The importance of Forest School and the pathways to nature connection

Abstract

Over the past 25 years Forest School in the UK has been growing in popularity as part of a wider resurgence of
interest in outdoor learning. A key driver behind this recurrence of interest has been a growing concern over the
lack of child exposure to outdoor experiences and with the natural world and their ensuing nature-deficit
disorder. This article considers Forest School as linked with the concept of nature connection that is the
sensation of belonging to a wider natural community. This sense of belonging developed by being in nature can
also be a key factor in promoting attachment and sense of place which in turn is associated with the promotion
of health, wellbeing and pro-environmental behaviours. As such the origins towards achieving nature
connection are a formal part of the Forest School Association’s (FSA 2016) Forest School principals, with
growing research linking Forest School and nature connection as concomitant. Recent work has suggested that
contact, emotion, meaning, compassion, and beauty are key pathways for the formation of nature connection
and there is a strong need to better understand children’s nature connection in this context. Further, from the
premise that what goes on in spaces and places is fundamentally linked to both social and spatial processes, this
article also attempts to understand the spatialities of Forest School in order to frame the development of nature
connection within a socio-spatial analytic.

Introduction

Over the past two decades in the UK and internationally, there has been growing concern over the steady
increase in children’s lack of connection to nature (Cummings and Nash 2015; Knight 2013; Louv 2005;
National Trust, 2012). Estimates suggest 75% of children within the UK perceive themselves to be separate or
disconnected from nature (RSPB 2013), in part due to the loss of meaningful experiences with nature from
increasing urbanisation (Pyle 2003). This disconnection has been expedited by a general decline in exposure of
outdoor play experiences due to a more screen-based lifestyle (Clements 2004) and parental anxieties over
children’s safety outside the home (Johansson 2006; Valentine and McKendrick 1997). It is suggested that a
disconnection with nature not only erodes childrens’ spatial connection with the natural environment but also
makes them less complete human beings as a result (Veloso and Loureiro 2017). While a lack of nature
connection is on the rise, a reconnection with a lost part of the self in nature is still possible (Lumber et

al. 2017). Yet, until relatively recently there has been a general decrease in outdoor play (Maynard 2007) and
the concomitant erosion of the importance of play as a learning tool, particularly in school settings

(Moyles 2015). Due to these concerns over childrens’ nature deficit disorder (Louv 2005) the emphasis on
schools to provide outdoor learning experiences has gained momentum over the past two decades

(Maynard 2007), particularly amongst Early Years and Primary school settings (Waite 2017). As a result,
schools have increasingly been encouraged to integrate elements of outdoor learning in their curriculum
(DCSF 2007; DfES 2006; Ofsted 2008; Tickell 2011).

Forest School is just one way many schools are able to re-address their provision of outdoor learning
opportunities for children and young people. By immersing children holistically in the outdoors and the natural
environment Forest School has the potential to promote all aspects of child development and growth including
their physical, social, cognitive, linguistic, emotional, social and spiritual development (Davies 2013), but with
an emphasis on emotional intelligence (Knight 2016). As such, holistic development, a key component of Forest
School recognises the social context and the importance placed on interaction with others, including both peers
and practitioners, as a further key feature of learning (Patel 2003). What is unique about Forest School as an
outdoor learning approach is that it is based in woodland. The emphasis placed on encouraging children to use
all their senses and move around relatively freely, where °...learning-orientated approaches take the place of
task-orientated approaches, and as such learning is less dominated by the national curriculum...[and] personal,
social and emotional development is more significant’ (Harris 2017, p.229). Hence Forest School’s popularity
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with Early Years settings and Primary School in particular is notable (Knight 2016; Leather 2018;
Massey 2005a; Maynard 2007; O’Brien and Murray 2007).

We argue in this paper that this emphasis on both physical and social development that Forest School affords
participants, plays a further key role in place attachment and therefore the development of a sense of place
(Beames and Ross 2010; Davies et. al. 2006). Namely, via such sociability participants begin to see themselves
in relation to all the other creatures (including other humans and non-human animals) they engage with in that
setting (Palmberg and Kuru 2000). The more children engage with this natural environment the more it affords
meaning to them, which in turn promotes a sense of belonging (Tuan 1977); especially important for children in
urban cities who report greater loneliness than those living in smaller towns and rural areas (ONS 2018).
Therefore, there is a need to connect with nature (Charles 2009) and each other, and ultimately care for it
(Bbgeholz 2006).

By providing children opportunities to explore and learn about the outdoor environment where there is relative
freedom, the aim of this article is to frame the students’ experiences of Forest School within the context of a
spatial analytic. Thus, the paper contributes to the growing area of research into the geographies of education
(Holloway and Joéns 2012; Mills and Kraftl 2016) and of particular note in relation to Forest School is Frances
Harris’s paper ‘Outdoor learning spaces: The case forest school’ (2017). By understanding the spatialities of
Forest School and the specific pathways to nature connection (see Table 1 below) the article attempts to
highlight how Forest School can provide an alternative space for more intrinsic social and emotional
development in order to positively re-connect children with nature as well as themselves and others. We argue
that by connecting with nature and the natural world, children are able to develop their sense of belonging and
responsibility towards the wider environment, which can ultimately support development of pro-environmental
attitudes.

Table 1:
Pathway Definition Forest School Activities
Contact Meeting with nature through the | Being outside in all seasons; climbing trees; playing games like hide and
senses seek; running around; rope swings and rope walks; building dens;
lighting fires and cooking in the open air; bug hunts; tree ids; site
management activities; bare foot walking; appreciating sights and smells
Emotion An affective state or sensation Respecting habitats; developing awareness of habitats, flora and fauna;
occurring from engaging with watching insects; using natural materials to make artefacts; making
nature nettle soup; bug hunts; planting seeds; feeling joy through play; feeling
calm through reflecting in woodland
Meaning The use of natural symbolism to Reflections round the log circle; making dog logs; pretend games
communicate thoughts involving becoming different animals; story telling; discussions;
observing seasonal change
Compassion Including nature within one’s self- | Constructing bird boxes and bug hotels; bug hunts; discussions around
concept, leading to concern for materials that decompose; sustainability etc.; low maintenance
nature and empathy; motivating management of environment including helping to clear brambles and
helping/co-operation other evasive plants, pruning and coppicing
Beauty Perceiving the aesthetic qualities | Art activities using natural materials — making picture frames, mobiles,
of nature that include colour, stick creatures, tree art using mud; being in woodland in all seasons and
shape, and form that please the observing seasonal change; engaging with trees and observing leaves

senses and create awe
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The importance of nature connection

Nature connection is of interest due to the benefits a reconnected relationship with nature provides (Tam 2013),
thought to stem in part from our evolutionary history with the natural world (Capaldi et al. 2014). Humanity’s
evolution as part of nature have shaped our cognitions and emotions (Gullone 2000), with an affiliation for life
aiding our ancestors’ survival through paying attention to the visual cues within the environment (Capaldi et

al. 2014). Our desire to affiliate or connect with nature persists to this day, despite the prevailing human
exceptionalism that dominates the western cultural viewpoint; whereby humanity is separate from wider nature
due to our possession of culture (Catton and Dunlap 1978). Nature connection is the sensation of belonging to a
wider community of nature (Mayer et al. 2009) with nature connection comprised of emotion (Hinds and
Sparks 2008; Mayer and Frantz 2004), self-concept (Schultz 2001), social identity (Clayton 2003), experiences,
and learning (Nisbet et al. 2009).

Research interest in this area is especially important given the possible detriment to our mental health from a
disconnection with nature (Maller et al. 2009). While the term disconnection is problematic as it implies some
form of separation, it is a necessary concept. Disconnection implies that humanity is of the natural world rather
than in it (McPhie and Clarke 2015) that may be better conceptualised through Integral Ecology (Zylstra et

al. 2018). Given the established and frequent use of Nature Connection within the literature, the term will still
be utilised in this paper. Often within the literature, exposure to nature and nature connection are
interchangeably used despite being different concepts. With the pathways to nature connection emphasising the
need for the spatial engagement, involving discovery using all senses with nature beyond simple contact, we can
examine the benefits of nature connection discussed here.

Wellbeing

Nature has long been associated with positive outcomes for humanity; historically, anecdotally and in more
recent empirical work on wellbeing (Russell et al. 2013). Broadly, the wellbeing benefits of nature connection
are as important as income or education (Capaldi et al. 2014), being linked to psychological and social
wellbeing (Howell et al. 2011), vitality (Nisbet et al. 2011), life satisfaction (Mayer and Frantz 2004), and
happiness (Richardson et al. 2016a, b; Zelenski and Nisbet 2012). Further benefits to wellbeing include a
reduction in trait and state anxiety (Martyn and Brymer 2016) as well as personal growth (Nisbet et al. 2011),
calm and contentment (McCormick et al. 2015), and perspective taking (Russell et al. 2013). Generally, both
hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing outcomes of nature connection have been treated as a single concept. Recent
work suggests that nature (and nature connection) will produce different wellbeing outcomes depending on self-
regulation via the sympathetic (calm) and parasympathetic (joy) nervous system (Richardson et al. 2016a, b),
with meta-analyses indicating nature is related to both hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing outcomes equally
(Pritchard et al. 2019). Further, the wellbeing benefits for children from nature connection are more likely to
occur when a child is highly connected via direct interaction when measured using a psychometric scale of
nature connectedness (Lumber et al. unpublished).

Health

Nature connection is a predictor of contact with nature (Lin et al. 2014; Nisbet and Zelenski 2013); potentially
providing health benefits through green exercise to increase physical activity levels (Alvarez-Bueno et al. 2017:
Richardson et al. 2016a, b) which may prevent inactivity and the health issues associated with it (Veloso and
Loureiro 2017). Further, the cultural perception that nature has a positive effect on health may also have an
influence on any physical health benefits experienced (Nilsson et al. 2011). Nature connection can provide
coping resources in conjunction with positive personality traits to deal with stress that in turn, may improve
immune system functioning through resilience to disease (Cervinka et al. 2012). The benefit to health from
nature connection will be a dual process in conjunction with wellbeing outcomes that benefit the immune
system, which itself is thought to be the central pathway of health outcomes derived from nature (Kuo 2015).
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As with wellbeing, the threshold at which health benefits occur are more likely when a child is scoring highly
on a nature connection measure (Lumber et al. unpublished).

Pro-environmentalism

While a direct causal link between nature connection and pro-environmental behaviour has not yet been
evidenced, a growing body of evidence suggest nature connection plays a central role (in conjunction with other
factors) for pro-environmental (Bruni et al. 2015; Otto and Pensini 2017) and pro-conservation behaviours
(Richardson et al. 2020). Most compellingly, meta-analyses have evidenced clear links between nature
connectedness and increased pro-environmental behaviours (Mackay and Schmitt 2019; Whitburn et al. 2019).
Pro-environmental attitudes have been linked to nature connection (Kuo et al. 2019; Mayer and Frantz 2004)
which may have a bearing on any behaviour enacted. Further, empathy, an outcome of nature connection
(Zelenski and Nisbet 2012) can facilitate concern for the environment (Berenguer 2007) while emotional
attachments to nature can lead to a desire to protect natural spaces from harm (Scannell and Gifford 2010b).
Cognitions held by the individual could also play a role, with biospheric concern stemming from nature being
included in the self-concept (Bruni and Schultz 2010; Schultzet al. 2004) and focusing on one’s similarity with
nature (Tam et al. 2013). Therefore, nature connection through emotional attachment, biospheric concern,
similarity, empathy, and pro-environmental attitudes could lead to positive behaviours towards the environment,
evidenced through the success of large-scale interventions to facilitate nature and the resulting self-reported pro-
environmental behaviour (Richardson et al. 2016a, b). Further, recent quantitative work indicates pro-
environmental and pro-nature behaviours are more likely to occur when children are highly connected to nature
(Hughes et al. 2018), with nature as self, a subscale measurement of Nature Connection a predictor of
environmentally responsible attitudes (Bahar and Sahin 2017). Analysis suggests that nature connection
explains 69% of the variance of ecological behaviour in children, with environmental knowledge contributing
an additional 2% (Otto and Pensini 2017). Interestingly, children’s pro-environmental attitudes predict self-
reported pro-environmental behaviours with parental and best friend’s pro-environmental behaviour also a
significant predictor, suggesting social agency is an important factor (Collado et al. 2017).

Children and nature connection

Given the potential benefits to children and the environment from nature connection, identifying ways in which
a positive, connected relationship to nature can be fostered is important. Childhood freedom to explore their
surroundings and their overall experiences in particular are thought to be important for nature connection
(Hinds and Sparks 2008; Knight 2016; Maynard 2007; Muller et al. 2009), particularly when they take risks,
make choices, take more responsibilities and make connections with their own learning and what is around
them (Gill 2007). Such spatial experiences are shaped by engaging with nature through general outdoor play
(Berto and Dias 2017), playing in woodland (Wells and Lekies 2006) and creative expression (Bruni et

al. 2015). Further, activities centred on walking (Mayer et al. 2009), camping and hiking (Martin 2004), using
allotments (Hawkes and Acott 2013), have also been suggested to lead to nature connection. Such affective
activities afford children with the freedom to use all their senses to explore the natural environment. In this
context, it is via bodily movements, material mess, and an understanding of spatial scale (Kraftl 2015) that
provides learners the ability to engage differently than they would from other more structured ways of
connecting with nature. Of particular note are environmental education programs, that focus on gaining
knowledge of nature that involves the identification of flora and fauna based on a more scientific knowledge-
based curriculum (Lumber et al. 2017). However, although important, such structured learning activities have
failed to show a sustained increase in nature connection (Lieflander et al. 2012). Instead, research now suggests
that activities involving contact, emotion, meaning, compassion and beauty are the pathways to nature
connection (Lumber et al. 2017), (See Table 1 below for definitions of each pathways). Forest School, with its
focus on a more experiential experience, allows for the realisation of such pathways, where the emphasis of
Forest School remains focused on holistic development where reflection and emotion become an integral part of
that experience (Knight 2011). Forest School becomes a more enjoyable outdoor learning experience that is
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arguably more authentic and organic and as such encourages sociality and promotes place attachment and a
sense of belonging (Cummings and Nash 2015), which is discussed further below.

Qualitative reports indicate that the pathways are important for individual connection, with a sense of discovery
significant and offer a framework when structuring activities aimed at fostering nature connection (Lumber, et
al., Submitted). The manner in which Forest Schools may be able to facilitate nature connection through the
pathways are noted in Table 1.

The pathways of Forest School

In the UK Forest School sessions usually run over a period of between 6-12 weeks, although some programmes
run once a week over a year (Knight 2013). It very much depends whether or not schools have their own
woodland area and resources on site. There may be activities loosely structured during such Forest School
experiences as noted in Table 1, but children ultimately choose what they want to do, and practitioners scaffold
learning accordingly and as necessary (Massey 2005a). In relation to the pathways in Table 1 is that Forest
School as opposed to many other outdoor learning experiences is less structured due to being play-based and
learner led (Waite 2017). Practitioners simply facilitate an experience in which children are often free to
explore, and encouraged to play, connect, reflect and socialise in a natural environment (Knight 2016; Campbell
and Thompson 2013). As such, we want to argue that the pathways to nature connection are realised more
intuitively and organically, although with discussion and reflection being a key element.

By engaging with others in an outdoor setting and familiarising themselves with that environment via all their
senses, children through Forest School activities develop a secure attachment to the setting and with others in
that setting (Beames and Ross 2010; Davis et al. 2006). By allowing learners to be explorative contact with the
environment offers an enjoyable experience that enriches positive connections and an intrinsic motivation to
learn (Cummings and Nash 2015; Hobbs 2015). The emphasis is on social and emotional development with a
focus on interaction, cooperation and reflection (Knight 2011). Not only are participants able to socialise with
their peers and adults in this natural setting, but also with other creatures and the outdoor environment itself
which hitherto was very much part of childhood and growing up (Louv 2005). Here, the ability to explore and
play safely within a natural environment may offer opportunities to promote a sense of place and connection
with nature through the pathway of contact where the sense of discovery, awe and engagement of the senses can
be utilised (Lumber et al., submitted). The use of free play also provides meaning-making opportunities for
children as the woodland becomes a special place of beauty for them, which may secure a sense of belonging
(Davenport and Anderson 2005) and place attachment; the bonding via social ties and activities, of individuals
and the environment that affords meaning for them (Scannell and Gifford 2010a).

Furthermore, symbolic connotations in the social group or through expressive characteristics of the place
(Scannell and Gifford 2010b) provide further meaning and form a link to the ecosystem that can change as both
personal identity and the ecosystem alter (Russell et al. 2013). Thus, the opportunity to socialise not only with
peers but with other creatures and the woodland itself may offer opportunities to emotionally connect with
nature, perhaps producing a sense of compassion (Lumber et al. 2017) as a sense of similarity is formed that
may in turn promote helping behaviour and self-compassion too (Gilbert 2014). Here appreciating the beauty to
be found in nature via learner-led activities is important. The formation of attachment to place and the
connection with it suggests Forest Schools may also have an important role to play in benefitting wellbeing
through nature connection (Capaldi et al. 2014; Russell et al. 2013). It may also in turn benefit pro-
environmental behaviours through a sense of connection (Bahar and Sahin 2017; Cudworth 2018; Otto and
Pensini 2017), place attachment (Scannell and Gifford 2010a; Wattchow and Brown 2011), and a sense of
belonging (Cummings and Nash 2015).
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Different learning spaces

These experiences thus also provide children with a spatially different experience from that of mainstream
schooling and daily school life (Harris 2017), with outdoor learning spaces shown to benefit attention and
memory (Berman et al. 2008; Berto 2005;) an enjoyment for learning (Kuo et al. 2019) and academic
development (McCree et al. 2018). For us this is the key to our thinking, as any learning environments, or social
spaces for that matter, acquire meaning via human (and we would argue non-human) agency (Massey 2005a;
Thrift 2006). As such a space does not become a place until we interact and socialise within it. The more we
engage intrinsically with a space and experience it through our senses the stronger we will identify with that
place with the possibility that we will feel part of it (Cudworth 2018). If we feel part of it, we are more likely to
gain a deeper meaningful understanding of it and develop a sense of belonging and an affinity to certain places.

The mainstream-learning environments of many schools construct a particularly disciplinarian environment and
thus specific power relations are set up to legitimate certain spatial practices embedded in schools

(Cudworth 2018). These power relations are outcomes led and shaped by the performativity culture of neo-
liberal policy architecture, where schools are ranked according to exam results (Ball 2017). Consequently,
within this context we can begin to understand how movement and noise are kept to a minimum and learning,
based on a state-sanctioned curriculum, is emphasised, managed and decided by the teacher. Thus, learning is
heavily scrutinised and focused on specific bodies of knowledge and regular attendance at school becomes
paramount amidst the pressures to keep children on track to do well in tests (Kelly 2009; Waite 2010).
Consequently, everything that goes on in schools is focused around specific, spatial practices that become
standardized in many school settings. Such practices go on to reproduce certain types of accepted behaviours
and identities that then become normalised by social relations (Cudworth 2018). As a result, mainstream
schooling on the whole has become normalised around the learning of certain subjects and bodies of
knowledge, whereby school becomes simply a place to achieve well in tests (Cudworth 2018). In this system a
good learner is someone who attends school regularly, remains on track and passes numerous tests, and a good
teacher is someone who can track children’s progress against set criteria. Those children and young people that
fail to do well in such tests and/or engage ‘inappropriately’ with the ‘regimes’ of schooling, will very likely fail
to build a sense of attachment or belonging to their school or surrounding environment.

With Forest School engagement taking place over a number of weeks and using all their senses to engage and
connect with the natural world, learners are more likely to build a sense of belonging to this ‘different’ learning
space which begins to afford more relevance to them and their identities with nature (Casey 2001). It becomes a
meaningful place (Cummings and Nash 2015). This is key to the development of place attachment, and nature
connection whereby participants associate the place with particular social bonds and behaviours (Cummings
and Nash 2015), which in turn promotes the development of a caring attitude to a place (Wattchow and

Brown 2011).

Place attachment and a sense of belonging developed by a more instinctive spatial engagement with the natural
environment, as opposed to the more formal ‘spatial regimes’ of the school environment based on performance
and targets, is something we argue is a key cognitive process for the promotion of nature connection via the
‘Pathways.” We see this very much in line with Gray’s (2012) work on Dewey’s ideas around the importance of
experiential learning that is being increasingly eroded by mainstream classroom-based learning with its focus on
a curriculum, national testing and outcomes (Waite 2010).

Moving learning outdoors

The alternative learning space that Forest School provides is a space where different rules and spatial practices
apply and where “There are no formal targets, learning outcomes or prescribed attainment levels relating to
children’s time at forest school” (Harris 2017, p. 229). Alongside other outdoor experiences, Forest School is a
different ‘cultural’ space where children and young people, as well as practitioners, have relative autonomy and
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freedom in what they do away from the confines of the more ‘structured’ formal school setting (Harris 2017).
Moving away from the inside to the outdoor space, can often feel like a cultural shift for both children and
practitioners; a cultural border is crossed where learning becomes redefined (Peacock and Pratt 2011). This
includes developing more informal practitioner and child relationships based on more physicality whereby
healthier attachments are developed and grounded on trust (Archard 2015). Learning is also led by the learner
where children are relatively free to choose what they want to do and therefore more likely to be motivated to
achieve, which in turn develops their enjoyment of learning (Kuo et al. 2019) and self-esteem (O’Brien and
Murray 2007).

By continuing to move around the natural area as they want to and at their own pace, learners further develop
their skills holistically whilst interacting intrinsically with the outdoors and all others in it (Knight 2016).
Further, with limited focus on a curriculum and no formal targets or pressures on achievement, Forest School
becomes a social space with different relational truths perpetuated by everyone in that place that for some have
often been associated with the de-schooling of learning spaces (Kraftl 2015). Thus, Forest School becomes a
metaphorical space ‘where different behaviours are permitted, and spaces in the curriculum’ (Harris 2017, p.
222). Neo-liberal power relations could potentially be challenged by such places.

However, it is important to acknowledge that nature connection in a woodland context is unproblematic. Such
spaces are not without their own unique set of power relations that often work against nature itself by hiding the
‘truths’ connected with the historical, geographical and political formation of woodlands and forests at the
expense of ecological sustainability (Pacini-Ketchabaw 2013). As such if we are to really re-connect children
with nature, via our discussions, reflections and stories we need to think carefully about how we are sensitive to
‘how Indigenous peoples and their ontologies and epistemologies are erased from child care forest pedagogies,
from local ecologies, and from discussions of children in nature’ (Pacini-Ketchabaw 2013, p. 356).

Conclusion

The Forest School approach goes beyond simply learning outside the classroom. Through its emphasis on free
play and exploration, it creates a unique space to foster relational and meaning-making opportunities within the
natural environment. These opportunities tie directly into the pathways to nature connectedness that not only
supports a re-connection with a lost part of self but also potential health, wellbeing and pro-environmental
outcomes too. This paper has outlined the links between Forest Schooling and nature connection through the
five pathways on a theoretical basis with the authors acknowledging the need for further research evidence to
demonstrate the ability of Forest School settings to improve nature connection through the pathways directly.
Further, qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods approaches are all needed to help identify the way the
pathways lead to nature connection through the lens of Forest School not only for children but also potentially
for their families, Forest School leaders, and the wider school community. Research that evaluates the use of the
pathways to nature connection within Forest School activities, explores the fostering of nature connection in
Forest School leaders, and whether Forest Schooling leads to health, wellbeing and pro-environmental
outcomes is needed; to affirm the cognitive, social, wellbeing, health and pro-environmental outcomes nature
connection through Forest Schooling can bring. This line of enquiry will be important in facilitating a move
away from the neo-liberal performative culture in favour of learning environments that foster a holistic
development of the child, one where their personal growth, cognitive, social and emotional development can be
nurtured through a connection with their wider environment and other people and other animals.

Although Forest School is a growing phenomenon in the UK, it will be up to school leaders and authorities to
embed such ideas in their curriculums in order to develop an alternative way of supporting formal education and
what goes on inside the classroom. With more time allocated to outdoor learning and Forest School and this
reconnection with the wider environment, we argue children will be able to develop a sense of place and re-
engage with learning and be more intrinsically motivated to learn more widely. This in turn will increase their
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enjoyment of school life that they then find as a more inclusive space and will want to come to school. We
believe it is time to once again take learning outside the classroom, where teachers are encouraged and
supported to do so. Whilst at the same time being mindful of the geographical, historical and political
complexities of how we have shaped woodlands and forests as well as how they have shaped us. On a final
note, we see that the development of pro-environmental behaviours amongst children and young people is
equally important to the development of formal academic knowledge.
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