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Forest school: A Brand of outdoor Education 

• Outward Bound 

• Duke of Edinburgh Award 

• The Scout Association 

• Bush Schools 

• Forest Schools 

 

• All brands, sub-cultures, approaches to Outdoor Education 



A brief introduction 

• 1994 – trip to Denmark 

• Bridgewater College, Somerset, 
England 

• Early Years practitioners 

• Children playing outside in 
woodland 

• Scandinavian Friluftsliv and Danish 
Udeskole 

• Different countries and culture 

• Different outdoor cultural practices 

 



What children may do 

Sessions at Forest School may involve 

• Lighting / managing fires / cooking over fire / stories around the 
fire 

• Building dens / imaginative/fantasy play 

• Climbing trees / rope swings 

• Using full size tools to cut, carve, create 

• Creating and representing with natural materials 

• Playing environmental games 
(Stevens, 2013, p.81) 



Forest School – a definition 

1. The setting is not the usual one 

2. ... is made as safe as reasonably possible 

3. ... happens over time 

4. There is no such thing as bad weather, only bad clothing 

5. Trust is central 

6. The learning is play based and, as far as possible, child-
initiated and child-led 

7. The blocks and sessions have beginnings and ends 

8. The staff are trained 
(Knight, 2009. p.16-17) 

 



NGB –  a British obsession! Professional Colonizers 

Forest School is an inspirational 

process, that offers ALL learners 

regular opportunities to achieve and 

develop confidence and self 

esteem** through hands-on 

learning experiences in a woodland 

or natural environment with trees.  



question 

1. Does outdoor education in Australia 
need 

a) a Forest School Association like the UK? 

b) A training scheme for Forest School levels 
[1, 2, 3, 4] for practitioners and an 
associated accreditation badge system? 

 



Why Critique? 
• Last few years have seen an exponential rise in Forest Schools and 

this is exemplified in the work of Sara Knight (2009, 2011a, 2011b, 
2017).   

 



Why Critique? 

If we are to develop a shared national model for 
Forest School in the UK there must be robust 
discussion and debate. 

(Knight, 2009, p.14) 

 
• Do we actually want or need a shared nation model?  
 
• What is a shared national model of anything?   
• How do we get to this place?  
• Is it possible? 
• Is it desirable? 

 

 



Wait …. not just British  

• A person of British origin 
who will consistently 
complain about any situation 
that they may  face. 

• They are emotionally unable 
to deal with any sort of 
adverse condition without 
commenting negatively 
about it.  

• ‘whinging poms’ located in 
Australia - tend to be found 
in countries that at least pay 
some lip service to their 
beloved monarchy.  

 



Why critique?  

• Mark Leather  

– a sceptic 

– a whinging pom, a grumpy old man 

– outdoor educator of 40+ years experience! 

• A methodical practice of doubt Gasche (2007) 

• Disciplined, systematic analysis of written or oral discourse 

• Positives merit recognition as well as negatives 



Forest school … I am a fan! 

If this means 
 More kids 
 Younger ages 
 Challenges 
 More adults 
 More professionals 
 More nature 
 More outdoors 
 In the curriculum 
 Mainstream 
 Anytime 
 Brand recognition of outdoor 

education by parents = a “good” 
thing! 

When claimed benefits are 
supported by research evidence 
(and not overstated) 
• e.g. Louise Chawla 
• Benefits of nature contact for 

children (2015) 
• Significant life experiences 

(1998) 
 



My critique raises 3 key issues 

1. Culturally, socially, historically situated 
– whose culture? 
– what is lost in translation? 
– cultural mis-appropriation  

2. Poorly articulated theoretical base 
–  e.g play pedagogy. (Wood, 2010) 
– Missed opportunities e.g. environmental 

education (Maynard & Waters, 2007) 

3. Commodification of outdoor education 
– FS as the product – rather than an educational 

philosophy 
– Training not education of leaders 
– Unsubstantiated and amplified claims about the 

benefits e.g. self-esteem (Leather, 2013) 
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1. Culturally, socially, historically situated 

• Outdoor education in UK (Cook, 1999) 
– Influences of Victorian muscular Christianity 
– Teacher knows best 
– Readiness for war 
–  Physical Education 

• British Colonialism 
– Outward Bound Schools 
– Scouts 
– DofE Award 

• Neo-Hahnian approaches 
– Suffering and endurance 
– Wet and cold? 

 
 
 



Outdoor education 

• A social construct 

– Outdoor education as a social construction 

– Forest school as a social construction 

– e.g. contents of the meal eaten in the morning 



Full Australian breakfast 

• Who decided that eggs and pig were a meal to break the fast? 

• But as a proud Englishmen …. A “full English” 

• Hmmmm … and full Irish, Scottish, Welsh, an Ulster Fry … etc  
… and a full Australian, Kiwi, Canadian …. All colonnial exports, 
all constructs …. 

 

• Why not cold pizza [students], cold leftover curry [me!] 

• Social construct … just like outdoor education ….  



All outdoor education a social construct  

• Choosing to 
– Walk in the bush 

– Climb mountains 

– Paddle rivers 

– Sail the seas 

– Light fires in the Forest! 

• For education [recreation]  
– Challenge 

– Develop 

– Learn 

– Self, others, environment 

 

• 150 years ago 
– Walking to work 

– Canoe – Voyagers 

– Kayak – hunting 

– Sailing – fishing / fighting 

– Fires – warmth & cooking 

– etc. etc. 



Social Construct: e.g. Sail Training 



Social Construct: Forest School 

  



FS – a definition 

1. The setting is not the usual one 

2. ... is made as safe as reasonably possible 

3. ... happens over time 

4. There is no such thing as bad weather, 
only bad clothing 

5. Trust is central 

6. The learning is play based and, as far as possible, child-
initiated and child-led 

7. The blocks and sessions have beginnings and ends 

8. The staff are trained 
(Knight, 2009. p.16-17) 

 



British Victorian values 

  



FS as a social cultural construct 

• Whose culture? 

• no such thing as bad 
weather, only bad clothing 

• adoption of Scandinavian 
culture in a UK context has 
somehow got lost in 
translation 

1. Weather 

2. Child centred play 

3. FS as a sub-culture 

 

 

  

• Ingen slik ting som dårlig vær, 
bare dårlige klær 



Forest school fires 

• Using a firelighting stick - Survival 
Magnesium Flint Stone Fire 
Starter Lighter 

• With wood shavings from home – 
moist wet lack of Forest in UK a 
problem 

• Cheat / help … with Vaseline – 
petroleum jelly and make-up 
remover pads 



Fires for cooking & warmth 

• Big fires – to cook on 

• And warmth 

• Or no fires because of fire risk … 

• Use matches 

• Or lighter 

• And paraffin/kerosene blocks or diesel as a aid to combustion  



dreamcatchers 

• co-opting and mis-
appropriating the culture 

• “professional colonization” 
• without permission …. or 

respect … 
 

• history repeats itself? 

  



Tree friends … 

• An environmental game from the 
California hippies … not a new 
game .. 

• AND where did they get this 
from?  Indigenous peoples 
perhaps? 



3. The corporate turn 

 

a) Commodification 

b) Amplifying the benefits 



Training or education? 

• The commodification of education (Loynes, 
1997) 

• McDonaldisation 
– Predictable, generalizable, replicable 

– Always the same 

– One burger fits all 

• Level 3 Qualification 

• Reduces education to one way 

• The only way!? 

• Missed opportunities if narrow training 

 



Commodification 

• UK outdoor scene 
• Badges – Qualifications 
• Governing Bodies or 

Associations federations 
• Commercialisation 

– training courses $$$ 

 
• Other forms, brands of 

outdoor education e.g. RYA 
Yachtmaster 



Commodification 

http://archimedes-earth.com/  
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Question 

2. Commercialization? 

a) What are the drawbacks 
to this? 

b) What are the benefits to 
this – are there any? 

 

 



Australian concerns 



Australian and educational concerns 



Question 

3. In a large country [Australia!] 
are online training courses 

a) Necessary? 

b) Useful?  

c) Desirable? 

d) An exploitative commercial 
product? 

e) Something else? 

 



Amplifying the benefits 

“Confidence and self-esteem are improved as skills develop and 
no one fails. This has a snowball effect, because as confidence 
grows so the children find more exciting things to do, which they 
will succeed at, thus improving their sense of self-esteem even 
more”  

(Knight, 2009, p.39). 

Leather, M. (2013). ‘It's good for their self-esteem’: the substance 

beneath the label. Journal of Adventure Education & Outdoor 

Learning, 13(2), 158-179. 



Amplifying the benefits 
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2. Theory not well articulated 

• Social Constructionism 

– e.g. outdoor education 

• Fire lighting 

• sailing 



play – Lost in Translation! Wood, 2010 

• continuing tensions in the rhetoric and reality of play in educational 

settings - can be attributed to the long-established ideological claims - 

about the primacy of free play, free choice, autonomy, control and 

ownership, all of which are characteristics of children's self-initiated 

activities 

• many of the claims that are made for play are supported by research 

evidence, there continue to be problems in demonstrating to parents 

and other professionals that children are learning when they are 

playing . 

 
 



A model for outdoor practitioners 

Integrated pedagogical approaches (adapted from Wood, 2010) 



Child initiated play? 

• The ability to facilitate child initiated play is culturally 
influenced and situated, and a pedagogy of play remains 
problematic in practice in the UK …. those Victorians! 

• Jon Cree (2009), an influential UK Forest School practitioner 
and chair of the UK Forest School Association, emphasizes the 
child centred learning approach of Forest School. In doing so 
he alludes to some pedagogical differences, describing how 

  “teachers and practitioners openly admit they find it hard 
 not to interfere and shut up!” 

 

 



Question 

4. So what do you think of ”Forest 
School”?  

• Where is the wisdom of the past? 

• How do you think Forest School 
should explore the future? 

 



Summary 

Good Points 
 Early years – more children, more experiences in nature 
 Play pedagogy – child initiated 
 Outdoor learning “Brand recognition” 
Bad Points 
• Commercialisation & commodification 
• Social, cultural, historical situated-ness of practice 
• Lost conceptual and philosophical basis 
• Narrow-looking and missed educational opportunities 
• Over amplified claims – lack of evidence 
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