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A Definition 

Forest School is an educational approach, and program of delivery, that has existed since the 

late 1950s, with thousands of programs expanding the world over, starting in Denmark and 

Sweden, moving through Scandinavia, onto Europe, China, Australia, New Zealand, the United 

States and now Canada. Although Forest School is called by many different names (e.g., 

Nature Kindergarten, Outdoor School, Waldkindergarten, Rain or Shine School, Bush School), 

in Canada two prominent names are taking hold: Forest School and Nature School. In this guide 

we have chosen to refer to our work as Forest and Nature School (FNS) to reflect what is 

happening in Canada to date. 

  

In FNS, children spend anywhere from a half day to a full day outdoors in local woodlands and 

green spaces, in various urban and near-urban parks, natural spaces adjacent to or on school 

grounds, or natural playgrounds and outdoor classrooms. Children attending FNS have the 

opportunity to learn in a natural environment on a regular basis. Some programs are offered to 

students one half-day per week, whereas other schools and early years centers have embraced 

this approach on a more full time basis, with students spending the majority of their days 

outdoors. 

  

Two main features separate Forest and Nature Schools from other outdoor and environmental 

education programs. As described above, FNS can happen on a part time or full time basis; and 

it can also take place in a variety of contexts, environments, with varying age groups, and in 

different climates. 
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Despite variations, all Forest and Nature School programs adhere to the following: regular and 

repeated access to the same natural space, as well as emergent, experiential, inquiry-based, 

play-based, and place-based learning (MacEachren, 2013). The defining feature of this type of 

nature-based education program is that children are provided with opportunities to build an 

on-going relationship with the land, to a dedicated educator, to one another, and to themselves 

through this educational approach. 

  

The activities that happen in Forest and Nature School vary, and can depend on the following 

circumstances: the season, the community context, climate, landscape, animals that have 

visited the night before, trees that have blown down in the wind, the kinds of provocations 

elicited by the educator, the kinds of tools and loose parts provided, the children who are in 

attendance, how long the group has been formed, and—most importantly—what interests the 

child(ren). Sometimes children work independently, finding solace in their own worlds and 

creations and ponderings. Other times children work collaboratively to create, problem solve, 

support one another, dream of a bigger and better world. FNS is often described as a “magical” 

thing to witness, as it’s often a microcosm of collaboration, communication, trust building, and a 

working model of consensus building. 

  

Forest and Nature School touches on all subjects and disciplines: in any given moment an 

experience can cut across math, science, art, literature, physical education, etc. Skilled 

educators in FNS will often plan their lessons at the end of a session, (also known as 

“backwards lesson planning”), and will know what curriculum standards they need to meet on 

any given day. The learning outcomes are based on real-time explorations and experiences, 

rather than pre-determined concepts in books or on screens, done within the four walls of a 

classroom. 

  

Aboriginal Perspectives 

Although FNS is relatively new to Canada, Aboriginal people have been offering sophisticated, 

land-based education to their children on this land for millennia. The content of that education 

varies from place to place with the diversity of the Nations that live here in Canada. However, 

there are some similarities across them. Like Forest and Nature School, Aboriginal approaches 

to education emphasize experiential learning, peer-to-peer learning, and require people to take 

responsibility for their own learning. When educators use Aboriginal pedagogy in their 



classrooms, and let the students know that what they are doing has Aboriginal roots, it helps 

create an atmosphere of mutual respect and sharing, it helps Aboriginal children and their 

families to feel more welcome in the school, and it helps non-Aboriginal children to develop a 

healthy, positive understanding of their Aboriginal neighbours. With at least 15,000 years of 

intellectual tradition and educational experience on this land, Aboriginal education can lend a 
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deal to Forest and Nature School, making FNS all the richer, more locally appropriate, and more 

representative of a diversity of traditions. 

  

… 

  

Benefits 

This change, signified by many teachers and parents withdrawing their children from parks, 

streets and community facilities, is predominantly fed by a culture of fear, insecurity and 

litigation. This is in light of current childhood research that states by not allowing children to 

participate in the life of their communities, teachers and parents are denying children the 

opportunity to develop the knowledge, skills and experience to be safe and confident to confront 

the challenges complex urban environments now present for them. —Malone, Place-Based 

Pedagogies in Early Childhood and Primary School Settings (2012, p. 2) 

  

Why is Forest and Nature School important? And why now? Well, two pressing concerns make 

FNS more important than ever. First of all, research shows that youth participation in outdoor 

activities has declined (Children & Nature Network, 2012). It has gotten to the point that, for 

instance, in the U.S. the average child spends “as few as 30 minutes of unstructured outdoor 

play each day,” but “more than seven hours each day in front of an electronic screen” (National 

Wildlife Federation, 2014). While it’s tempting to write this off as a problem unique to the U.S., 

children’s activities outside school are strikingly similar across nations (Children & Nature 

Network, 2012). The second—and closely related—concern is that childhood obesity rates have 

increased and prescriptions for childhood mental health problems (like ADHD) have 

skyrocketed. 

  

While obesity and poor mental health are complex problems, researchers believe that—among 

children—more screentime and less physical and outdoor play are among the causes (Muñoz, 



2009). As the National Wildlife Federation (2014) puts it, “our kids are out of shape, tuned out 

and stressed out, because they’re missing something essential to their health and development: 

connection to the natural world.” The evidence suggests that viewing, interacting with, and living 

in natural environments can have multiple effects on “reducing stress, increasing patience, 
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attention, increasing recovery for mental fatigue, or from crisis and from psychopysiological 

imbalance,” (Russell et al., 2013, p. 482). In a timely way, Forest and Nature School weaves 

together many elements that help counteract the physical and psycho-social deficits linked to a 

sedentary lifestyle and disconnection from nature. 

  

By including outdoor play, Forest and Nature School can heal and strengthen children’s bodies 

through increased physical fitness, higher levels of vitamin D, and better eyesight (Ebberling et 

al., 2002; Collins, 2011; American Academy of Pediatrics, 2009; Children & Nature Network, 

2012). FNS can also heal and strengthen children’s minds and relationships: environmental 

education is linked to better performance in math, reading, writing, and listening and better 

critical thinking skills (Bartosh, 2003; Ernst & Monroe, 2004); and exposure to nature can reduce 

ADHD symptoms (Wells, 2000). Play and exposure to green spaces can also reduce children’s 

stress levels, protect their emotional development, and enhance their social relations (Kuo & 

Taylor, 2004; Ginsburg, 2007; Weinstein et al., 2009; Children & Nature Network, 2012). 

  

Forest and Nature School might also be a way to counteract children’s decreasing knowledge of 

biodiversity and the environment (Children & Nature Network, 2012). By exposing children to 

areas rich in biodiversity where they can learn about environmental issues handson, FNS can 

help children become well-informed and caring stewards of the natural world. 
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