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Background: 

Bradford Community Environment Project (BCEP) has been involved in the Forest 

School networking group in Bradford since its inception, and have been involved with 

the development of Forest Schools in the Bradford District since 2005/6. BCEPôs 

mission is to contribute to the sustainable regeneration of Bradford District, through 

effective environmental programmes, inspired by community needs. BCEP has been 

working in the Bradford District since 1996. 

Support from Bradford Early Years Childcare and Play made it possible for BCEP to 

deliver a Forest School programme during February and March 2010. 

The philosophy of Forest Schools is to encourage and inspire individuals, of any age, 

to enjoy the opportunities offered by natural play, through positive outdoor 

experiences. By participating in engaging, motivating and achievable tasks and 

activities in a woodland environment each participant has an opportunity to develop 

intrinsic motivation, balanced emotional and social skills. These, through self 

awareness, can be developed to help reach personal potential. Forest Schools has 

demonstrated success with children of all ages who visit local woodlands on a 

regular basis, with trained practitioners and through play and self directed learning, 

have the opportunity to learn about the natural environment, how to handle risks and 

most importantly how to use their own initiative to solve problems and co-operate 

with others.  

Forest School programmes run throughout the year, going to the woods in all 

weathers (except for high winds). Children use full sized tools, play, learn boundaries 

of behaviour; both physical and social, establish and grow in confidence, self-esteem 

and become more self motivated. 
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Delivery: 

The project was to work with 5 settings, with a minimum of 15 children per setting for 

8 weeks.  

Within the time constraints of the project, 6 settings were identified. A further 2 

settings showed interest but were unable to commit to the project at that stage.  

The settings that were identified to take part on the programme were: 

¶ Green Lane Primary School DSP (Designated Special Provision for children 

with severe and specific speech and language difficulties) ï  a 

primary age group, children aged from 4 to 11 

¶ Bright Sparks After School club-  Children aged 5 to 12 

¶ Allerton Childrenôs Centre- parent and childrenôs group with 

Childsplay childcare group. Ages 2-5 

¶ Farcliffe and Lilycroft Children and Family Centre. Sunflowers 

childcare. Ages 4-5. 

¶ St Oswalds School. Year 3. Ages 7&8 Children identified by the 

pastoral support worker. 

¶ St Philips Nursery- Ages 4-5 

Five sessions were planned with Allerton Childrenôs Centre.  This was originally seen 

as being additional to the outcomes of the project. The teacher in the Childrenôs 

Centre, Deb Keighley, is a trained Forest School practitioner, but her time with the 

setting was allocated for PICL (Parents Involvement in Childrenôs Learning) this 

requires her to be a full time observer during sessions. It was felt that she could 

combine these roles to greater effect. The original plan had been to involve parents 

and their children in the sessions but the weather put off all but one of the parents. 

Green Lane DSP and St Phillips both missed one session due to transport issues or 

staff cover.  

Bright Sparks after school only had one session of Forest Schools. It was felt that the 

Forest School sessions did not fit with the after school club structure, being in the 

woods complicated things for collection by parents and the setting staff could not 

adapt the way they ran the sessions to fit with being in the woods for two hours. 

BCEP was able to offer them sessions with the Wild and Safe Play Spaces 

(WASPS) project as an alternative as there was much more flexibility in how these 

were delivered.  

The provision of transport to and from the site was a key for many groups. This 

enabled them to overcome previous barriers to accessing this type of activity. For 

most of the children in the Early Years settings and some of the older children too, 

this was the first time that they had ever been to a woodland.  
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The Forest School practitioner; 

Feedback from the children: 

ñShe thinks about what we can doò 

ñShe was kind to meò 

ñShe is (one of) the best people  I 

have ever seenò 

 

Staffing  

BCEP employed trained freelance Forest School practitioners to deliver and co-

ordinate the project. In this way BCEP was able to expand their staff team to 

respond to need whilst maintaining existing projects. BCEP has a good track record 

of working with freelance staff and this arrangement worked well.  

Each practitioner was supported by school staff or school staff and an assistant who 

was either not a trained Forest School practitioner or was a recently trained 

practitioner who needed experience to complete their qualification. With Green Lane 

DSP and Allerton CC the ratio of children to adults did not require an assistant.  

Staff at the settings found it useful to meet the 

practitioner before hand and share any fears or 

apprehensions.  

The children enjoyed having staff from outside of 

the school to work with them. They saw the 

Forest School practitioners as people who were 

there to help them. 

The children also developed good relationships with the teachers or staff who came 

with them. They had experiences in common that were outside of the school 

environment. They developed a strong group bond, which was borne out in the 

noticeable impact on their social skills and their ability to work well as part of a team. 

 Responses to the question óWho are the people in the woods that helped you?ô 

Forest School Practitioners 22 

School staff  20 

One particular friend 7 

2 or more other children 18 

Myself 3 
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The sessions: Each session followed a similar structure with a range of activities 

being delivered. The activities with each group took into account the age and 

interests of the children. 

For example:  

Farcliffe and Lilycroft 

Week 1 Session at wooded area in setting grounds,  

Week 2 Story and collecting activity 

Week 3 Following feather trail, making a birds nest 

Week 4 Finding texture, climbing. 

Week 5 Exploring and map making emergent climbing activity 

Week 6 Going on a bear hunt, climbing  

Week 7 Minibeast hunting, climbing 

Week 8 Building rope bridges, making photo frames. 

 

This group were very unsure of themselves during the first 

session. Being in the woods was outside of the experience of most 

if not all of the children and they lacked physical confidence in the 

environment. Over the weeks they started to notice things in the 

woods around them, as they became more physically confident 

they began to find opportunities to climb. This became increasingly 

important to them and the Forest School leaders were able to 

introduce more opportunities for this. 

Green Lane DSP 

Week 1 Making miniature houses  for the óboggartsô 

Week 2 Making a large den for the dragon 

Week 3 Looking for signs of spring 

Week 4 Carving wands inventing spells 

Week 5 Laying and following trails 

Week 6 Going on a bear hunt 

Week 7 Cooking popcorn on a fire 

 

This group became much more focussed around storytelling and 

developing a theme which started with a story. They were more 

physically confident and it was appropriate to introduce tools and 

fire in the sessions. There was lots of description and observation 

of the things they saw and did in the woods which was important to 

the DSP Unitôs outcome of improving speech and language. The 

teachers from the Unit also used lots of follow up activities back in 

school which were based on the Forest School sessions and 

designed to help develop the speech and language of the children. 
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The weather was a significant factor during the sessions. All the activity took place 

between mid February and the end of March. It snowed fairly often and Spring was 

very late coming. The weather was a consistent negative element in the feedback 

from children, staff and practitioners. 

The response from children at St Oswalds to ñwhat  we would changeò: 

Like to be warm / weather 8  

 

Too many wet leaves and 
mud 

2 

Nettles  1 

Nothing  3 

I would like to stay in the 
woods longer 

1 

 

The response from children at Green Lane to ñwhat we would changeò: 

Like to be warm / weather 
Sun to shine/ not to be cold. 

4  
 

Do not have a fire 1 

No hide and seek 1 

Nothing / I liked everything 4 

I would like to stay in the woods 
longer 

1 

When I fell down 1 

Chop some trees down so we could 
see out 

1 

More hide and seek 1 

I was worried someone might get hurt 1 
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C: ñI found some sticksò 

T: ñ We put them in a bagò 

T ñI was proud of my birds nestò 

R: ñThatôs me in my pink welliesò 

Children at Sunflowers Nursery 

P: ñI love the log, I love the people in the woods 

rolling down the hillò 

Mu: That is me trying to swingò 

Ma: I loved the log and the snails 

S: ñWhen I go to the woods I love it a little bitò 

Children at Allerton Children centre  

 The activities were very popular, as was being in and going to the woods. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During the evaluation St Oswalds played a game where they talked about their best 

bit and then they drew pictures and wrote about what were their highlights: 

 Game: Drawing  
and writing: 

 

 

Dens 1 1 

Decorating sticks 1 1 

Everything 4  

Making secret stuff for the woodland 
spirit 

2 1 

Peeling  1 1 

The saw and loppers 1 1 

Minibeasts 1  

Eating Marshmallows 1 7 

Certificates and medal 1 2 

Painting   1 

Hide and seek  2 

 

Our best bit: Green Lane DSP 

The necklace 1  

Lily 1 

Everything 1 

Making the Boggarts houses 4 

The Dragonôs house 4 

The dragon sneeze (using fire steels) 1 

Whittling 1 

Hiding in the trees 3 
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ñIt was a lot to plan in a short 

space of time. It would have been 

good to prepare the children 

moreò Teacher DSP 

ñThe information we received was 

more than thorough, we felt quite 

safeò Teacher, Sunflowers. 

ñWe think about 50% of the 

parents of the children would take 

up the opportunity to talk about 

the project before handò     

Teacher DSP 

ñIt was good that the children 

knew what possibilities were 

there but then they directed lots 

of their own activities.ò Staff 

member Allerton Childsplay 

ñThe way we kept going to the 

same places made them feel 

secureò Teacher DSP 

 

 

 

Key elements of delivery: 

¶ The children, teachers and the Forest School practitioner were able to 

develop good relationships because of the ongoing nature of the sessions. 

¶ The sessions followed the interests of the children, with opportunities for play 

and child led learning 

¶ The practitioner reflection was a key tool used 

to extend childrenôs interests. 

¶ Going back to the same parts of the wood to 

develop familiarity and ownership 

¶ Children responded to new and different 

experiences, balanced with repeated 

experiences and routines to allow familiarity 

and confidence to build. 

Key learning points: 

¶ Forest School activity takes place all year 

round. However, when all the sessions take 

place during bad weather it creates additional 

challenges for practitioners in keeping all 

children warm and safe as well as being more 

physically demanding on children and 

teachers. 

¶ More time to lead into the project would have 

allowed the teachers and staff to prepare the 

children better and give parents more chance 

to be involved in what was happening. 

¶ An element of flexibility around timing was 

crucial, in some cases getting the children out of school or the setting was a 

challenge. Some groups talked about being able to extend the sessions to 

include lunch in the woods. 
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ñA is very quiet at school and she 

struggles to interact socially. In the 

woods she obviously felt very 

secure because she laughed a lot 

and was more talkative. A was a 

great sport and threw herself into all 

the activities with enthusiasm. She 

has been able to tell her parents 

about the visits and the things she 

had done. They both expressed 

their gratitude to us saying that it 

had been an extremely positive 

experience of Aôs school year.ò 

Teacherôs observations. 

ñL was a s a shy reluctant child when he started 

here. He showed limited confidence socially. 

During the Forest School sessions L was very 

relaxed. He tended to do his own thing but also 

joined in activities. He enjoyed the feeling of 

freedom and tactile exploration and created 

some lovely paintings and drawings of his 

experiences. Being in the woods highlighted Lôs 

lack of spatial awareness. Literally moving 

around the designated safe area in the woods 

was a great experience for L and his physical 

confidence improved as he became more familiar 

with his environment.ò 

Teacherôs observations. 

Impact 

Impact on childrenôs development 

Forest Schools seek to develop childrenôs intrinsic motivation, physical, emotional 

and social skills. Children in three of the groups were observed for a number of 

propositions for change in the areas of self esteem and confidence, social skills, 

language and communication, motivation and concentration and physical skills.  

The teachers observed that all there was an impact of all the childrenôs development. 

In some children this was more noticeable.  

 

38 of the children, from across 3 settings were observed against thirty-eight 

propositions for change in the areas of interest, These observations took before and 

after the project.  

The observations were undertaken by the teachers or staff in the setting with 

corroborating observations done by the Forest School practitioners of on a smaller 

sample of children. 
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 ñI felt proud because it was 

lots of funò Child, DSP 

ñI was seeing them come out 

of their shellsò Teaching 

staff, St Oswaldôs 

ñIt is like W has had a boost. 

She no longer just pushes 

the pram around, she is 

much more adventurousò 

Staff, Sunflowers 

ñC has significant difficulties 

in school in dealing with 

failure. There were several 

occasions in the woods 

when she was able to laugh 

at things that went wrong. 

The Forest School sessions 

helped her to be more 

creative and therefore 

increased her self 

confidence.ò Teacher, DSP 

ñI was proud when we got 

our certificates and medalsò 

Child St Oswaldôs 

Self esteem and confidence, 

Although there are still some significant areas of development around childrenôs 

leadership skills and ability to deal with failure, the change in confidence levels of 

children in all the groups was the most remarked upon by staff, teachers and Forest 

School practitioners. This was definitely something that developed over time. 

Children who seemed ólostô and unsure of what to do during the first session would 

be proudly leading the way by the end of the project.  

Children were noticeably braver about how they tackled their environment. 

Overcoming fears of spiders and worms and exhibiting more confidence in taking 

risks like jumping and climbing.  The willingness to contribute, to take part and their 

wish to try new things was present in many of the children at the start of the project, 

By the end of the project this was a universal feature of all the children involved.  

Regular reflection on their involvement and achievement in the sessions, combined 

with celebration of achievement by adults helped the children take pride in what they 

were doing. 

The propositions for change in which most children showed 

progress in this area:  

¶ 34% showed an increase in how happy they were to 

take risks. By the end of the project 87% were 

observed as being happy to take risks. 

¶ 32% showed an increase in their ability to speak up 

for themselves. By the end of the project a total of 

84% were observed as being able to speak up for 

themselves. 

¶ 28% showed an increase in how secure they felt in 

themselves.  

By the end of the project: 

¶ 100% of the children wanted to try new things, 

¶ 97% were keen to learn and participate 

¶ 86% showed an awareness of their own needs. 

The lowest score in the propositions for change were in the 

area of self esteem and confidence. This was true at the 

start and the end of the project: 

¶ Only 39% were described as being able to deal with 

failure at the end of the project, this had increased 

from 18% at the start of the project 

¶ 24% were described as being leaders rather than 

followers, this increased from 14% at the start of the project.
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ñIt is good to have other 

people to come in and helpò                     

Child age 10, DSP 

ñWhat made you happy?ò 

ñPlaying with my friendsò 

Exchange with a child age 4, 

Sunflowers  

ñIt allowed for bonding 

relationships to be built with 

other children and with the 

teachersò                    

Teacher, DSP 

ñThey liked to talk about their 

friends; they felt part of a 

groupò                              

Staff, Sunflowers. 

We were working as a 

community, doing team work 

like setting up a fire and 

making shelter.ò                                 

Child age 8, St Oswalds 

 

 Social skills 

The development of social skills, particularly team working skills was noticed by both 

children and adults. During the evaluation children of all ages were keen to 

recognise and talk about their whole group. Of all the propositions for change, the 

ability to work as part of a team was the change that took place in most children.  

Teaching staff were also able to see the children in a different light. The more 

relaxed environment of the Forest School sessions encouraged good relationships 

with the adults involved. Children were allowed to self 

organise and choose who they worked with which allowed 

their strong relationships to build. A feature of many of the 

sessions was that children were set a challenge which they 

could choose their own ways to overcome. This prompted 

group discussions and negotiation, although this often had 

to be led by an adult. This was especially the case at the 

outset as the childrenôs own negotiation skills were 

developing. The childrenôs level of involvement was high 

which seemed to enable their ability to wait and take turns.  

The propositions for change in which most children 

showed progress in this area:  

¶ 47% showed an increase in their ability to work as 

part of a team. This was the area in which the most 

children showed change. 

¶ 26% showed an increase in their ability to wait and 

take turns. By the end of the project a total of 95% 

were observed as being able to wait and take turns. 

By the end of the project: 

¶ 94% demonstrated their capacity for humour, 

¶ 87% were contributing to discussions 

¶ 81% were showing the ability to form relationships 
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ñTheir listening skills were 

so much better in the 

woodsò Teacher DSP 

(echoed in comments from 

St Oswaldôs teaching staff) 

 ñThe feedback from Aôs 

parents has been 

overwhelmingly positive. 

She now has so much she 

wants to talk to them about 

the woodsò                  

Teacher DSP 

ñI am better at behaving now 

and not talking when other 

people are talkingò               

child aged 8, St Oswaldôs 

 

 

Language and communication,  

The activity and the environment in which the activity took place was unfamiliar to 

many of the children. This, when combined with their keenness to participate may 

have contributed to their increased ability to listen to instructions. Teaching staff 

working with both of the groups of older children noticed the 

childrenôs listening skills were better in the woods, than in school. 

This was also the experience during the follow up evaluation 

sessions. Groups of children, who had found it easy to listen and take 

turns to talk in the woods, did not find it as easy in the classroom. 

This may be something to do with the different acoustics, or the 

motivation of the children, who found that in the woods, listening as a 

group is a precursor to getting involved in something interesting. At 

the end of each Forest School session children reflected on their experiences, taking 

turns to speak and listen to others about what had taken place during the sessions.  

The improved relationships with other children and adults helped the communication 

skills, with childrenôs ability to hold eye contact with adults being an almost universal 

feature at the end of the project.  

Children from the DSP all have severe and specific speech and language difficulties, 

some of the children in the Early Years settings also had language difficulties or 

English as a second language. For these children their 

level of involvement in the project encouraged them to 

develop new vocabulary. The ongoing nature of the 

sessions allowed the new vocabulary to be used in 

context. For some children the experience was 

something that they wanted to share with family or with 

others back in school or the setting and this prompted 

use of language.  

The propositions for change in which most children 

showed progress in this area:  

¶ 28% showed an increase in their ability to 

contribute ideas with their peers.. 

¶ 26% showed an increase in their ability to take 

turns to speak and in their ability to listen to 

instructions. By the end of the project a total of 

81% were observed as being able to take turns to 

speak and 94% were observed for an ability to listen to instructions 

By the end of the project: 

¶ 97% demonstrated their ability to hold eye contact with adults, 

¶ 92% were responding to stories, songs and poems. 
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ñI was happy and excited because we 

had fun and made lots of different 

thingsò Child aged 7, St Oswalds. 

ñD was very observant and interested 

in the environment. The Boggarts and 

the Dragon really captured his 

imagination and he loved talking about 

it at schoolò                     `Teacher, 

DSP 

ñBeing given choices, with adults to go 

back to for support helped to develop 

their independence. They were being 

given responsibility for their own time.                         

Teaching staff, St Oswalds 

ñS was a different child in the woods. 

She was so involved and interested 

and enjoyed every minute.ò                                    

Staff, Sunflowers 

ñAt Forest School you are doing work, 

but you just donôt realise itò                

Child age 8 St Oswalds 

 

 

 

Motivation and concentration  

When talking to children about their experiences in the woods it was evident how 

excited they were about their experiences. Practitioner and teacher observations of 

children were of children who were increasingly immersed and absorbed in their 

actions and behaviours. During their Forest 

School sessions children would ask questions 

which showed how much they were thinking 

about the activity they were involved in. The 

children would often come back to an activity 

either during a session or over time, revisiting 

play and learning that had taken place during 

previous sessions.   

The propositions for change in which most 

children showed progress in this area:  

¶ 34% showed an increase in their ability to 

be excited and interested. By the end of 

the project 95% of the children were 

excited and interested. 

¶ There was a 26% increase in the number 

of children that demonstrated the ability 

to take time to perfect or add to a task.  

By the end of the project: 

¶ 95% of the children were able to maintain 

attention. 

¶ 95% were asking questions. 


