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Abstract
Outdoor learning provides an opportunity for schools to foster children’s
engagement with nature. This paper focusses on forest school
practitioners’ perceptions of children’s development of a relationship with
nature and the place where forest school occurs, through interviews with
forest school activity leaders. Reflecting on literature, the analysis of
interviews sought to identify the processes through which attachment to
place or connection to nature occurs. The findings suggest that through
regular and repeated activities in a natural setting at forest school, children
become more relaxed, overcome any fears, have fun, connect with nature
as they come to know it better, and develop an affinity for the location.
Further, they develop a sense of ownership and concern for the forest
school setting and desire to protect it. For some forest school practitioners,
fostering a relationship with nature and place, and developing proenvironmental behaviour, is a fundamental part of their practice.
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Introduction
Amid increasing concerns about children’s disconnection from nature
(Louv 2005; England Marketing 2009; Gill 2005; Sustainable Development
Commission 2011), the role of schools in providing opportunities for
children to learn about nature and the outdoors through outdoor learning is
increasingly important (Tugurian and Carrier 2017; Sjöblom and
Wolff 2017). Assessments of the time children spend outdoors in natural
environments show that significant groups of the population spend little
time outdoors (Hunt, Burt, and Stewart 2015). This reduction in interaction
with nature coincides with a growing sense of urgency concerning global
environmental problems such as climate change and biodiversity decline.
Concerns have been expressed that if children do not know of and
appreciate the natural world they are less likely to care for it and so adopt
pro-environmental behaviours (Zylstra et al. 2014; Beery and WolfWatz 2014). It is suggested that time children spend at school could be
used to provide opportunities for children to be outdoors in nature (Adams
and Savahl 2017) and nurture an interest in and ethic of care for nature
(Tugurian and Carrier 2017; Hart 1994; Sjöblom and Wolff 2017).
Forest school stands out as an activity which enables children to visit
natural sites and engage with nature on a regular basis within the school
timetable. A growing body of research indicates that the impacts of forest
school may be wide-ranging, from increasing exercise through learning

about nature, developing social skills, and improving self-esteem (see for
example Knight 2009; Lovell and Roe 2009; Maynard 2007; O’Brien and
Murray 2007; Swarbrick, Eastwood, and Tutton 2004). The UK’s Forest
School Association identifies six guiding principles of forest school, which
include the aim to “support the development of a relationship between the
learner and the natural world …. through regular personal experiences in
order to develop long term environmentally sustainable attitudes and
practices” (FSA 2020). Only a few studies have specifically examined
whether this goal is being met (Turtle, Convery, and Convery 2015; Smith,
Dunhill, and Scott 2018; Cumming and Nash 2015).
This paper focusses on forest school practitioners’ perceptions of children’s
development of a relationship with nature and the place where forest
school occurs. This paper investigates the experiences of a community of
forest school practitioners. Interviews assessed their perceptions of
children’s experiences of forest school. The paper focusses specifically on
practitioners’ perceptions of whether children developed a relationship to
nature through an attachment to the place or connection to the nature
where forest school occurs; whether children return to forest school sites
outside of sessions, and the potential implications of this for development
of pro-environmental behaviours in the longer term.

Encounters with nature and environmental
behaviour
Several studies suggest that individual encounters and experiences with
nature can provide a pathway to environmental behaviour, and that time

spent in nature when young can have lasting impact on children’s attitudes
to the natural environment through their lives (Beery and Wolf-Watz 2004;
Chawla 2001; Chawla and Cushing 2007; Cheng and Monroe 2012;
Collado et al. 2015; Ernst and Theimer 2011; Kellert 2005; Kudryavtsev,
Stedman, and Krasny 2012; Öhman and Sandell 2016; Palmer et al. 1999;
Pretty et al. 2009).
Together this body of work suggests formative experiences in nature
enable the development of learning and interest in nature which then lead
to a concern for the environment, and actions to conserve it. It is believed
that development of ties with places, through positive experiences, will
inspire children to learn about the environment, and ultimately to want to
protect it. In their review, Kudryavtsev et al. (2016) argue that people will
want to protect places that are meaningful to them, and note this refers to
cultural and social meaning, as well as ecological meaning. It is also
believed that the younger a child is during encounters with nature, the
greater the likelihood that they will develop a connection to the natural
environment (White and Stoecklin 2008) and that place attachments
formed in childhood are stronger than those formed in later life
(Morgan 2010). Research shows that young children conceptualise nature
in different ways, including as simply natural things, as a provider and
source of food, and as a place related to their identity (Spiteri, Higgins, and
Nicol 2020). Further, children can develop an ethos of care for the
environment from a very young age, including those within education at
EYFS / Kindergarten / nursery stages (Elliot and Krusekopf 2018; Spiteri,
Higgins, and Nicol 2020). This has implications for how they view

nature, how they develop a relationship with nature, and the nature of that
relationship: whether it be one of appreciation, curiosity, utilitarian
value / provisioning, or compassion and care.
Two areas of research which suggest a possible route towards the
development of a relationship with the natural world are place attachment,
and connection to nature.
Much has been written about the concept of place attachment, with
differing definitions reflecting on the multi-dimensionality of this concept
(Scannell and Gifford 2010). The fairly simple definition “the bonding of
people to places” (Altman and Low 1992 a cited in Manzo 2003) has been
investigated in more detail to reveal debates about whether it relates to a
specific place, or a type of place (e.g. a specific wood, or woods in general
(Harrington 2018)) and also the nature of that relationship: whether it is
based on the restorative aspects of a place (Kaplan and Kaplan 1989); a
commitment to return, ecological stewardship, habit and familiarity
(Manzo 2003); a refuge from daily routine (Hartig, Mang, and Evans 1991);
a place to relax (Korpela et al. 2001); or a place to belong (Manzo 2003).
Scannell and Gifford (2010) define place attachment as “bonding that
occurs between individuals and their meaningful environments”. Within this,
they identify diversity within definitions, some referring to an emotional
bond, or to place meaning and attachment (leading to use of public spaces)
and others referring to attachments to neighbourhoods (leading to a
reduction in incivility) and to place attachment as being a possible factor
which contributes to an understanding of pro-environmental behaviour.
Other authors also identify multiple definitions of the concept and

categories of place attachment (Morgan 2010). In their review, Scannell
and Gifford (2010) identify a tripartite model of place attachment, which
considers the person (who is attached, an individual or a group); the
process of how they are attached to the place (affective, cognitive or
behavioural attributes); and the nature of the place, or what they are
attached to (a physical space, or a socially symbolic space).
Chawla defines children’s attachment to place, stating “children are
attached to a place when they show happiness at being in it and regret or
distress at leaving it, and when they value it not only for the satisfaction of
physical needs but for its own intrinsic qualities” (Chawla 1992 p 64).
Raymond, Brown, and Weber (2010) identify the role of a physical setting
in creating a specific venue for social experiences, and the subsequent
social bonds and relationships (with others, or with a specific place) that
form, stating that “the nature of the physical setting provides the container
for social experiences and the bonds which form through these
experiences”. They also identify the role of the community in providing
the filter through which individuals develop and identify with place. Their
model of place attachments is structured around personal, community and
natural environment contexts. They argue that place attachment related to
natural aspects of a place impacts on environmental identity, whereas
emotional attachment to places relates to pro-environmental behaviours.
As Tuan 1977, (cited in Manzo 2003) states “space evolves into place as
we come to know it better and endow it with value”.
In their extensive review, Kudryavtsev, Stedman, and Krasny (2012)
distinguish between place attachment and place meaning which they argue

together result in a sense of place. Lewicka (2011) notes that of the three
components of Scannell and Gifford’s model, research has focused more
on the person becoming attached to place, rather than the place people
become attached to, or the process. In her review, it is clear that much of
the research has focussed on attachment to urban places, rather than
nature, and much of the research focusses on adults.
Both Lewicka (2011) and Morgan (2010) recognise the need for greater
understanding of the processes through which attachment to place occurs.
Lewicka (2011) concludes that a theory of place attachment is needed
which could identify “the processes through which people for their
meaningful relationships with places”. Morgan (2010) suggests a model
driven by exploration and assertion which begins with place arousal
(fascination / excitement), followed by place behaviour (exploration, play)
and then leads to positive affect. Manzo (2003) states repeated and direct
experience in places, whether positive or negative, create pivotal moments,
and feelings of safety, resulting in place meaning. Southon et al. (2017)
show that locations were better appreciated if people had visited frequently
and were able to identify plants. Schebella et al. (2017) study of what
draws people to their favourite places identified multiple factors: the setting,
the activity and the benefit derived from it, and recognised “fascination” as
the most important. Laaksoharju and Rappe (2017) noted that trees
provided a variety of ways for children to become connected to place. Wells
and Lekies (2006) suggest that experiences in woods as children will
encourage people to return as adults.

Connection to nature is defined variously as “a construct that refers to an
individual’s subjective sense of their relationship with the natural world” (p
8. Lumber, Hunt, Richardson, and Harvey 2017), and “the mix of feelings
and attitudes that people have towards nature” (RSPB 2015). Connection is
achieved through affective engagement (activities involving all senses),
cognitive engagement (recognising, identifying, naming) and physical
engagement (touching, being in nature, using or making). The pathways for
connection to nature are summarised as contact, emotion, compassion,
meaning and beauty (Lumber, Richardson, and Sheffield 2017).
Gosling and Williams (2010) suggest connectedness to nature leads to
biospheric concern which then leads to pro-environmental behaviour. An
important distinction should be made between cognitive interest in nature,
and emotional affinity for nature (Kals, Schumacher, and Montada 1999)
with several studies concluding that it is the experience in the natural
environment which results in connection, more than learning about the
natural environment (Kals, Schumacher, and Montada 1999; Otto and
Pensini 2017). Beery and Wolf-Watz (2014) discuss the importance of
place-based encounters with nature for impacting on environmental
behaviour.
There are concerns that without experiencing and knowing nature, children
will not appreciate what it is, its potential value (in much more than a
monetary sense), and therefore will not be concerned about its potential
loss. Opportunities to experience nature at a personal, visceral level are
increasingly rare for many children, especially those who live in urban
areas, without gardens, and with limited opportunity for free play outdoors.

Children’s access to, and time spent in nature, varies. Access may depend
on proximity and/or cost to get to it, but also safety, parental concerns, and
time available among the demands of school and after-school clubs and
activities (Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson 2014; Malone 2007). School-based
environmental education and outdoor learning initiatives offer opportunities
for children to access experiences in natural environments (Hunt, Burt, and
Stewart 2015; Grimm et al. 2011; Kudryavtsev, Stedman, and Krasny 2012;
Otto and Pensini 2017). Öhman and Sandell (2016) view outdoor learning
in nature as fostering pro-environmental behaviour. Encouraging
engagement with the environment is seen as important in educational
settings, even from a young age. It is believed there is a role for nature
kindergartens in developing a life-long relationship with the outdoors and
this is identified within policy documents relating to nature kindergartens in
Sweden (Ärlemalm-Hagsér 2013), Canada (Elliot and Krusekopf 2018) and
Australia (Christiansen et al. 2018).
This brief review of the literature on attachment to place and connection to
nature suggests a variety of processes which might occur while children
repeatedly engage in forest-based outdoor learning, relating to emotions,
learning about nature, meaning-making, compassion and behaviour.

Forest school
There is a long history of forest education (Grimm et al. 2011), with many
non-formal programmes of forest education developed to support formal
schooling. Some are focussed on nature kindergartens, while others aim
toward primary school and lower secondary school children. Some have a

particular focus on ecological knowledge (e.g. Marks et al. 2017), whereas
others take a broader view of learning, and include a desire to promote
eco-sensitive attitudes (Grimm et al. 2011).
In the UK, forest school is a growing movement offering children regular
time in nature at a specific place, so becoming both forest-based and
place-based outdoor learning. Although school based, it is generally
separate from the national curriculum and so non-formal or extra-curricular
(Grimm et al. 2011). One of the 6 principles of forest school states explicitly
that forest school aims “to support the development of a lifelong
relationship between the learner and the natural world” and the Forest
School Association elaborates this as “to foster a relationship with nature
through regular personal experiences in order to develop long-term,
environmentally sustainable attitudes and practices in staff, learners and
the wider community.” (FSA 2020).
At forest school children participate in regular visits to natural (ideally
woodland) areas to engage in learning through play-based
activities (O’Brien and Murray 2007; Blackwell 2009) such as den building,
fire lighting, campfire cooking, nature collecting, naming and identifying
plants and animals, and nature art and craft. Children attend forest school
on a weekly or biweekly basis which enables them to return to the site.
While it is possible to link forest school to the national curriculum, it is seen
as an ‘alternative pedagogy’ (Waite and Goodenough 2018) and a learning
space free of the constraints of the national curriculum (Harris 2018). While
widely adopted, it is not without its critics, centring around the drive within
the industry to standardise forest school (Leather 2018); the capacity of a

relatively short forest school training course to equip new forest school
leaders to deliver forest school well (Morgan 2018); and the ‘deforestation’
of forest school as it is adapted to schools grounds and less wooded
spaces (Morgan 2018). As attempts have been made by the UK forest
school movement to share the approach with other countries, researchers
have questioned the relevance of the forest school approach when
exported to other countries and school systems via a “drag and drop”
approach (Lloyd, Truong, and Gray 2018, see also Elliot and Krusekopf
2018) which serves as a reminder of the importance of the place based
aspect of forest school.
Forest school sessions are led by leaders who have been trained in
accredited courses to become level III forest school leaders. The training
involves a mixture of learning about child development, managing
children’s behaviour, bush craft, nature identification, woodland
management and health and safety. Forest school leaders may be
teachers or teaching assistants, or they may be forest school leaders who
work for environmental education or environmental conservation
organisations and are hired by the school to lead sessions. Some schools
have sufficient and appropriate grounds to enable forest school sessions to
be led on site. Other schools make arrangements to travel to an
appropriate location way from the school site. Due to the regular and
repeated nature of forest school sessions any forest school site needs to
be relatively close to the school.
Research on forest school has been varied as forest school sits at the
centre of several different initiatives relating to children’s education, well-

being and environment. Thus research has focused on learning through
play and child led learning; the development of team working and social
skills; engaging with risk, challenge and adventure; reconnecting children
with nature; outdoor learning; and levels of physical activity as children
attend forest school (Harris 2018). There has been less research on
whether forest school impacts on how children relate to and care for the
settings in which they attend forest school or their longer-term views of the
environment. There has been speculation that forest school might
encourage children towards pro-environmental behaviours. Research on
learning at forest school has identified that engagement with nature is a key
outcome (Harris 2017). However, there are only a few papers so far
focusing on children’s development of a relationship with the environment
through forest school (e.g. Cumming and Nash 2015; Smith, Dunhill, and
Scott 2018; Turtle, Convery, and Convery 2015). Several studies note how
children develop a sense of confidence as they come to know their forest
school site (Massey 2005; Murray 2003; O’Brien 2005) with children
developing a “sense of place” (Davis and Waite 2005) and proenvironmental attitudes (Turtle, Convery, and Convery 2015). This paper
reports on the perceptions of forest school leaders concerning children’s
sense or development of attachment to place, and ethos of care, and proenvironmental behaviours, through attending forest school. It asks
specifically about children’s development of a connection to nature or
attachment to place while attending forest school, and whether this is
demonstrated as an ethos of care and pro-environmental behaviours.

Method

This empirical research takes an inductive approach with the aim of theory
building, using qualitative methods across two phases of research. Prior to
each phase of research, the protocol was approved through the
University’s ethics committee.
In Phase 1, an ethnographic approach was used, involving observation of
children at sessions. This method has also been used in other studies of
children at forest school (Tiplady and Menter 2020; Cudworth 2020). 71
children from an English primary school were observed as they attended
forest school. The group was divided into 6 groups of approximately 12
children, with each group attending forest school for one half-term as an
‘enrichment activity’ on Friday afternoons. Groups were drawn from across
the school, with children ranging from age 5-11 in each group of 12.
Working with the head teacher, all parents were informed of the research
and asked to give permission for their children to be involved in the study.
Children of parents who did not want their children to be involved could still
attend forest school sessions. Observations were made at each session,
and at the end of each half term the observations from the 6 sessions were
collated and reviewed.
This initial phase of research served to identify several broad areas for
further research, such as: What were children learning at forest school?
How did the outdoor learning space influence the sessions? How did
children respond to the sessions?
A challenge of phase 1 was that the results were derived from children
attending a single, small, primary school. It was decided to broaden the
scope of the research to cover a wider range of children, schools, locations

and forest school leaders. Therefore, research in Phase 2 involved
substantially different methods. It was decided to move away from
participant observation and carry out research with forest school
practitioners.
Many forest school practitioners meet regularly in “cluster groups” which
enable them to share best practice or engage in continuing professional
development activities. Through their training and the cluster groups, they
are encouraged to be ‘reflective practitioners’ (Schon 1983) to deepen their
understanding of forest school. As a community of practice (Wenger 1998)
they hold a wealth of experience resulting from leading multiple sessions
with many cohorts of children, and have contributed to some research
studies (e.g. Tiplady and Menter 2020; Cudworth 2020); and played a role
as conduits of evidence (Waite and Goodenough 2010), drawing on their
experience of leading multiple cohorts of children through many forest
school sessions. It is acknowledged that forest school practitioners are
likely to hold a more positive stance towards forest school, and this is a
source of potential bias in the research. However, this needs to be
balanced against the need to conduct research with those who have had
training in, and extended experience of, forest school, and understand the
ethos of forest school.
Phase 2 drew on the results of Phase 1 which, along with a further
literature review, informed the development of research questions and a
topic guide for semi-structured interviews. The aim was to interrogate the
experiential knowledge (both positive and negative) of forest school
practitioners. Interviews were conducted with 20 forest school practitioners.

Practitioners were identified through the Forest Education Initiative’s cluster
groups of forest school leaders. Interviewees were recruited from a
sampling frame of 5 forest school cluster groups (encompassing 54 forest
school leaders). In order to be interviewed, forest school leaders had
to have been qualified for a minimum of 3 years, and have led more than
20 sessions, focussing on children in mainstream primary schools. Most, in
practice, had exceeded this. The 20 forest school practitioners interviewed
(13 women, 7 men) came from urban (5), rural (7) and peri urban (8) areas
(the home counties, surrounding London). 13 worked for independent
companies offering forest school activities, 5 worked with education
councils or environmental trusts, and 2 were teachers based at schools.
These practitioners answered the interview questions drawing on their
experience of leading forest school sessions at multiple schools and sites,
for a variety of year groups, over many years. Interviews lasted
approximately 25 minutes and were conducted by telephone. The aim of
the interviews was to interrogate their experiential knowledge, using a
semi-structured interview topic guide, support by probing questions to
further explore their answers. Interviews were recorded and then
transcribed.
Data analysis followed guidance from Braun and Clarke (2013) and is
similar to the examples of Ärlemalm-Hagsér (2013), Kemp (2020),
Cumming and Nash (2015) and Tiplady and Menter (2020). The researcher
was immersed in the data through reading all the transcripts of the
interviews. A first stage of coding was guided by the initial semi-structured
interview themes, and further themes identified during immersion in the

data. After the initial coding, a further phase of analysis and sub-coding
took place, to identify sub-themes emerging form the data. The process is
summarised in Figure 1. As this is a single-authored study, initial coding
and subsequent sub-coding was verified by an independent researcher
who accessed the original transcripts of the interviews, and the sub-coding
and independently confirmed the themes and sub-themes identified.
Figure 1. Outline of the phases of research indicating process of data
analysis.

Many themes were collated and the results of the analysis of some themes
have already been published in papers focussing on learning at forest
school (Harris 2017) and outdoor learning spaces (Harris 2018). This paper

focusses on practitioners’ responses to questions about how children
reacted to the experience of forest school, whether they engaged with
nature, and whether children developed a relationship with nature and the
woods, or more specifically, a relationship with place.

Results and discussion
17 of the 20 forest school practitioners interviewed commented on children
developing a relationship with nature or with the woods, an ethos of care,
and pro-environmental behaviours, with their comments relating to the subthemes outlined below.

Overcoming fear
Forest school practitioners were reflecting on their experiences with
children from many schools, regions and backgrounds. Some children may
have had previous experiences in outdoor and woodland areas, but for
others, going to woodland areas may have been new. They may have had
positive or negative experiences and memories of time spent in natural
spaces. Some practitioners noted that initially, many children are afraid of
the forest school site.
“I think it becomes less threatening to them. I think a lot of children initially when they come
into sorest school are quite frightened by the outside. I think that comes from the sort of background. I
mean, most of the children we work with come from the inner city so the woods is a scary place. We’ll
often get comments like, ‘Are there wolves in your woods?’ Things like that. So it’s attached with things
like nursery rhymes as well and tales from the past, you know – the outside is a scary place. (Interview 5)

Children’s responses to entering a forest school site are set against a
cultural background in which children are often told that woods are scary
places, with wild animals, as depicted in many childhood stories, from
traditional classics such as "Hansel and Gretel" to the more modern “The

Gruffalo”. Children are also told not to get dirty when playing outside,
hence concerns are raised about outdoor play in natural environments.
Further, there is a general concern about children playing alone outdoors,
and the common advice that it is safer going out in a group reinforces the
idea that woods are dangerous or better avoided (Malone 2007).
Forest school leaders described how the sessions enabled children to
change their views from forests being dark and scary places to being
places where they can have fun.
“…but by the time you’ve got on to the second and third session their relationship with the woodland is
they see it as not a threatening place, but as a fun place. So I think that’s probably one of the big things
that, sort of, changes over the time: their relationship to the woodland environment is different at the end
compared to what it was like at the start.” (Interview 5)

Overcoming this fear of being in the woods and learning that the woods can
be places where they can have fun, was something several practitioners
commented on.
“children change their views from forests being dark and scary places to being places where they can have
fun. I think it becomes less threatening to them.” (Interview 21)

Once children understand the woods as being a place where they can have
fun rather than be afraid, they can begin to relax and engage with the
place. Feelings of safety (Manzo 2003) and happiness (Chawla 1992) have
been identified as being significant, as well as the place being a setting for
social experiences (Raymond, Brown, and Weber 2010). Thus, for those
children who do fear the woods initially, overcoming the fear of being in
woods is the first step in developing any sense of attachment to the place.

Connection through identifying and naming things and
places

Through regular and repeated visits children learn to identify and name
individual things and places in the woods. Practitioners believed this
growing familiarity gives confidence to the children, and this has also been
noted in early research on forest school (Massey 2005; Murray 2003;
O’Brien 2005). These observations are supported by the work of Southon
et al. (2017), which noted the importance of frequent visits in developing
attachment to a place.
Practitioners reported that children learned to recognise and identify
particular places, plants and animals. Forest school practitioners spoke of
mental maps (Interview 3), and children naming special places (Interview
6).
“I’ve certainly seen an enthusiasm amongst the children with recognising the natural world around them.
This delight in being able to name a bird or name a tree or, say a leaf, ‘that’s an elder!’ you know, that
kind of, just that natural ability to recognise something, want to share it with somebody else that just
bubbles out of them. I think that’s fantastic, and that certainly developed.” (Interview 17)

Developing an affinity for places and things
With time children develop an affinity with particular things or places, so
that items become “my den”, the tree bearing “my tree face”, “the swing
tree”, “the balancing tree trunk”. With a growing sense of familiarity, and the
development of a relationship with particular plants and places, children
were more enthusiastic to return to that particular wood. Through
identification, naming and association of particular places to activities, the
woods became more meaningful environments (Kudryavtsev, Stedman,
and Krasny 2012; Scannell and Gifford 2010).

Developing a sense of ownership

Several felt the process of naming objects and places (whether by their
formal names, or in relation to their own activities (“Ashley’s step” etc)
provides a sense of “ownership” (Interviews 3,6,8 and 16) of the woods.
"Yeah, feeling ownership of a place is absolutely crucial towards changes in their understanding of
guardianship.” (Interview 6)
“they’ve, sort of, got a bit of ownership through, sort of, inventing names for places that I’ve adopted, sort
of thing, as well, because the children have called a certain place something and a certain tree, or an
area, or something like that, and so they’ve definitely made a, sort of, link with that place and they come
back to it and they say, can we go here? And, can we go to this place?” (Interview 3)

Developing and ethos of care for the woods
The findings from the interviews with forest school practitioners also
suggest that once children at forest school develop an interest in and
engagement with the natural environment, this leads to a desire to protect
it.
“sometimes when we’ve had children… to them, a wood is just somewhere where they pull it to pieces…
other children look quite horrified at that. And then after a few sessions those children [who pull it to
pieces] very quickly, sort of, learn how to act and behave around the plants and show them respect and
to, sort of, look after their environment…” (Interview 4)

Development of pro-environmental behaviour
When asked about the goals of forest school, six of those interviewed
specifically said that they felt the encouraging children’s attachment to the
forest school site was one of the goals of forest school, with some saying it
was “fundamental” to forest school. Through their peer group, and
supported by forest school leaders, children learn not to damage the
environment, but to care for it. Furthermore, they became concerned when
they saw that things had changed and if things have been damaged. This is
the beginning of an ethos of care for the woods and the forest environment.
“You know, they will, you know, be very angry with other people that have come in and not taken care of
it” (Interview 6)

“I’ve had one boy that had actually been excluded for arson and he was completely furious when he came
in one day and noticed that somebody else had had a fire without having a fire in the proper place and
had left a beer can there. He was completely incensed, (laughter) you know, because he felt so strongly
about the place” (Interview 6)

Returning to the woods
Chawla (1992) noted that regret or distress at leaving a place was a sign of
attachment to place. The ability to return to sites depends on their
accessibility (public access, school grounds, and private land) and distance
from school and home. However, within these limitations forest school
leaders spoke of children returning to forest school sites at break times,
after school and at weekends, and also in subsequent years.
“Oh, absolutely. Absolutely, they are [returning].” (Interview 6)
Practitioners described how children would speak about this, or they would
leave signs of having returned: continuing to construct dens or fire circles;
leaving messages for other groups; and in one case, graffiti.
i
“we used the playing field area which is opposite our school,… they go back at weekends, or they go to the
park and they use it for family picnics and things like that. And I can tell when we go back, ‘Oh, that den
has been changed a bit’, so, yeah, they use it but it is a public space.” (Interview 8)
“I certainly know the year fours that have left still go because they still come over and say hello to us and
leave a little message somewhere in a den.” (Interview 8)
“Some of them do, because a couple of the sites are actually the school’s, like their woodland garden, so
they do every day, they know the woods better than me! Others of them don’t go there, because they
have to be bussed in, so they only go there with the Forest School. I do know that some of the public land
that we use, the children take their parents there and then go and play the games with them, and then
they run around the woods….” (Interview 21)
“we have reports from parents that the children have nagged them to go out and take them to all the
places. And certainly when I have done parent-children groups, they go out a lot more. I don’t know how
long, I mean my longest experience is kind of over a six year period, and as far as I am aware, the children
are going back but that is what they do in their own time, I can’t really monitor.” (Interview 20)

Practitioners had differing views on whether children developed an
attachment to the specific site of forest school, or woodland areas more
generally.
“Yes they do develop a really close attachment to the site” (Interview 20).
“Obviously, the link with that particular place I don’t think will last, though I think the idea and the ability
will, sort of, transfer to other places, if you know what I mean, in the future…….” (Interview 3)

Conclusions
Fostering relationships to nature and pro-environmental behaviour are key
aims of outdoor environmental education (Otto and Pensini 2017) and
forest education in particular (Grimm et al. 2011). While much research has
been carried out on forest school there is less research on whether
attendance at forest school can “foster a relationship with nature through
regular personal experiences in order to develop long-term,
environmentally sustainable attitudes” (FSA, 2020). Previous studies have
identified this as an area which needs further research (Smith, Dunhill, and
Scott 2018).
Two recent studies (Turtle, Convery, and Convery 2015) and Barrable and
Booth (2020) have used questionnaires to assess children’s environmental
attitudes or connection to nature after forest school sessions, and the
results show a positive impact of forest school. Cumming and Nash (2015)
used focus groups with children as well as interviews with staff, and also
noted children developing a sense of place through place attachment and
place meaning. The research reported in this paper takes a different
approach, by working through practitioners who have experience of
working with many schools and children, over a wider range of settings.

Thus the scale of the data collection is broader (more schools, more
children) however the findings are the perceptions of forest school leaders,
rather than direct studies of the children themselves, and it has not been
possible to contextualise their comments through links to individual forest
school settings or schools.
As they reflected on their experiences of working with multiple cohorts of
children over several years, 17 out of the 20 practitioners interviewed
commented on children developing a relationship with nature, with the
place in the woods, an ethos of care, and pro-environmental behaviours. It
is acknowledged that a limitation of the method used in this study is that it
is not possible to state exactly how many children, or what proportion of the
children, their comments refer to.
Figure 2 brings together and summarises the findings from this research to
propose a process by which children attending forest school gradually
develop a relationship with nature, attachment to the site, and proenvironmental attitudes. Through regular and repeated activities in a
natural setting at forest school sessions, children learn to become more
relaxed in the forest school environment, overcome any fears, have fun,
connect with nature, have positive experiences, develop an affinity for the
location, value nature and seek to protect it. These different ways in which
children engage with nature and natural sites are echoed by other studies
(Cumming and Nash 2015; Spiteri, Higgins, and Nicol 2020). Forest school
provides the opportunity for children to visit natural sites frequently (as
recommended by Southon et al. 2017), enjoying wooded sites with trees
(as recommended by Laaksoharju and Rappe 2017; Wells and Lekies

2006), and enjoying direct encounters with nature (Öhman and
Sandell 2016). These experiences mean that the forest school space is
endowed with value as a space of fun, learning, positive memories and
personal development, so becoming a specific place to which children
become attached.
Figure 2. Through regular and repeated activities in a natural setting
at forest school sessions children learn to overcome fear and have
fun, connect with nature, develop an affinity for the location, and
develop and ethos of care for the natural
environment.

The findings also indicate that for some forest school practitioners,
fostering a relationship with nature and place and the development of proenvironmental behaviour in the longer term is a fundamental part of their
practice of forest school. Their observation of children’s activities and
behaviour while at forest school suggests that there is some evidence that
it is being achieved. This research has been able to highlight the factors
identified by practitioners, and to consider the stages through which
children progress, as they are introduced to, engage with, and become
carers for, natural environments, so adding detail to the widely made
assertion that time spent in nature when young will result in proenvironmental behaviours when older.
The research also shows that some of the central tenets of forest school
practice are important in underpinning the opportunity to develop a
relationship with nature and attachment to place:

•

•
•

the frequent and repeated nature of visits to woodlands, which allows
children to return, reexplore, and become more familiar with the setting
the importance of play and time for exploration
child-lead learning, which enables children to follow their own
interests and engage in enquiry.

The findings are echoed by other studies of environmental education in
primary schools, such as Otto and Pensini's (2017) study of children in
Berlin, where they found increased participation in nature-based
environmental education results in greater ecological behaviour, mediated
by increased connection to nature and environmental knowledge. They
noted that connection to nature was more significant than increased
environmental knowledge. Similarly, previous research in the UK on forest
school has shown that nature engagement is a more important aspect of
forest school than learning about nature (Harris 2017). Cumming and Nash
(2015) noted similar processes of strong feelings of happiness and
contentment, development of social connections with children and adults
(staff), and development of personal connections to the place through
sensory experiences in their study of forest school activities in the bush in
Australia. In Canada, Elliot and Krusekopf (2018) articulated that
connecting with nature and environmental stewardship were fundamental
pedagogical principles within nature kindergarten, and noted the role of the
environment “as another teacher”. Reese (2018) identified that outdoor
learning in the Children’s Forests in north western USA provided
opportunities which enabled the children to connect with nature. Öhman
and Sandell (2016) note the importance of encouraging respect for nature
which will then promote protection of nature and its conservation.

The impact of this outdoor learning activity on environmental behaviour
over the long term is yet to be fully assessed. However, this empirical
research found that practitioners were aware that some children returned to
sites, sometimes bringing their friends or family, but were not certain how
long this would last. Forest school practitioners are aware that for some
children, it may be difficult to return to the specific location of the forest
school sessions. They suggested that it is also possible that children will
develop an attachment to woodland areas in general, rather than the
specific place at which therefore school activities have been taking place,
as Harrington (2018) discusses.
The large number of studies already cited researching the potential
of engagement with nature as young children on later engagement when
adults highlights the importance of positive experiences in nature when
young. Forest school may contribute towards this, as well as the wider aims
of the children and nature movement. Further research is required to
assess the longer-term impact of forest school, the length and depth of any
sense of place attachment which forest school may develop, and how this
may impact on children’s’ environmental citizenship and behaviours as they
grow up.
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