is considered to
provide more memorable and stimulating learning experiences, as it instills interest, enthusiasm and motivation for
knowledge in childhood (Harris, 2018).

2. The origin and dissemination of the method

The forest school method was initiated in 1927 by an individual teacher in America, but has involved in the Nordic
countries since 1950 and became part of the Danish detailed curriculum in the early 1980s. It’s goal was to use forests
in education as an essential element of the child’s development. In the early 1990s the method began to spread in the
United Kingdom (Bradley & Male, 2017).

Forest kindergartens in Germany were recognized as a form of child care in 1960 and today Germany has the most
established program in the world, with more than 700 forest kindergartens. Independent forest schools operate
successfully in  the USA, Asia, Australia and European countries, including Greece (www.
Happyacresforestscool.com/).

3. Defining forest schools

Forest schools are a child-centered approach to education based on nature and the environment with the emphasis laid
on forests and the natural, spontaneous exploration on the part of children. It takes place exclusively outdoors and
under any weather conditions. It is a learning philosophy based on the child and emphasizes on all senses. For children
between 3 and 6 years old, the term forest nursery school is often used. The role of the educator is to help children and
not guide them.
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Their characteristic is the emphasis given on playing with objects that children find in the natural environment
(Gregory, 2017). It is about an educational process of frequent sessions that lasts a long time and involves the same
group of children (Austin, Knowles, & Sayers, 2013). The fundamental idea of a forest school is to create opportunities
for children to spend more time playing and, at the same time, learning in the natural environment (MacEachren, 2013).

Forest schools in the United Kingdom have been defined as “an inspiring process that offers children, youngsters and
adults regular opportunities to succeed and develop confidence through empirical learning in a forest environment”
(O’Brien & Murray, 2006, p. 4).

According to Leather (2018) “the forest school is a form of outdoor education that is mainly related to education in
early childhood (children between 3 and 8), when children spend their time in forest areas” (p. 2).

Turtle, Convery and Convery (2015) define forest schools as a philosophy of education that “generally follows a
holistic approach to learning, is normally conducted in a natural and wild place, such as a forest, and is guided by the
child” (p. 2).

Elliot and Chancellor (2014) argue that “the key feature of the forest preschool approach is that children spend long and
regular periods of time, weekly or daily, in unstructured play that takes place in natural forests or coastal environments
throughout the years” (p. 46).

4. The philosophy and curriculum of forest schools

The curriculum followed is guided by children and it is based on play. Forest schools give children the time and the
place to unfold their interests and skills and apprehend them through practical experiences. Children have the freedom
to explore, play, build, create, imagine and use their senses so as to experience the external environment and interact
with each other. The sessions are carefully designed, they are guided by trained educators and they are conducted
outside the classroom, in a forest, mountain, sea shore, etc. During these sessions, children can sing, learn how to use
and construct tools, build and dig in the mud, converse.

All participants in a forest school are regarded as equal with each other, capable of exploring and discovering, entitled
to confront dangers and challenges; they can make friends with any of the children they wish and they have the right to
choose, initiate and guide the learning process (Kostic, 2016).

5. Basic principles governing forest schools

The forest school is based on six basic principles:

e ltisalong standing process with regular and repeated sessions in a natural, mainly forest environment, and not
a one-time visit. Planning, adaptation, observation and review are integral elements of forest schools.

e They take place in a forest environment with the aim of developing the relationship between learner and
natural environment.

e Their goal is to promote the holistic development of all those involved making them resilient, independent and
creative.

e Forest schools give children the opportunity to take risks, within their potential.

e They are under the supervision and guidance of specialized educators.

e They employ a series of child-centered procedures aimed at their all-round development (Cree & McCree,
2013; Waller et al., 2017).

6. Characteristics of forest schools

The basic characteristics of forest schools, generally, can be described as:

e The use of a forest area with defined boundaries that allow the versatility and freedom of children aiming at
innovative approaches in a safe way.

e Large proportion of educators to children. The groups they participate in are small, which gives children the
opportunity to take initiatives and engage in activities that arouse their interest but not expose them to danger.
Additionally, it gives educators the opportunity to get to know the individual skills of children.

e Learning in the natural environment is associated with the objectives of the preschool curriculum. By
integrating alternative learning approaches (such as undertaking small and easily achievable tasks), children
are encouraged to develop their innate curiosity for learning. This is especially helpful for children who have
difficulty learning in a strict “classroom” environment.

e The freedom of exploration through all the senses is fundamental in encouraging creative and imaginary play.
The focus is on “the child as a whole” and how he can develop his personal learning skills at his own pace.
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e Regular sessions for a considerable period of time and in all weather conditions. This presupposes specific
routines as well as safety boundaries that allow children to develop a responsible attitude towards risk, while,
at the same time, they become familiar and confident with the ever-changing natural environment (Cree &
McCree, 2013; O’Bien & Murray, 2006).

7. Pedagogical approaches

Forest schools focus on the child and aim at his holistic development and apprehension of the world around him. In
particular, the curriculum of forest schools focuses on the following approaches:

o Experiential learning. Children have an innate curiosity to explore their surroundings, discuss their experiences
and then learn by doing things on their own. The main role of the educator is to support children’s activities in
the natural environment. Experiential learning focuses on reinforcing the interests of every child, while their
participation in small groups enhances their sociability and ability to solve problems.

e Learning through play. Play-based learning focuses on the child’s all-round development, as outdoor play
requires the use of all his senses. In addition, children develop problem-solving skills as well as collaboration
skills.

e Learning based on space (place). Forest schools seek to promote the long-term connection of children to
specific natural location, as when children are attached to a specific place, they acquire a sense of ownership
and the responsibility to protect it.

e Story-telling. Story telling is an integral part of the school educational process. Through story telling children
learn, have fun and enrich their vocabulary.

e Playing with “loose parts materials”. There is a big range of materials in a forest area, such as stones, soil,
sticks, leaves, weeds, seeds, etc. The specific materials give innumerable opportunities to expand creativity and
imagination (Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; Forest School Association, 2018; Blackwell, n.d.; Sobel et al.,
2014; Hughes, 2013).

8. Resulting benefits for children

According to research, forest schools have numerous benefits for the physical, cognitive and socio-emotional
development of children.

8.1. Physical benefits

Physical activity is essential for young children so as to have a healthy growth (World Health Organization (WHO),
2019). Running and climbing up tree trunks develops children’s muscular strength, visual-motor coordination and gross
mobility, while at the same time relieves them from excess energy. Children develop physical characteristics, such as
sense of balance, stamina and agility. Additionally, their engagement and creation of “works of art” with natural
materials such as leaves, soil, sticks, stones, improve their fine mobility (Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; MacEachren,
2013).

Moreover, children playing outdoors and getting in contact with micro-orgasms found in the soil boosts the levels of
serotonin, a chemical substance associated with mental health, while vitamin D intake is essential for the healthy
condition of their bones and muscles (Forest School: 9 ways children benefit from learning and playing outside, 2018).

8.2. Cognitive benefits

The external environment is often referred to as a “unique learning environment”, as it instills enthusiasm, interest and
motivation for learning. Young children learn better and more easily through experience (experiential learning). In
forest schools children develop skills such as decision taking, planning and setting goals. Through communication and
collaboration with the children of the group, they expand their vocabulary. Nature gives children countless
opportunities to pose questions and converse with their educators and peers. Forest pedagogy motivates children to step
out of the comfort of the classroom, face challenges and develop skills they must accomplish. The objects in the
classroom are usually related to common usage patterns. In the countryside, children learn how to exploit natural
objects and invent ways to use them, by keeping their thinking, imagination and creativity alert (Nawaz & Blackwell,
2014; Harris, 2018; Waller et al., 2017).

8.3. Socio-emotional benefits
Playing in nature boosts children’s self-esteem and confidence, while it enhances their self-discipline.
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Children participate is less corrected and therefore more impulsive learning, with greater freedom to interact with each
other and choose their “partners”, thus encouraging pre-school behavior, which will have a positive impact on their
social relationships. Their contact with the natural environment has a positive effect on the children’s resilience, self-
regulation of emotions and reduction of stress levels in the body. Children also learn how to respect and protect the
natural environment (Coraliza, Collado, & Bethelmy, 2012; Nawaz & Blackwell, 2014; Whitebread, 2017).

Lastly, in the natural environment children do not need to stifle energy, motion and noise levels, as it is necessary in
preschool settings. This reduces the need for children to control and suppress their imagination and actions, which is
often stressful for children (Harris, 2018).

9. Conclusions

Forest schools are an innovative child-centered pedagogical approach with a positive impact on children’s learning,
development, resilience, trust and welfare. Learning outdoors enhances the personal, social and emotional development
of children, through teamwork and their acquiring social and communication skills.

Children strengthen their resilience while being given learning opportunities where they can participate in decision
taking and engage in activities of their choice. Forest school curriculum encourages children to develop positive
relationships with educators, peers and also parents, enhancing in this way their sociability.

Through forest schools children’s self-confidence improves. They are therefore willing to take calculated risks and try
new experiences, where they will have the opportunity to use their skills and acquire new ones.

Play in the countryside is essential for the physical growth of children and offers opportunities for physical activity,
contributing therefore to reducing overweight, and growing into a strong and agile body. In addition, interaction with
nature contributes to the psychological and mental well-being of children, allows their familiarity with the natural
environment, reinforces their love for it and consequently their positive attitude towards the environment.
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