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The aim of this study was to find out parents’ and children’s perception of outdoor learning 
programmes with specific reference to Archimedes Forest Schools, known as Forest Schools. A review 
of existing research showed that there had been no rigorous evaluation of perception of forest schools. 
The study was conducted in the UK and mixed method design was used taking into account ethical 
reconsiderations. The findings of this research highlighted the importance of forest schools for 
children and showed enough evidence as to why parents must allow their children to attend forest 
schools. Listening to parents’ and children’s voices can inform understanding of their perceptions and 
opinions about Forest Schools and contribute to wider discourses on how forest schools sessions and 
programmes can be improved to meet specific individual and group needs.  The research team did not 
find any evidence to prove that high risk is involved when sending children to forest schools sessions 
and programmes but found enough evidences that forest schools increase children academic, physical 
and social performance when attended over a long period of time. Additionally, it helps to improve the 
connection between children and nature and contributes to their positive attitude towards the 
environment. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Background 
 
Outdoor learning gives depth to the curriculum and 
makes an important contribution to learners’ physical, 
personal and social education. Policy makers and funders 
are increasingly recognizing the importance of learning 
outside the classroom. Evidence suggests that learning 
outside the classroom is of significant benefits to children. 

Outdoor learning supports academic achievement as well 
as the development of different skills, particularly in hard 
to reach children (House of Commons, 2005). In addition, 
different researches have shown the importance of early 
childhood experiences for later development (Wells and 
Lekies, 2006; Thompson et al., 2008). Children’s contact 
with nature increases their self-discipline (Taylor et al., 
2002)  and  cognitive  functioning  (Wells,  2000);   at  the 
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same time, reduces stress (Corraliza et al., 2012). 
Furthermore, research evidences suggest that outdoor 
education and learning programs are associated with 
positive outcomes for children. As reported by Muñoz 
(2009), it encourages physical activities, healthy develop-
ment and overall well-being of children. Similarly, Kellert 
(2005) reported that it helps children to increase their 
capacities for creativity, problem-solving, and emotional 
and intellectual development. Additionally, positive asso-
ciations were observed between outdoor education and 
children’s grades, physical fitness, memory, and behavior 
and school satisfaction (Trudeau and Shephard, 2008). 
Furthermore, Blair (2009) reported that it encourages 
children’s socialization, teamwork and learning oppor-
tunities, while Harrington (2009) reported that real field 
trips provide better overall learning environments than 
virtual field trips. Although there are number of benefits of 
outdoor education, unfortunately it has been declining 
due to wrong perceptions that high degree of risk 
attaches to outdoor education (House of Common, 2005). 
Additionally, the local authorities have not done enough 
to publicize the benefits of learning outside the class-
room. On the other hand, environmental degradation is 
one of the big issues faced by the world and different 
organizations are trying to change people’s attitudes and 
behavior to environmental friendly. Wray-Lake et al. 
(2010) found that adolescents’ environmental concerns 
have generally declined since the early 1990s. However, 
strong connection was observed between pro-
environmental behaviors as adults and childhood nature 
experiences (Wells and Lekies, 2006; Thompson et al. 
2008).  

Researchers have failed to investigate the relationship 
between children and natural environment (Mannion et 
al., 2006); as a result outdoor education is in decline 
(House of Common, 2005). However, Learning Outside 
the Classroom (LOTC) is going a long way to support and 
encourage external visits, and one of the emerging 
approaches to increase children’s nature experiences is 
forest school. Forest school is an ‘innovative educational 
approach to outdoor play and learning’ 
(www.forestschools.com), which usually takes place in 
woodland environment (Nilson et al., 2010). Forest 
school came to the UK from Denmark in 1995 and the 
practice has been developing and growing across the 
country (Blackwell and Pound, 2011). It was reported that 
children can discover new abilities and strengths at forest 
school which classroom environment is unable to provide 
(O’Brien and Murray, 2006). However, there is lack of 
research to identify those factors which make forest 
schools different from other approaches previously docu-
mented and increase parents’ and children’s awareness 
of forest school (Borradaile, 2006). Additionally, very little 
research is available to show barriers facing different 
groups who use woodland environment or forest (Molteno 
et al., 2012). Despite the extreme lack of research, 
positive and  reliable  evidence  of  the  benefits  of  forest  
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school would help schools determine the priority to afford 
such work (House of Commons, 2005). Clearly, the 
literature reviews show that how to encourage forest 
school session in schools is still an unresolved issue that 
deserves further study. The current research was desig-
ned to find out parents’ and children’s perception of 
Archimedes Forest Schools in particular to fill the gap 
and to contribute knowledge to this poorly understood 
area. The main aims of this research were to find out 
parents’ and children’s perception of forest schools, to 
reveal critical aspects that have to be considered when 
promoting and encouraging such forest schools’ long 
term programmes and the sessions that make up the 
strategy for holistic growth, learning and development at 
Archimedes Forest School. 
 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
Different approaches are used to collect data but the two widely 
used approaches are quantitative and qualitative. Punch (1998) 
stated that the combination of both quantitative and qualitative 
methods is the best of getting the insider’s perspectives and of 
providing deep description of the data. For this reason, the research 
design was the combination of quantitative and qualitative methods 
to get the required objectives. 
 
 
Questionnaire design 
 
The study used questionnaires as a survey instrument. The instru-
ment was developed after a careful review of previous literature 
about forest schools and consultations with senior members of 
Archimedes Forest Schools Education, Sheffield, UK. The instru-
ment was field tested to ensure that each question accurately 
coveys the intended meaning. The main theme of the questionnaire 
was based on perceptions of forest schools. The survey questions 
were divided into several sections, each with its own focus, to assist 
the analysis.  
 
 
Data collection and analysis  
 
The data were collected through face to face interviews, online 
questionnaire and focus group.  The data specifically ascertain 
what parents and children know about forest schools and how to 
increase their awareness. Interviews, questionnaire and focus 
group provide both quantitative and qualitative data. This com-
bination is deemed most appropriate to gain deeper insights into 
phenomena such as perceptions, feelings and emotions (Punch, 
1998). The main variables were perceptions about forest schools, 
gender, education, age, awareness, distance and nature. Statistical 
analyses were performed to examine the difference between 
parents’ and children’ perceptions of forest schools. The SPSS 
(version 16) software programme was used to analyze responses. 
To generate the databases and to operate the responses as 
variables, all the data were turned into codes. The data obtained 
from close-ended questions were first coded and then analyzed, 
while the data from open-ended questions were first categorized on 
the basis of key word and then coded for analysis. The focus group 
data were used as supportive arguments in the original format. All 
these associations which are directly related to our aims and 
objectives were analyzed with the help of chi-square test.  
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Figure 1. Respondents education and awareness of Forest Schools. 

 
 
 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 
 
Characteristics of respondents 
 
The 294 adult respondents comprised 107 (36%) females 
and 187 (64%) males. Ages ranged from 25 and below to 
over 50, with the majority (22%) in the 36-40 age range. 
Respondents from all walks of life took part in the survey 
but the majorities (31%) were with no formal education 
followed by postgraduate (19%). Majority of the children 
being interviewed were between 5-15 years while focus 
group children were under 10 years old. 
 
 
Respondents’ awareness of forest school and 
woodland uses 
 
Half of the parents claimed that they were aware of forest 
schools, but no significant relationship was observed 
between gender and their awareness. In contrast, a 
significant relationship was found between ages of 

respondents and awareness of forest schools (2=17.59, 
df 6, p< 0.05,). A significant relationship was also 
observed between respondents’ education levels and 

awareness of forest schools (2=73.38, df 4, p< 0.05), 
postgraduates and graduates being more familiar with 
term than those in the lower education levels (Figure 1).  

A significant relationship was noticed between parent’s 
awareness of forest schools and taking children to 

woodland or park (2 =10.91, df 4, p< 0.05).  It can be 
seen from Figure 2, that those parents who were aware 
of forest schools were giving their children woodland or 
park visit on daily and weekly basis compared to others. 

Furthermore, woodland visits given to children by their 
parents were significantly influenced by woodland dis-

tance from their homes (
2
= 22.27, df 8, p< 0.05). 

Children’s woodland visits were significantly influenced 

by their attendance in Forest Schools programmes (2= 
15.60, df 4, p< 0.05). Figure 3 shows that children having 
experience of forest schools’ programmes were frequently 
visiting woodlands  compared to others. 

The results revealed some interesting insights into how 
parents and children view and understand forest schools.   
It was observed that parents’ awareness plays an impor-
tant role to allow children to use woodland. Additionally 
children’s use of woodlands can be encouraged and 
promoted with the help of forest schools’ programmes. 
These observations concur with previous research 
showing that awareness of a particular place/space plays 
an important role in influencing individual’s perceptions 
and use of it (Hu and Ritchie, 1993; Gobster et al., 2007). 
Increased familiarity of postgraduate respondents with 
the term ‘Forest Schools’ may be linked to their 
knowledge of a greater range of concepts compared to 
lower education respondents (Clifton et al., 1996).  
Parents’ and children’s decisions to visit woodlands were 
strongly influenced by the distance of woodland from their 
respective homes which was also observed by 
Thompson et al. (2002).  There are number of health and 
social benefits of using woodlands, and forest schools 
appeared to strongly encouraged children’s use of their 
local woodland. The differences were clearly reflected 
between forest schools attended children and others who 
did not attend the programmes. Those parents who did 
not want to send their children to forest schools stated 
that high risk is involved in allowing children do such 
programmes. However, all of the respondents including 
those whose children attended forest schools failed to 
mention even a single incidence to show that their fear 
was accordingly grounded in reality. Outdoor education 
significantly declined due to stated wrong perceptions 
that high degree of risk attaches to outdoor education 
(House of Common, 2005). 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
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Unaware

No education High school or less Graduate Postgraduate others
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Figure 2. Respondents awareness and giving children woodland visits 

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 3. Children experience of Forest Schools and woodland visits 

 
 
 
Children’s attitude towards environment 
 
Those children who attended forest schools appeared to 
have positive attitudes towards the environment. The 
majority of the children who attended forest schools’ 
programmes appeared to get more upset when someone 
was seen throwing rubbish on the street as compared to 
those who did not attend forest schools (

2

= 0.0164, df 2, 
p< 0.05; Figure 4). 

Children’s interests in reading wildlife or environment 
related stories were found to be significantly increased by 
forest schools (

2

= 0.164, df 2, p< 0.05). 
The results show that children who attended long term 

Archimedes  Forest  Schools’  programmes  appeared  to 

make strong connections between nature and children. 
Those children who had experience of forest schools 
showed more interest in issues related to the environ-
ment. They experienced getting more upset when people 
were throwing rubbish on the street. Similarly, they were 
taking more interest in stories and issues related to the 
environment. These findings give further support to the 
observations made by Wells and Lekies (2006) and 
Thompson et al. (2008).  Children revealed that their 
interest in outdoor play increased after attending Forest 
Schools and now were more aware of the benefits that 
nature offers. They also claimed to enjoy learning and 
playing more in woodlands as compared to the class-
room. Their ability to  cope  with  mathematical  problems  
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Daily weekly Monthly Occasionally Never
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Figure 4. Children experience of Forest Schools and attitude towards environment. 

 
 
 
has much increased due to forest schools’ programmes. 
 
 
Importance of children’s outdoor experience 
 
A significant relationship was noticed between Forest 
Schools awareness and the importance of outdoor 
learning (

2
= 0.012, df 3, p< 0.05) and woodland visits 

(
2
= 90. 15, df 3, p< 0.05). The majority of the parents 

claimed that their children’s self confidence and physical 
activeness were significantly increased during and after 
their attendance at their forest schools’ programmes. The 
claim was further confirmed through data obtained from 
the children’s focus group and interviews.  Although the 
majority of children claimed that they like forest schools 
due to physical activities, it was noticed that children’s 
vocabulary and motivation toward learning was increased 
after they had attended forest schools.  Social inclusion 
of children was also increased as Forest Schools atten-
dees claim to have more friends than others. Furthermore, 
Forest Schools significantly increased children’s interest 
in school and their attitudes toward school seemed to be 
more positive as compared to others. Strong connections 
were also observed between children’s memory and their 
attendance at Forest Schools (as children named correc-
tly the person who took them for their Forest Schools’ 
programme). 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The findings of this research highlighted the importance 
of Archimedes Forest Schools for children and showed 
that a provision for attendance at long term Archimedes 
Forest Schools is made available for parents to allow 
their children to participate in Forest School programmes 
due  to  their  identified  benefits.   The   vast   majority  of 

parents and children appreciated Forest Schools and 
were aware of its benefits. It is also clear that listening to 
parents and children voices can inform understanding of 
their perceptions and opinions about forest schools and 
contributes to wider discourses on how forest school 
programmes can be improved in order to achieve the 
widest range of benefits for children and adults. In 
conclusion, the research team did not find any evidence 
to prove that high risk is involved when sending children 
for Archimedes Forest Schools’ programmes but found 
enough evidence to prove that Archimedes Forest 
Schools increases children’s academic, physical and 
social performance. Additionally, Forest schools help to 
improve connection between children and nature and 
contribute to their positive attitude towards the environ-
ment. 
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