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Foreword 
 

In 2011, Torill Hindmarch contributed an OMEP (UK) Research Update 

entitled ñChallenges with introducing Forest School/Nursery to the Garden of 

England: a comparative study of Forest Nursery in England and Norway. 

Forest schooling has grown considerably since Torillôs publication and it 

remains a subject of considerable concern and interest within the early 

childhood educational community.  In 2021, OMEP (UK) therefore 

commissioned Torill to provide us with a Ten Years onéôupdate on the 

updateô.   The project quickly grew into something more substantial than a 

regular OMEP UK Research Update, and in collaboration with Diane Boyd, 

Torill has provided a much more substantial report that we felt deserved 

dissemination as a OMEP (UK) published Report. 

 

In her 2011 comparative study of forest schooling in Norway and England, 

Torill felt that something had been lost; ñin the translation from one country to 

the nextò.  She suggested that it may have been the greater emphasis placed 

upon the natural environment in the Norwegian Curriculum framework that 

explained much of the difference, and she argues here that this is something 

many of us are pressing hard for in England at the present time. Torill argues 

that there has been a growing public awareness in the importance of the 

environment  that is due in part to the pandemic crisis, and that this may 

provide a renewed impetuous in both countries.  In the back page of this 

report, we provide details of the Nature Premium Campaign, which provides 

an important focus for these efforts. 

 

Torill  explains most significantly perhaps, how it has been the forest that has 

been her teacher, and she shows us that it can be the same for us all, for every 

child and adult.  In Chapter Two Diane Boyd provides further detail of the 

English Curriculum context and contrasts this with other nations of the United 

Kingdom. She also argues that a crucial aim should be to develop every 

childôs empathy for the natural world, and that this empathy can only be 

achieved through óimmersionô.  In contrasting common English practice with 

the theory of forest schooling, Diane echoes much of Torillsôs challenges and 

her arguments are further supported by the practitioner perspective provided 

by  Louise Rossiter in Chapter Three and the research evidence presented  in 

Chapter Four by Nicola Kemp and Dr Joanne Josephidou. 
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The changes that have been made to forest school in Norway over the past 

decade are highlighted in these pages, with their progressive trend towards 

óestablishing óNature Nurseriesô.  In England, a major practical pedagogical 

difference is identified as the extent to which the childrenôs activity in the 

forest is supported to follow their individual interests regardless of any 

preconceived plans or preconceptions held by the adults involved.  Torill 

quotes Jorge Navarro Fica (2018) who describes a child óDanosaô and her play 

in an evidently real but nevertheless ófairytale forestô. At times Torillôs own 

words also capture the awesome wonder of the forest environment which in 

this case; ñ..consisted of variety in topography and vegetation with both open 

and hilly plains and slopes, mountain walls, slopes, and a river nearbyò.   

 

Danosa had special educational needs, she was withdrawn, struggled to 

interact with the other children and showed little inclination to communicate. 

But she loved to catch insects and was very skilled in doing so. Her speed and 

agility impressed the other children who showed great interest in the insects 

that she caught.  The staff quickly responded to the opportunity and resourced 

and supported the group as óInsect Detectivesô; ñbased on a playful approach 

where the children and adults were equal as explorers, discovery seekers and 

knowledge seekersò. 

 

Navarro Fica (2018) explains that  Danosa gradually gained a higher status in 

the group of children, as she was the one who mastered finding and catching 

the various insects, and: ñthat her status in the children's group led to self-

assertion and secured support for the establishment of more friendships and 

positive social experiences with the rest of the children's groupò.  Navarro 

Fica also describes how the adults followed up on other individual children in 

the group: óKatherineô was excited to discover that birds eat snails, which led 

to a group of children taking a closer interest in food chains. Another childôs 

fascination for studying a ówrinkling trollô (woodlouse) under a magnifying 

glass was supported and led to an extended discussion amongst the children.  

The adults were clearly looking out constantly for cues from the children on 

the directions to take in their support of their exploratory play.  Navarro Fica 

refers to it as ótuning intoô the childôs perspective.  In the UK Effective 

Practice in Preschool Education (EPPE) research this was referred to as 

ósustained shared thinkingô (Sylva et al, 2010) 

 

ñI believe that this improvisational way of working gave us experiences of 

present and committed adults who dared to offer themselves in the sphere of 



7 

play. Our inner child created a connection and presence, the safe base that 

allowed us to disappear into the world of playò (Navarro Fica, 2018). 

 

Gibsonôs (1979) ecological conception of óaffordanceô is useful in this 

context.  Gibson suggested that the affordances, or óaction possibilitiesô, that 

we perceive in our interactions with the environment are neither an objective 

property of that environment (or any part the environment), nor a 

psychological property of the individual perceiver (or their culture): 

òAffordanceò must be understood as simultaneously both of these. 

Affordances are constantly being created, recreated and expanded in the 

interactions of the individual and their environment (along with all its 

components/artefacts etc).  

 

Play is the natural way that children, and other intelligent animals, have 

evolved to learn. That is why Play is a fundamental human right enshrined in 

the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.  And, as 

Maudsley (2008b) has argued; ñPlay affordances may be thought of as 

invitations to play that arise when a child intentionally encounters any 

physical space.ò  In training,  Maudsley (2008ab, 2009) invites workshop 

participants to consider the play affordances of ósticksô and demonstrates the 

fact that, whether you consider the stick real, or metaphorical: 

 

¶ Every stick is unique - children, when left to their own devices, often find 

their own individual ways of playing and interacting with outdoor 

environments.  

¶ The more sticks there are the better - the number of play affordances 

increases with complexity of the environment, and the looseness and 

flexibility of its constituents. Woodlands or beaches, for instance, are very 

high affordance environments.  

¶ Sticks act as play tools - play affordances arise where children are able to 

sense and act at the same time. For instance, children instinctively hold 

sticks and then use them to discover and extend their playful environmental 

interactions: poking, tapping, twirling, scraping, marking etc. 

¶ Sticks have a hundred uses - sticks, and other natural props, do not have a 

predetermined function. Therefore they can be used by children in many 

different ways, for many different purposes, at many different times.  

¶ Sticks donôt last forever - through playing outdoors children interact with 

and change the environment, creating their own play spaces. Through 
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being able to manipulate outdoor environments children detect new play 

affordances. 

 

Of course the principles apply even more widely:  What Maudsley refers to as 

the toolôs, or ótoysô, of  childrenôs play, might best be considered to be any 

object that a child plays with, or to put it another way, as. any object that 

provides them with the affordance of óplayingô.  Note; this is not to say that 

any particular object óoffersô that affordance for play, for Gibson (1979), that 

could only ever be established empirically. As Maudsley (2009) puts it, play 

affordances óarise at the meeting point between the possibilities of the 

environment and the potential of the childô.  

 

Given the versatility of a stick, it is perhaps unsurprising that Vygotsky chose  

the example of a child playfully substituting a stick for a horse, to explain how 

a child begins manipulating symbols in their mind.  In considering this we 

might  also consider the childôs recontextualization of the horse and the horse 

riders physical operations, their e.g. ócanteringô gait, their óholding of reinsô 

etc, as they play out the drama. And in play, we should also consider the 

benefits of the child being in óFlowô (Siraj-Blatchford and Brock, 2021).   

But of course we are not only speaking of sticks here, as Maudsley reminds 

us, we are talking about wild spaces, and all of the environmental artefacts 

found within them: ñWoodlands or beaches, for instance, are high affordance 

environmentsò.  

 

Details of the OMEP UK Early Childhood Education for Sustainable 

Citizenship Award are provided in Appendix A. The Award scheme provides 

support for early childhood settings in developing this profoundly child-

centred approach to teaching with resources related to the Environmental, 

Social and Cultural, and Economic objectives identified in the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals.  The Award training encourages practitioners 

to identify the schemes and schema that each child apply in their play,  to 

reveal what it is that they already know and can do, because these provide the 

foundations and óanchor pointsô for further learning and discovery. 

 

Appendix B is provided by Joanna Hinson, who is the dedicated Forest School 

Lead at Chartham Primary School, Kent. Joanne provides us with an account 

of Forest Schooling that is consistent with the findings of this report, and also 

a practical glimpse into some of the deeper realities of day to day Forest 

School practice in England. 
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Finding natural objects around Forest School and taking a closer look (Joanna 

Hinson). 

 

 
 

Children discussing fire safety around the campfire: Hands up to offer an idea 

on how to stay safe (Joanna Hinson). 
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Chapter One:  Forest School in Norway 

and in England: Ten Years On  
Torill Hindmarch  

 

Introduction  

Ten years has seen changes in Forest School practice in both England and 

Norway, and to gain some insights to developments I interviewed a selection 

of practitioners in both countries. My English colleagues have also contributed 

to this Report with their own research and experiences from England.  

 

Together with Dr. Diane Boyd, Dr. Nicola Kemp, Dr. Joanne Josephidou and 

Louise Rossiter, this report presents some of the experience, perception and 

research evidence from Norway and England which hopefully will inspire 

some ideas and set challenges for the next ten years of forest, woodland and 

coastal settings. 

 

After fourteen years of working as a kindergarten teacher and manager of two 

Nature nurseries in Norway, I came over to England in 2009 to do a masterôs 

degree in early Years Education.  Forest school was in the limelight as an 

exciting new aspect of education for the youngest pupils in school and nursery 

settings in England.  I was engulfed with questions about the Forest school 

practice in Scandinavia, where I had several years of experience in taking 

children over the fence and into the woods. The more I researched into the 

forest school phenomena the more I understood that lifting a practice from one 

culture to the next was a pedagogical challenge.  It became apparent that the 

content of Forest school practice in Norway was not quite the same as practice 

in the Forest school movement in England.  

 

A common factor was the thrill of being out in a wooded area, with tall trees 

and thick undergrowth that provided a place of shelter from the cold winds in 

winter and from the hot sun in the summer. The majesty of the forest is awe 

inspiring and provides a rich tapestry of experiences and learning possibilities.  

I first encountered the Norwegian equivalent of Forest school in 1998 when I 

had contact with a Special education teacher, Merete Holmsen, who informed 

me of a research project locally which culminated in the book ñJeg Vil 

Mestreò (ñI Will Masterò) (Nordahl and Misund, 1996) outlining the Forest 

Group Method. I recognised the possibilities it offered for my setting in a 

forest environment by a coastal village.  At first it was something I first used 
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for a group of children that needed that little extra to develop emotional 

control and social skills, autonomy, self-dependency, and self-confidence.  

The benefits to the children were of such a character that I expanded the remit 

of the project to encompass the whole nursery setting. 

 

The goals with forest group method were many and varied, from developing 

language skills and emotional intelligence, to enabling children to realise their 

strengths and to voice their knowledge with other children in the group.  The 

mastering of physical goals such as coordination, balance, climbing skills and 

mastering uneven terrain was also part of the pedagogical approach.  It was 

aimed at helping children who had challenges or were struggling with social 

integration.  It also provided a multitude of possibilities to develop childrenôs 

learning through following their own interests.  It gave them strategies to 

consult each other and to speculate on the things they discovered out in the 

woods or the possibilities that materialised en route.  It opened opportunities 

for the adults to observe and evaluate the children while they were in free flow 

play, where often new aspects of a childôs ability would emerge. The 

development of self-worth in conjunction with an intuitive and exploratory 

inquisitiveness is seen as important factors motivation learning (Nordahl and 

Misund , 2009 p22). This then the staff could build on to extend and scaffold 

the childrenôs learning.  

 

The pedagogical base line for the Norwegian framework was and is still a 

pedagogy of play, of child-initiated interactions and a holistic approach to 

learning.  My pedagogical education, based on Froebelian principles and 

educationalist such as Bruner, Vygotsky and Bronfenbrenner, is influenced by 

Scandinavian educationalist such as Berit Bae, Ingrid Pramling Samuelsen, 

Ingunn Fjørtoft and Elin Sandseter to name a few.   

Developing play-based learning using the resources in the forest was a very 

economical way to run a setting.  There was always so much going on the 

forest floor, trees that have been toppled by winter winds, streams changing 

from gurgling brooks to roaring cascades after the spring rains made for a 

varied and an exciting monthly schedule.  Often the only resources the eldest 

children might take out with them was a pencil and a small book in which to 

draw and record experiences.  These books were also used in the planning of 

our trip out before we left the nursery. 

 

Persuading my staff that we should be outside all day was difficult during the 

start phase until they experienced a fine spring morning in the forest where we 
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assembled for lunch by a little stream and a fallen tree.  As an inspirational 

playground it was perfect for the children.  My staff became relaxed and 

realized there was no quarrelling over toys, everyone seemed to be in a good 

mood which affected the adults in a positive way.  The children became 

inventive in their play while others called the adults over as they discovered 

the hidden wildlife on the forest floor.  It was a start.  From there on, the forest 

has been my teacher, throwing up opportunities and ideas that have enriched 

our learning and been absorbed into the culture of the setting.  From making a 

water wheel and testing it out in the stream to tracking the signs of a fight for 

life and eventually finding the half-eaten deer that the lynx had left behind, the 

projects have been a colourful and intense way to learn about nature, the 

ecosystem, and our social democracy where everything affects everyone.  

 

Coming to England I was surprised to find how popular the trend was towards 

the Scandinavian pedagogy of the forest.  But during discussions and 

interviews with staff at various settings I became aware that there was a big 

difference in not just what was done but how it was being delivered.  The 

basic idea of child initiate play that was practiced in Norway and which I had 

read so much about during my MA research was not being put into practice 

outdoors in the English forest.  There was, it felt, something lost in the 

translation from one country to the next; duplicating ideas from one culture to 

another without knowledge of behavioural mores, attitudes and social 

expectations that prevail.  Some striking differences were: 

 

¶ Rigid planning in England contrasting with ñlet us see what turns upò.  

¶ Children not involved in the pre-walk planning contrasting with the 

involvement of children and integration of their ideas. 

¶ Set activities at each location contrasting with observing how children 

used the playscape. 

¶ Everyone doing an activity in the same way contrasting with letting 

the children find their own solutions. 

¶ Interrupting childrenôs investigative play contrasting with extending 

the activities the children found interesting. 

¶ English children said very little. 

¶ Norwegian children talked all the time. 

¶ The English adults asked control questions. 

¶ The Norwegian adults asked ñI wonder whatò questions.  

¶ Talking at the child contrasting to talking with the child. 
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¶ Addressing adults with titles and surname contrasting with being on 

first name status.  

¶ In Norway the forest groups also included under threes in contrast to 

England with  three and above taking part.  

¶ A planned route and destination in England contrasted with the 

Norwegian idea that the path is more important than getting there. 

¶ Evaluating experiences with the children, letting their voices make an 

impact was less apparent in English settings. 

 

I made this the focus of my research, comparing practice and trying to 

understand the pitfalls and the possibilities that I encountered on my journey.  

But I did meet some interesting practices and exceptional practitioners who 

over the time that I did my research absorbed and implemented ideas evolving 

from our discussions, some of which I took back with me to Norway. 

Now 10 years later it is interesting to see how things have developed both in 

the national framework and the growth of outdoor education, (forest and 

coastal) in both countries. The pressures on the environment have led to 

environmental issues becoming a topic in the framework on par with formal 

educational goals in Norway. The restrictions due to Covid 19 also have 

influenced the move to the great outdoors and appreciation for nature has 

become stronger in both countries. There is new research and practices that 

must be shared to ensure that the up-and-coming generation develop a love for 

and understand of our dependency on a healthy planet. The attitudes and 

behaviours that are learned at this early age are the basis of lifelong learning 

and stay with us our whole life. The place to observe and learn is out in nature 

not the classroom. 

 

Developments in Norway Today  

 
Merging the Forest school philosophy into everyday teaching 

In preparing this paper I interviewed staff from three nurseries in Norway.  

One just outside Bodø which is within the Artic Circle and two south of Oslo.  

It is interesting to note that none of these settings promote themselves as 

practicing Forest group pedagogy although two promote themselves as a 

óNature Nurseryô.  The setting in Bodø is in a built-up area but close to woods 

and the sea.  The two other settings are in a rural location on the outskirts of 

the town. Common to all three nurseries is the regular visits over the fence to 

rural destinations, but not necessarily to the forest.  Two use the coastal area 
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within a 30-minute walk.  The third has a minibus to take children to coastal 

environments in the locality.  

 

In Norway, outdoor activities in the grounds of the nursery have been central 

to the culture of Early Years Education, but in recent years, the prevalence of 

ñover the fenceò activity has greatly increased. 

 

Changes in the Framework for EYE in Norway. 

The Norwegian Framework for EYE promote values and pedagogy centered 

on individual needs of the child, focusing on developing language competency 

and social integration through free flow play and child led activities. These are 

baselines skills that must be present to facilitate self-confidence and well-

being which lead to participation in learning activities, resulting in lifelong 

learning (NDfE, 2017).  

 

In recent years there has been greater focus on environmental issues and the 

need to include the local environment in implementation of day-to-day 

learning. There are seven subject areas including Nature, Environment and 

Technology and another Local Environment and Society.  The aim is to 

develop the childrenôs ability to be part of the natural environment, to be 

aware of the connections to themselves and others.  

 

This includes sustainable development, involving the children in practices that 

demonstrate taking care of and protecting nature in their local environment 

and leave no trace in nature (ñtraceless travelò) (NdfE, 2017).  Combining this 

with a holistic approach, using the childôs personal interests as a starting point, 

the movement from classroom to nature has developed organically to embrace 

the tenets of forest group philosophy and has been absorbed into the daily life 

and rhythm of nursery.  

 

 

 

Implementation of Forest Group Activities 
 

Getting Staff onboard: staff meeting in the forest  

A practice of having the staff on an occasional outdoor staff meeting was a 

common factor with the three settings I interviewed.  Apart from 

reconnaissance, (documenting possibilities and making provision for risk 
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reduction), it gives the staff a chance to connect with the area and experience 

well-being.  

 

I experienced a development within my own staff over a two-year period 

where some staff were at first reluctant to take the youngest children out.  This 

became an opportunity to develop good planning and organisational 

structures.  The least motivated person in the group was invited to voice the 

challenges that she envisaged with the different age groups.  Through óaround 

the tableô discussion each month, strategies were introduced layer by layer that 

created a secure framework for ensuring that the staff ultimately felt confident 

outside the fence.  This was combined with excursions into the terrain to find 

best suited sites, examining seasonal availability of natural resources and 

finding seasonal solutions for nourishment.  I even had each member of staff 

up on a horse to experience the change in perspective, the sensory stimulation 

and to understand what the children experienced when we put them up on the 

Shetland pony.  This also strengthened the affinity the staff developed with the 

horses we had at the Farm nursery.  As journey for all staff members, it could 

be compared to ñteam buildingò activities for the consequential bonding of 

staff members in their empathetic and cooperation skills. 

 

Involving the children in the process 

My experiences from forest group showed that a period of planning, (putting 

marks on paper) and then reflection after the forest activity was invaluable to 

long term memory and learning.  It also encouraged those with little 

propensity for drawing to make a few symbols on paper to which they could 

later relate and recall experiences.  This gives the children a real voice in the 

reflective process of their learning and should not be overlooked.  

However, although there was no evidence of planning with the children before 

the outset of the trip (integral to forest group pedagogy in the nineties), it was 

reported that an informal gathering was held in the playground to prepare the 

children for the excursion.  Plans might be adjusted in accordance to input 

from the children. 

 

All nurseries have a yearly plan based on the seasons and cultural events 

which guide them in where and when certain topics are brought into focus.  A 

specific topic may be the planned goal of an excursion to the forest, staff 

introducing relevant aspects if  discovered along on the way.  A Norwegian 

saying ñthe path is made in the walkingò is a fitting description of Norwegian 

practitionersô way of working. For the original destination may never be 
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reached because something of topical interest might provide a diversion. The 

staff are well versed in using opportunities as they present themselves as the 

resource to attain the overarching goals.  There is seldom the need to bring 

resources out as there is an abundance just waiting to be discovered under the 

foliage.  Observing what captures the childrenôs imagination gives the teacher 

a vehicle to promote learning and development as set out in the Framework. 

 

An example of Norwegian practice: 

Jorge R. Navarro Fica, a teacher from a setting in Oslo has written about 

shows how the magic of the forest enables hidden talents to be revealed. 

 

Navarro Fica (2018) describes a trilingual girl who played primarily in 

situations which needed little verbal communication.  A withdrawn and 

anxious child who was isolated in the group by underdeveloped skills in 

formulating and expressing herself clearly.  

 

The staff based their approach specifically on forest group pedagogy to enable 

and stimulate the childôs development. 

 

On trips into the forest, the girl exhibited a special interest for insects and was 

especially drawn to play involving speed.  This active play in the forest 

attracted the other children, increasing her social involvement.  With a focus 

on insect life a project developed based on playful exploration and study of 

insects.  In this process the child revealed her swiftness in finding and 

capturing insects so that they could be studied out in the open.  This gave her a 

higher status in the group, increased positive social interactions and resulted in 

the establishing of friendships.  The project developed into much more, also 

within the classroom, involving cross subject elements conjoined in dramatic 

play. The author asserts it was the ability to playfully engage with the child 

and ñtune inò with the childrenôs perspective that made the project a success 

(Navarro Fica, 2015). 

 

This methodology does not need any other qualification than a degree in Early 

Years Education.  An important aspect is the recognition of the skill of a 

teacher in using what is at hand.  Not just resources in the forest or on the 

shore but also the individual competencies of the staff.  Personal experience is 

an important factor that can be shared with the staff, enhancing the overall 

knowledge of the setting.  There are no special courses in Norway that are 

obligatory for those wishing to move out of the classroom.  I maintain that it is 
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not what one teaches that but how one facilitates learning in others that 

matters.  

 

Another example: Sticks and boys 

I observed a particular group of five-year-old boys were compulsively finding 

a stick each time we went out into the woods.  They would constantly bang 

trees with their sticks, playing out different scenarios together or individually.  

I found several different ways of incorporating sticks games, in particular 

constructing shapes and indulging in mathematical reasoning.  We took this 

activity to higher and higher levels of complexity. 

 

I asked them if they could make a shape with four sides that were of equal 

length.  Then we discussed how we could make twelve smaller squares.  They 

eventually reasoned that if they could start by making four squares they might 

proceed from there.  This changed into making 3 oblongs and dividing these 

up resulting in twelve squares.  I was impressed at the way they showed 

understanding and involvement in the task, collaborating, moving sticks until 

they found a solution.  

 

This grid was used as a frame for Kimôs Game as the girls in the group turned 

up with their collection of different types of moss, lichen, fallen leaves and 

stones.  The interactions during the weeks we worked with this ensured the 

sharing of mathematical and plant life knowledge, moving through other 

subjects on the way.  

 

This activity encouraged staff at the setting to use more mathematical 

concepts in other areas of daily life.  

 

Staff experience and knowledge 

Some staff already have an area of interest and expertise which can enrich the 

setting and be shared with staff.  This was apparent in the setting in the north 

where the manager was also a teacher of swimming and lifesaving.  His 

enthusiasm affected other members of staff and resulted in water 

familiarization and learn to swim projects on the beach. 
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A setting in south Norway had a two-week period where they are on the beach 

all day in June every year.  I encouraged them to take part in a water safety 

project which I conducted together with another setting in 2016 to 2018.  We 

integrated elements of wind, water, under water life, floating, water 

familiarization, regaining and retaining body heat and much more.  The staff 

integrated their knowledge of play with water activities, increased the overall 

awareness of learning possibilities at the same time reducing risk by 
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introducing the children to safe strategies. The development of specialized 

courses that I have seen in the UK undermines the expertise and understanding 

that many staff have already accumulated through both research and 

experience of being in the outdoors in their free time. This is reflected in 

Louise Rossiterôs case study in Chapter Three. 
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Chapter Two: Recent Curriculum 

Developments in England  
Dr Diane Boyd 

 

Boyd et al (2018) provide a review of current practice in understanding early 

childhood education for sustainability in England, Wales, Scotland and 

Northern Ireland, along with accounts of the particular contributions that are 

being made by many Montessori and Steiner school projects. 

 

In September 2021, a third version of the EYFS (DfE, 2017) will be published 

as a statutory requirement in English schools for children 0-5 year. There are 

four overarching principles of which one is ñenabling environments,ò and 

seven areas of learning which are all supposedly interconnected. There are 

three prime areas of which physical development is one, and it is only there 

that the first reference is made to the outdoors.  It highlights the need for gross 

motor development through the indoors and outdoors, citing them as places to 

build ócore strength, stability, balance, spatial awareness, co-ordination and 

agilityô (DfE, 2017, p9). The outdoor environment provides a wealth of 

authentic and natural opportunities for this but in literacy (a specific area of 

learning) the language changes and contradicts this possibility, to children 

learning about their world through listening to adults. Learning about their 

world must involve óbeingô in the world, tumbling, climbing, running, lying 

down listening to sounds and smells, not just seeing abstract images in books. 

Sadly, this too is reflected in the specific area Understanding the World which 

also suggests children can listen óto a broad selection of stories, non-fiction, 

rhymes and poems will foster their understanding of our culturally, socially, 

technologically and ecologically diverse worldô (2017, 10). It asks 

practitioners to óguideô children in making sense of their physical world, with 

visiting parks as the only real outdoor location suggested. The word óvisitô 

does not imply a relationship with, but a fleeting stay in a óshort space of 

timeô. In the regulations the outside is only mentioned in ópremisesô and asks 

óproviders must provide access to an outdoor play area or, if that is not 

possible, ensure that outdoor activities are planned and taken on a daily basisô 

(DfE, 2017, p35). This outdoor area could literally be a tarmacked space with 

plastic equipment and no opportunities for developing a love of their natural 

world.  
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This is in total contrast to other home country requirements. In Scotland for 

example, there is a document for the Curriculum for Excellence through 

outdoor learning (Learning and Teaching Scotland, 2010) as well as 

sustainability embedded into their teaching standards. In Wales they have 

taken a different step in their outdoor publication with a section on Forest 

school included. It recognises that forest school is a ópractical, hands on, 

learning experiences which encourage children to explore and challenge 

themselves. This leads to the development of confidence and self-esteem as 

well as a growing appreciation of their natural environmentô (Welsh 

Assembly, 2009). England sadly seems to yet again lag behind their national 

and International partners in early childhood, missing out on promoting the 

need for children to engage sensorially and experientially in the natural world.  

 

It has been documented that children enjoy the release Forest school gives 

from the routine of lessons. (Coates and Pimlot-Wilson, 2018) where free play 

and physical activity provide a good alternative for young school children to 

engage with nature. But research shows that there is an imbalance between the 

original ethos of forest school and some practices that have been established 

(Leather, 2018).  

 

My interview with one practitioner reported that over- structuring of forest 

school activity left no room for free play or self-initiated activities. She felt 

that Forest School workers promoted an agenda of activities that left no room 

for the natural curiosity and the urge for physical movement that young 

children have. Other settings failed to make use of the opportunities present in 

nature and took many resources out, removing forest school from the precepts 

of free play and child-initiated activity. These indications of commodification 

of Forest School (Leather, 2018) and structuring of activities removes it from 

the sociocultural origins that the pedagogy of forest school emerged from.  

 

There has been an increase in settings marketing themselves as Forest School 

in England. The Forest School Association has established itself with 

guidelines and support for those wishing to get involved which is very 

positive. They promote a child centered approach and the value of free play 

and have been active in establishing structures and principles to guide those 

wanting to move the classroom outdoors.  
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The Principles of Forest School on England 

Within the UK there are an agreed set of six principles developed in 2011 

(Forest School Association) which all providers must adhere to.  All sessions 

must be run by a level Three Forest school practitioner with 180 hours of 

assessment behind them, which contrasts with Scandinavian practitioners who 

are social pedagogistôs and able to facilitate all aspects of óforest schoolô.  A 

key requirement is also recognising that it is a long-term process and not a 

one- off visit and should enable all learners to watch and be part of the 

evolving four seasons as a result (FSA, 2011, para 4). A second principle 

recognises that for children to engage in forest school they needed to be in a 

ñwoodland or natural wooded environment.ò However, it also (oddly) 

recognises that an area with only a few trees can support ñgood forest school 

practiceò (FSA, 2011, para 8). Another aspect of principle two is crucial: It 

asks learners to ñfoster a relationship with natureò (FSA, 2011, para 11). This 

surely is difficult to achieve in an area with a few trees and a poor awareness 

of the indigenous fauna and biodiversity. It is also extremely difficult if the 

practitionerôs knowledge is not sufficient to develop childrenôs understanding. 

The principles do not acknowledge this or provide the support that learners 

and practitioners require if they are to understand what is really required.  In 

unpicking ódeveloping a relationshipô we can consider if this means 

developing an ecological sense of self. Thomashow (1996, 3) suggests this 

refers to ñall the different ways people construe themselves in a relationship to 

the earthò through their values, attitudes, personality, and actions. Sebba, 

(1991) opined that children have a natural gift of óprimal seeingô which 

enables them to experience the essence of the world in a magical way, 

resonating with Pearce (1992). Steiner pedagogy also advocates that children 

need experiential, self- motivated physical activity, but most importantly that 

they should ófeelô and understand the natural rhythms of the natural world.  

 

Feeling is a strong emotion which develops because of bi- relational 

interactions with someone or something, and therefore, children will love and 

have empathy for all living and non- living matter in the forest. This can only 

happen if as it states the children are immersed in the forest on a daily or 

weekly session (FSA, 2011, para 4), with knowledgeable other 

(Vygotsky,1978). 

 

Practice versus theory 

Unfortunately, forest school sessions are from my experience more tightly 

controlled with practitioners óplanningô and bringing aspects of an indoor 
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classroom outside rather than letting the children roam free. For example, I 

have seen paints of bright primary colours, feathers and other materials 

transported into the space. How does this build a relationship with nature?  If 

the children ówantô to paint they should be encouraged to use the natural earth 

and water, or fallen leaves ground down, which is more in keeping with 

indigenous ways of being creative too.  Additionally, from my experience 

there are very few practitioners who really know their locality, the history, the 

culture, the knowledge of how the locality evolved.  I have seen a practitioner 

when asked by a young child what a certain berry was, decline to answer or 

even gave an incorrect answer (a cherry)!  Instead, it would have been better 

that they find out together. Another example, I have observed of óforest 

schoolô is offering children plastic bottles filled with water and a tray of cut 

herbs (not even growing them in a school bed) to make óherb waterô. How 

does this foster a relationship? 

 

We would advocate for forest school (the name to be amended to remove 

óschoolô) to be more nature play based, where children wander and take in 

their world. A place where they can be still, observe, and become one with 

their place. To know the names of the trees, the plants and to recognise bird 

song. By changing the name and removing óschoolô could allow a more 

organic and natural approach to emerge. We would recommend that we need 

to draw upon indigenous ways of being. Wilson (2012, p85) highlights this as 

a way of ñfostering conservation attitudesò emphasising the positive 

interconnection between all living things. Morgan and Waite (2018, p52) 

suggest that the early years is the period when children should be introduced 

to nature and frame this nurturing place as ñnestling.ò Morgan and Waite 

(2018,) suggest that ónestlingô conveys the idea of a safe place, a place of 

interaction and a place to cherish, resonating with an ecological sense of self.  

 

A place of Interaction  

Evidence of this practice was described by an Early Years researcher citing a 

project in Kent where toddlers and parents had sessions in a forest setting 

together. This gave parents an insight and understanding into learning 

experiences through creative free play. This was supplemented by additional 

sessions for older preschool children without their parents. The toddlers had 

the opportunity to ñjust beò in nature, evolving their own sense of the forest 

and developing their own exploratory play at their own pace.  
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Chapter Three: A Practitioner 

Perspective 

Louise Rossiter 

 

For the last seven years, I have been studying Early Childhood Education and 

Care (ECEC), whilst either on placement or working within an early years 

setting. I began with a level three qualification and I am currently culminating 

this professional development with an autoethnographic masters dissertation 

exploring pedagogy and professionalism within the sector. For the vast 

majority of my life, I have been involved in the Scouting Movement and I 

recently started a new role in an outdoor early years setting. I now have a 35-

mile commute to my new workplace as although outdoor education in early 

years settings has begun to gain more traction since the notion of óForest 

Schoolô was imported from Scandinavia in 1993 (Forest School Association, 

no date), there still remains an inequality of access to outdoor learning 

environments. This paper will explore some of the tensions I have experienced 

as an ECEC practitioner committed to learning outdoors. 

 

Are You Qualified to Work Outdoors?: 

As a graduate practitioner working in an outdoor environment who has not yet 

completed Forest School training, I may be highly qualified by the standards 

of the sector as a whole, but I am unqualified to ódeliver Forest Schoolô to 

children. Despite having a lifetime of scouting experience and having 

dedicated time to researching about and developing my knowledge and 

understanding about outdoor education and pedagogies within my degree, I 

am still not qualified in the óright wayô. Although my education and pedagogy 

more closely reflecting the Scandinavian expectation, as having a Forest 

School qualification has been decided as the measure for quality and 

capability in England (Leather, 2018), I still fall short.   

 

The institutionalisation of practitioner education to enable the delivery of a 

Forest School program is reflective of the imported nature of the ethos 

(Leather, 2018). Although the importance of, and beneficial nature of, 

spending times outdoors that is essential to Scandinavian practice is apparent 

in British interpretations of Forest School, some of the fundamental principles 

of ófriluftslivô have been lost in translation. Across Scandinavia, outdoor 

living is central to their culture and lifestyle, so their connection to their 
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practices and pedagogies surrounding outdoor education have developed 

organically and authentically to align with the society that their children are 

growing up in (Brookes and Dahle, 2007). The same cannot be said about the 

UK, so practitioners must be taught the principles and pedagogy that would 

otherwise be innate in Scandinavian practice. 

 

The training of Forest School Practitioners differs significantly from that of 

Scandinavian pedagogues, and this can be seen in the inherent differences 

between international practices: Documentation and research suggests that 

outdoor education should be child-led and exploratory in Norway, focussed on 

play in the natural environment (OôBrien, 2009; Waite, Bßlling and Bentsen, 

2016). This supports children in fostering a connection to, and understanding 

of the natural world, which afford reciprocal benefits for both people and the 

Earth. It is understood that exposure to the outdoors in childhood supports 

childrenôs emotional regulation and wellbeing, in addition to their holistic 

development (Kemple et al, 2016). Although elements of free play and 

exploration can be found in outdoors practice in the UK, Forest School has 

become associated with specific activities such as having fires and developing 

whittling skills. These activities are exciting, and children may not have the 

opportunity to experience these in their lives outside of Forest School, but 

they are removed from the central ethos and pedagogy of Scandinavian 

outdoor education. 

 
Inequality of Access to Outdoor Education: 

Where would you want to play? 

The access to and provision of outdoor environments for children in the UK 

has been improving over recent decades, but our approach to child-initiated 

and led free play outdoors and the opportunities for highly qualified 

practitioners need reviewing if we endeavour to provide high quality early 

childhood education to all children. 

 

Outdoor education has not yet become fully integrated into the early years 

curriculum, so the variation in provision is immense. This disparity is only 

exacerbated by the Early Years Foundation Stage Statutory Guidance which 

states that  

 

ñProviders must provide access to an outdoor play area or, if that is not 

possible, ensure that outdoor activities are planned and taken on a daily basis 
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(unless circumstances make this inappropriate, for example unsafe weather 

conditions).ò (Department for Education, 2017, p.29) 

 

The guidance is not explicit in its expectation for outdoor play and as a result, 

equal opportunities for all children to access quality outdoor environments in 

early childhood is not achieved. As many early years settings are not purpose-

built, unless the founding pedagogy is centred around an outdoors pedagogy, 

the outdoor play space could be a small, tarmacked area. This would meet the 

requirements of the statutory guidance, but the experiences of the children 

would greatly differ from those attending an outdoor setting where children 

are outdoors in all weathers, (except high winds). 

 

Responsibility for equalising the opportunities for children to access quality 

early education and care therefore falls to passionate practitioners. In my 

personal experience, although I was passionate when I was qualified at level 

three, it was not until I was a graduate practitioner that I have gained the 

confidence to ground my practice in theory and research, even if this differed 

to, or surpassed, statutory requirements. 

 

Early Years Retention Crisis: Would you want to stay?: 

The value of highly qualified practitioners in the sector can be found in their 

understanding of research and theory, as well as their wider comprehension 

and evaluation of the structures of society. Studying at a higher level supports 

the development of oneôs pedagogy and their ability to challenge current 

practice to induce change and improvement, yet this is not reflected in their 

pay and status (McDonald, Thorpe, and Irvine, 2018; CEEDA, 2019). Even 

before the consideration of outdoor pedagogy and the troubling approach to 

training Forest School Practitioners, there is a retention crisis in early 

childhood settings. The poor retention of all practitioners is entirely 

understandable when the basic pay rate for a supermarket worker is far higher 

than that of an early years practitioner (Morton, 2020; Read, 2021).  

 

The importance of early childhood development is well documented, and 

recognised by the government, yet it is not reflected in their investment into 

the early years sector. When highly qualified practitioners leave the sector, not 

only is their knowledge and expertise is lost, but so is their passion to develop 

progressive practice that improves the lives of young children. 
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Although there are clear tensions within the early years sector, particularly 

surrounding the access to outdoor education, there are examples of 

progressive and innovative practice around the country. Iôm hopeful that as the 

beneficial nature of these practices becomes more widely acknowledged, 

practice will begin to evolve more universally.  

 

Risk or Safety  

The possibility to engage in adventurous play, to seek the sensation of 

schadenfreude, is the very spice of life.  

Being able to deliver Adventure play in a safe environment was a priority for 

the three settings interviewed. The pedagogy of safety is something that is 

often overlooked. The practice of it has well documented benefits to young 

children (Murray & OôBrien, 2005, Maynard, 2007) but often termed ñrisky 

playò, which may result in negative connotations.  

 

They confirmed that the children learnt how to evaluate their own strength, to 

realize their own limitations and 

gain good experiences in safe 

parameters. Teachers at all three 

settings experienced that 

children were better able to 

evaluate risk, to make strategies 

for reducing risk in their own 

free play. For example, when 

climbing over wet rocks in 

summer or icy surfaces in winter 

they would slow down and 

choose their route carefully, 

going on all fours if necessary. 

They also became good at 

knowing when it was safe to run 

down a hill or which tree to 

climb. They became resilient in 

situations which required 

negotiating difficult terrain and 

experienced a growth in 

confidence. 
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A teacher reported how evident this was when a new child joined the nursery. 

This child had only been accustomed to tarmac and even surfaces, there was a 

marked difference between her mobility and the rest of the group.  Just 

walking over a ploughed field challenged her balance and self-confidence, 

again when walking up a steep hill, she became quite emotional. Gradual 

familiarization with uneven surfaces and an adult close to hand was necessary 

to build confidence and motor skills.  Letting the children find their own 

solutions is important, one teacher described the variety of ways to balance on 

a fallen tree trunk revealed a lot about their personal confidence and their 

strategy to keep safe. Creative ability was also demonstrated when one child 

chose to just sit on it and be a ñpilot in a planeò. This child got many others in 

on that game, the teacher accepted his solution of ñbalancingò on a tree trunk. 

 

 


