

Preamble to review of FS principles

In 2002 at the first National Forest School (FS) conference, held at Bishops Wood Centre, the following definition and principles were arrived at;

Definition;

Forest School is an inspirational process, that offers children and young people opportunities to achieve, develop confidence and self-esteem, through hands on learning experiences in a local woodland environment.

Principles

1. Forest School is for all children and young people. 

2. Forest School builds on a child’s innate motivation and positive attitude to learning, offering them the opportunities to take risks, make choices and initiate learning for themselves. 

3. Forest School is organised and run by qualified Forest School leaders 

4. Forest School maximises the learning potential of local woodland through frequent and regular experiences throughout the year, not a one-off visit. 

5. Forest School helps children to understand, appreciate and care for the natural environment

During the online consultation held in 2010 and the face to face/e-mail consultation held by Erica Wellings, the FS Lead Professional Body development officer (LPB) (after Ericas consultation during this year it was felt that this was a more appropriate description of the proposed body) in 2011 there emerged ‘confusion’ over what really constituted Forest School.  On doing a web search in April 2011 – carried out by Penny Martin (FEI FS co-ordinator for Scotland), Jon Cree (chair of LPB steering group)and Erica Wellings (LPB Development Officer), there was no clear agreement from various training providers, publications and local authorities on what constituted Forest School.  Also it has been expressed in informal discussions within the Institute for Outdoor Learning (IOL) FS Special Interest Group (SIG), the FS  Trainers Network and the LPB Steering group that there is confusion between principles and criteria.

In March 2011 FEI FS Scotland Co-ordinator circulated in Scotland a discussion document about the FS ethos developed at a seminar held in September 2010.

After 9 years it is felt by many within the FS community and with the current move towards establishing a Leading Professional Body that now is the time to review the principles and criteria for FS.  This is particularly pertinent if we are to formulate FS National Occupational Standards – one the main things needed, as reflected in the LPB consultation.

The following draft definition, principles and criteria have been worked up over the last 2 months and we are now wanting comments from the wider FS community.  Please read the attached and respond to Erica Wellings at  erica.w@outdoor-learning.org before October 15th.
Ethos/Definition
“Forest School is an inspirational process, that offers ALL learners regular opportunities to achieve, develop confidence and self-esteem, through hands on learning experiences in a local woodland or natural environment with trees.”
Forest School is a specialised approach that sits within and compliments the wider context of outdoor and woodland learning.  .
Principles with criteria for good practice (bulleted)
1. Forest School is a long term process with frequent and regular sessions in a local natural space, not a one-off visit. Planning, adaption, observations and reviewing are integral elements.
· FS takes place regularly (at least every other week) over an extended period of time, ideally through the seasons.

· A FS programme has a structure which is based on the observations and joint work between learners and practitioners and shows progression. 
· The initial sessions of any programme establish physical and behavioural boundaries as well as making initial observations to base future programme developments upon.
2. Forest School takes place in a natural environment/woodland to support the development of a relationship with the natural world
· Woodland is the ideal place to carry out FS but many other sites can support  good practice with only a few trees planted to create a very small woodland
· The woodland matches the needs of the programme and learners, providing them with the space and environment in which to explore and discover

· A FS programme constantly monitors its ecological impact and works within a  site management plan agreed between the landowner/ manager and the Practitioner and the group with which they are working.

· FS aims to promote a relationship with nature through regular personal experiences in a local woodland to help develop long term environmentally sustainable attitudes and practices.

· FS uses the natural resources of the woodland for inspiration, to enable ideas and to encourage intrinsic motivation. 
3. Forest School aims to promote the  holistic development of all those involved, fostering resilient, confident, independent and creative learners

· Links between the FS programme and experiences are made to home, work and /or school/education life 

· FS programmes aim to develop, where appropriate, the physical, social, cognitive, linguistic, emotional, social and spiritual aspects of the learner.
4. Forest School builds on an individual’s innate motivation and positive attitude to learning, offering them the opportunities to take supported risks appropriate to the environment. 
· Any FS experience, required to  develop practical, social or emotional skills, is carried out in small achievable tasks
· Forest School uses tools and fires only where deemed appropriate to the learners, and dependent on completion of a baseline assessment.  
· Any FS experience follows a Risk/Benefit process managed jointly by the practitioner and learner that is tailored to the developmental stage of the learner 
5. Forest School is run by qualified Forest School Practitioners who continuously develop their professional practice.
· FS is led by accredited Forest School Practitioners, who are required to hold a minimum of an equivalent Level 3 qualification
· There is a high practitioner/adults to learner ratio

· Practitioners and adults regularly helping at Forest School are subject to relevant checks into their suitability to have prolonged contact with vulnerable people.
· Practitioners need to hold a first aid qualification which includes paediatric and outdoor elements.

· FS is backed by relevant working documents which contain all the relevant policies and procedures required for running FS and establish the roles and responsibilities of staff and volunteers.
· The FS practitioner sees themselves as a learner
6. Forest School uses a range of learner centred processes to create a community for development and learning.
· A learner-centred pedagogical approach is employed that is responsive to the needs and interests of the learners.
· Play and choice are an integral part of the FS learning process and play is recognised as vital to learning and development at FS

· FS provides a stimulus for all learning styles
· Reflective practice is a feature of each session to ensure learners and practitioners can understand their achievements, develop emotional intelligence and plan for the future. 
· Practitioner observation is an important element of FS pedagogy.  Observations are used to scaffold and tailor learning and development at FS

· The Practitioner models the pedagogy which they promote during their programmes through careful planning, appropriate dialogue and relationship building.
