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Research shows that the human-nature relationship positively impacts human well-being. Forest School (FS) practice offers young children a structured program of nature connection through activities, aiming to enhance their self-esteem and social skills. FS is now adapted in countries such as Australia, Canada and New Zealand where a unique cultural interface occurs between European settlers and Indigenous peoples. Responding to socio-cultural diversities, geographical contexts, and the traditional ecological knowledges, FS needs to go beyond play pedagogy and incorporate theoretical perspectives that promote human-nature relationship in local context-specific environments. We argue that the synergies between Western perspectives on affordances perceived in person-environment relationship and Indigenous place-based relationality perspective provide a more suitable approach for developing reciprocal relationships between FS participants and land/place/nature. We propose that the synergies between affordances perceived in FS and place-based relationality cultivated in participants will enhance social and emotional well-being. We call for specific research investigating such synergies supporting participant well-being. Future research on FS practice should be directed toward initiating and exploring co-designed studies by Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers incorporating methodologies that study participant experience as well as evaluating the impact of FS programs embedding affordances and place-based relationality perspectives.
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Introduction

In recent years, research has shown that enhancing the human-nature relationship positively impacts the health and well-being of people and planet. This paper argues that Forest School (FS) practice, a child-centered program of nature-connection that originated in Scandinavia and developed in the United Kingdom (UK), as is now offered in many countries, could be ideal to foster both planetary and people health and well-being because it enhances human-nature relationships in early childhood. However, to reach its potential when it is adapted in different socio-cultural and geographical contexts reflecting diverse traditional ecological knowledges (TEK), FS needs to be underpinned by theoretical perspectives that go beyond the Eurocentric play pedagogy. We argue that the synergies between the Western perspectives on affordances and Indigenous place-based relationality provide a solid theoretical underpinning for FS design and implementation. This will guide effective local context-specific practices enhancing participant well-being outcomes. This is especially important as FS expands from its original Scandinavian roots to countries with a significant cultural interface between European settler populations and Indigenous peoples, such as in Australia, Canada and New Zealand. We call for specific research investigating such synergies supporting participant well-being and the FS program impact.



Forest School practice and benefits

The FS model, formalized in the UK, drew upon the udeskole practice of Denmark which encouraged pre-school aged children’s experiential learning in the outdoors (O'Brien, 2009; Knight, 2012). The Scandinavian philosophy of friluftsliv, or ‘free air life’, influenced udeskole practice encouraging feelings of being free as part of the natural world with an embedded spiritual connection (Gelter, 2000, 2010; Bentsen et al., 2018). FS is designed to nurture children’s holistic development by fostering a meaningful connection with self, activity and the natural environment. In the UK, the FS ethos draws from play pedagogy and the social constructivist paradigm (Knight, 2018), promoting child-centered experiential learning as a means to enhance self-esteem. It emphasizes young children’s engagement with nature, cultivates peer interactions and social skills, and supports a sense of belonging. This approach positions FS as an effective avenue for the nurturance of children’s self-esteem in early years.

The FS program is designed predominantly for children to immerse themselves in regular weekly nature-based activities of at least 2 hour duration. Most often, the program takes place in natural environments such as woodlands, parks, urban forests, farms, and community green spaces. These sessions incorporate bushcraft, wood whittling, den building, nature-based games, arts and crafts, fire making, and storytelling (Sharma-Brymer et al., 2018). Children enjoy these activities while creating personal connections and meanings with their surroundings (Harris, 2021). They orient their sensory-perception learning to interpret and respond to various environmental stimuli thereby developing their physical, sensory, perception, and cognitive abilities. For example, tree climbing in FS can support multifaceted development including generating personal meanings alongside physical coordination and self-awareness.

Although FS approach is advocated as child-centered, in practice adults design and deliver the program activities focusing on rigorous risk assessment and school curriculum alignment, which arguably diminishes children’s agency and the child-centric philosophy (Sharma-Brymer et al., 2018). In this sense, FS model could look back at its original roots of Scandinavian friluftsliv and udeskole practices for embracing a spiritual connection of being part of the natural world.

The FS model is now replicated in diverse geographical regions such as Australia, Canada, and New Zealand with local-specific modifications and adaptations [see MacEachren (2013), Cumming and Nash (2015), Alcock and Ritchie (2018), Boileau and Dabaja (2020), and Speldewinde and Campbell (2023)]. These countries offer a unique cultural interface between European settlers and Indigenous peoples. As such, FS needs to be diversified to take into account local Indigenous place-based relationality frameworks as well as keeping its more Western person-environment relationship roots.



Relationality in human-nature relationships and implications for Forest School

From a place-based relationality perspective, humans relate to nature and other life forms with an inherent sense of connection and belonging. Relating to the natural environment by developing personal connections and meanings benefits individual and planetary health and well-being (Lawton et al., 2017; Brymer et al., 2021; Jimenez et al., 2021). Research has demonstrated that spending time outdoors positively impacts physical and mental health, and life satisfaction (Biedenweg et al., 2017; Barnes et al., 2019; White et al., 2019; Coventry et al., 2021; McCartan et al., 2023). Natural spaces occurring in wilderness, woodlands, parks, and water bodies provide urban dwellers diverse opportunities for self-awareness and self-reflections (Cooley et al., 2021). Nature-based activities can significantly enhance overall well-being across the lifespan. For example, well-designed outdoor activities can raise self- awareness, self-esteem and belongingness in young people (Roberts et al., 2020), while adults participating in community gardening can gain new learning that positively impacts their self-awareness and social connectedness (Gregis et al., 2021). These examples illustrate the positive impact of human-nature relationships across all domains of well-being, strengthening the relationship to self and place which further encourages belonging.

In contemporary fast-paced, technology-driven life patterns, relating to nature has an invaluable benefit for human beings. Extending on this important point, we draw from Australian Aboriginal scholar Graham’s (2014) conceptualization of place-based relationality underlining the perspective of how human identity is intertwined with the natural world. Graham (2014, p. 18) reflects on the connectedness between self and the land by noting “I am located therefore I am”, stressing human-nature interdependency. Graham (2023) also highlights that the human-nature relationship is underpinned by notions of kinship, caring and belonging. This interconnectedness impacts human identity and well-being. This notion is relevant across various Indigenous collectivist cultures which value the significance of the ties between people, place, culture and community. For example, according to Gee et al. (2014), interconnectedness within the context of Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ cultures involves an interplay between land (Country), culture, family, kinship, community, and spirituality in forming identities, and influencing social and emotional well-being.

The FS model provides a rich scope for practically exemplifying the above concepts in action. The intention of the nature-based activities of FS is to facilitate children’s connection with their environment, while simultaneously encouraging social and emotional connectedness. However, this intention is often overlooked by activities thereby suppressing the deeper person-environment connection. This intention should align with Graham’s (2014) view of ‘being and belonging in a place’, when FS participants relate to the local natural environment allowing for connections to Country/land/place and the life forms [also see Thornton et al. (2021)]. For example, young children participating in the weekly Bush Explorers program in Australia (Bunyaville Environmental Education Centre, n.d.) learn about local fish and frogs whilst exploring a local creek. This experience could be extended further by introducing relevant Aboriginal Dreamtime Stories to cultivate cultural curiosity in children about Indigenous knowledges and perspectives related to Country and the interconnections between its life forms. This experience potentially grounds their sense of self in the place.

Developing such relationships can also imply their responses to affordances present within the environment. In this light, we explore individual capacity for perceiving opportunities in the environment emphasizing the person-environment relationship in experiential learning.



An affordance perspective on Forest School

The FS ethos emphasizes child-centered engagement with activities and environment, encouraging free play, and nature explorations. Guided by adults, children are encouraged to take risks in a safe yet challenging environment. This approach enables children to learn from myriad opportunities present in the natural world. The dynamic and sensory-rich environment offers diverse experiences, including the changing seasons and varied natural stimuli (sounds, smells, and sights), integral to experiential learning. These experiences expose children to the properties of the environment, cultivating specific knowledges that assist in the development of self-awareness, leading to deeper interactions and facilitating a sense of attuning to information in the environment. At an individual level and also in small groups, children come to recognize their relationship with the place and its features as well as with peers. For example, they remember where their favorite tree is across seasons despite seasonal effects on the tree, allowing for perceiving different opportunities to interact with that tree as relevant to the season. They remember the ways of peer play associated with that tree allowing for richer reflections on relationships and meanings.

Gibson’s (1979) ecological psychology, particularly his concept of affordances, is highly relevant to the FS approach of experiential learning. Ecological psychology highlights the dynamic relationship between the individual and their environment. Affordances refer to multiple potential opportunities that the person-environment relationship offers; they are invitations for actions. Gibson conceptualized perceived affordances as action-opportunities within the person-environment relationship available to an individual. “The affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill” (Gibson, 1979, p. 127; original emphasis). As such, the properties of the environment are perceived as possible action opportunities initiating behaviors, behavioral changes or adaptations (Heft, 1988).

Gibson posited that an individual’s understanding and interactions with their environment are transformative, leading to better self-awareness. This process is driven by ongoing interactions with the environment, continually shaping sensory, perceptual, and cognitive abilities. By alerting oneself to environmental properties, one is able to continually ‘read and perceive’ (attuning) information present in the environment. This gradually enhances the person-environment relationship, learning to perceive opportunities with individual agency to act. The relative person-environment relationship strengthens with developing an intimate knowledge of the place and relating to it in myriad ways (Brymer and Davids, 2014). As children in FS interact with their environment, they learn to perceive the rich landscape of affordances and respond adaptively, developing an acute awareness of the relationship between self and their surroundings.

In FS, children’s engagement with natural environments fosters their perceptual and responsive capability. Participating children, over a prolonged period and regular duration, are active agents who learn to attune to information in the environment, see, listen, smell, taste, and feel the place for its richer array of affordances thereby developing the capabilities to act on the environmental properties in newer ways.

A good example to illustrate affordances in FS is ‘mud kitchen’ play activity using a play kitchen set, mud (soil), fallen leaves, fruits and seeds, flowers and other such organic objects from natural surroundings. The children create numerous sub-plays within ‘mud kitchen’ play using imagination and learning to work collaboratively. This play activity enhances peer interactions, social skills, fostering creativity, curiosity and nature exploration with deeper connections. Additionally, it supports calmness and relaxation. The social, physical, emotional and cognitive domains are interactive, reinforcing personal relationship, constraining behaviors that are responsive to perceiving multiple opportunities (Brymer and Davids, 2014). Affordances present in this play context evoke multiple behavioral responses. For example, mud can become soup in the ‘play kitchen’ or be used as paint of different hues for artwork decorating the kitchen. The action capabilities (Woods and Davids, 2021) stemming from cultural experiences, beliefs and attitudes interact with the effectivities of the environment, constraining emerging behaviors. Children learn about flora, fauna, food types that are human-friendly and animal-friendly, and seasonal changes and their effects on human interactions with the environment, all of which also develop a sense of guardianship and reciprocal relationships.

The interactions with affordances in the human-nature relationship also foster the development of a reflective and relational self, aligning with Graham’s (2014) concept of place-based relationality. This kind of interactional ‘knowing’ the environment intertwines with the experience of ‘being’ in it (perceiving affordances) and doing (actions). This holistic engagement with the environment contributes to their cognitive and emotional development and instills a sense of responsibility and connection to the natural world. The following section discusses the alignment between affordances and place-based relationality to enhance FS practice and experience.



Synergies between affordances and place-based relationality in Forest School

The FS nurtures a unique connection between children and nature, promoting an appreciation of the natural world. This connection is fostered through immersive experiences where children sense and feel, listening to woodland sounds, touching and feeling the textures of trees, plants, leaves, flowers, fruits and seeds on the forest floor, while observing subtle changes in their surroundings. When explored through an integrative lens this immersive exploration fosters a place-based relationality, where children learn to effectively attune to information in the natural environment, thereby developing their capacity to perceive, relate and action helpful affordances. This further develops their sense of self in place.

While reflecting on ‘place’ (landscape within the natural world), Thornton et al. (2021, p. 5) allude to “place attachment, place meaning, and place-responsiveness,” asserting humans are part of and belong to the natural world. Graham (2014) emphasizes coherence in one’s sense of identity and belonging through people-place relationality. When we sense and feel the place coherently, we relate to it with confidence. Our “social, spiritual and cultural life” (Graham, 2014, p. 19) shapes our relationships, influencing such coherence and confidence both in turn influencing our identity. This fosters a sense of security which comes from a deep reciprocal affiliation with the place ‘where we belong’ and custodial care for our place. From a Native American perspective, Kimmerer (2013) also highlights such reciprocity, a foundational understanding in human-nature relationships with respectful interactions in the natural world. Sharing Māori worldviews from New Zealand, Watene (2016) underlines the importance of local-specific TEK in supporting humans’ meaningful relationships with the natural world.

These concepts are significant to the notion of affordances. Attuning to information in the environment and perceiving the rich landscape of affordances available in the person-environment relationship strengthens action possibilities as well as a meaningful and reciprocal relationship with nature. Knowledge about the environment grows from direct experience, that is deeply relational and reciprocal (e.g., looking after the place).

Reflecting on the custodial ethic of care, Thornton et al. (2021, p. 5) state it “emerges out of place and is also a structuring force,” impacting on human well-being. Graham (2013, 2023) emphasizes the harmonious and caring interactions with that force in all its variations. The affordance notion provides some detail to this understanding as attuning to information in the environment and strengthening the capacity to perceive and action affordances also facilitates a relationship whereby protecting affordances for good becomes paramount. The interactive, interdependent and relational relationships connecting self, performance and the environment are embodied and also facilitate a sense of responsibility and stewardship. The intrinsic value of this embodiment is reflected in knowing the place and the place growing within us influencing the formation of our identity and belonging.

In affordance theory, the individual’s relationship with the natural environment is complex, shaping knowing, being and belonging experiences, as well as the relationship with the natural world, oneself, and others. This holistic approach to learning and development informs how best to facilitate experiences that support Graham’s (2023) view of a mutual understanding and connection between the individual and environment: “… the relation between people and land becomes the template for society and social relations” (Graham, 2008, p. 182). Graham also underlines the need for developing a collective spiritual identity through our connection to land/place. Affordance theory suggests collective spiritual identity through enhanced perception and action of affordances for behavior, principles of ethics and values of caring for the place in its holistic sense. FS can support these notions encouraging participants to develop reciprocal responsibility and social relations through deeper connections with self, peers, and the place. These integrated perspectives are crucial for social and emotional well-being.



Implications of synergies for socio-emotional well-being

The FS offers a vital counterbalance to the challenges of a sedentary lifestyle and digital overexposure, which increasingly affect children’s social and emotional well-being (Roberts et al., 2017). A review by Dabaja (2022) highlighted the positive impact of FS on children in improving social, cooperative, and physical skills. Studies by Cumming and Nash (2015) and Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2019) document behavioral transformations and enhanced social dynamics in the FS setting. Interviews with FS practitioners (Harris, 2023) reveal shifts in communication skills and interaction styles, benefiting children who struggle with shyness or anxiety. The FS environment thus becomes a powerful set of activities for enhancing cooperation, calmness, confidence, and relationship building.

From a Western viewpoint, affordance theory is pivotal in FS, enabling children to recognize and utilize learning opportunities within the person-environment relationship. Equally important is how affordance theory supports the Indigenous place-based relationality concept in colonial-settler societies. Researchers from Australia, Canada, and New Zealand have underlined the importance of outdoor learning in early childhood education incorporating Indigenous worldviews. FS is popular in Australia where early childhood educators have modified it with ‘bush kindergartens’ (bush/land/place/Country) and ‘nature play’ approaches for local-specific adaptability (for example, Bush Kindy FS, Bush Knowing FS, Bush Explorers FS etc.) [see Speldewinde and Campbell (2023)]. Responding to the importation of Forest School model into New Zealand, Alcock and Ritchie (2018) noted the significant role of Māori knowledges in enriching children’s experience in the outdoors. Similarly, MacEachren (2018) argued for decolonizing early childhood pedagogies in Canada by adopting Indigenised place-based, relational First Nations’ pedagogies. In the Australian context, Christiansen et al. (2018, p. 69) emphasized diverse nature kindergarten sites enriching “localized sets of place-based relationships” and recognizing the local Aboriginal cultural connections to the bush. First Nations educator-led programs such as On Country Learning in Australian context (Lee-Hammond and Jackson-Barrett, 2017) and The Ngahere kindergartens in New Zealand (Kelly et al., 2013) demonstrate the value of place-based relationality where children develop a deep interconnected relationship with the place. These occasional studies demonstrate a dearth in research exploring the incorporation of Indigenous worldviews in FS adaptations.

Incorporating Indigenous place-based relationality perspective in FS practice needs a stronger push emphasizing its well-being benefits for humans as well as natural environments. This perspective, along with custodial ethic of care, fosters a uniquely interconnected relationship with land/Country/place/nature, specifically instilling in children a place-based sense of identity. This allows children to connect with local Indigenous cultures, stories, knowledges, and perspectives. Integrating these into the FS adaptations of bush kinder, nature play, and outdoor kindergartens promotes culturally responsive pedagogies supporting reciprocal place-based relationships.

The synergies between Western and Indigenous perspectives enrich the FS experience in children. The Western focus on the person-environment relationship complements the Indigenous perspective of relationality with place/nature, influencing individual social and emotional well-being. This approach supports self-esteem, agency, identity formation, and a deepened sense of connection with the natural world. Graham’s (2014) custodial ethic of care concept resonates with this approach, emphasizing the significance of relationships for social and emotional well-being.

The FS’s adaptability to diverse cultural contexts contributes to community well-being and supports the dissemination of TEK. By catering to different socio-cultural groups, FS practitioners are encouraged to develop programs that emphasize the synergies between Western and local TEK, facilitating children’s development as well-rounded individuals with place-based identity and belonging.

Besides innovating FS practice further to suit local-specific contexts, there is also a need for building research evidence studying the perspectives of all stakeholders on the program efficacy with emphasis on embedding Indigenous worldviews. Focusing on exploring further the affordances along with place-based relationality in FS adaptations needs careful consideration and the involvement of local Indigenous communities for deepening the impact. This entails co-designing research projects that incorporate mixed methods and qualitative methods to evaluate the experience of FS along with the impact of embedding Indigenous place-based relationality concept in practice. Non-Indigenous researchers could collaborate with Indigenous community members to apply Indigenous research methodologies of Storywork and Yarning besides using ethnography and action research. Specific research questions should also address participants’ lived experience and the overall benefits for their social and emotional well-being. Further research examining FS program outcomes and impact in its local-specific variations should be carried out in different parts of the world to explore the sociocultural dimensions of FS adaptations, as well as to gain deeper insights into the synergies of affordances and place-based relationality.



Conclusion

FS emerged as a robust child-centered experiential learning practice, offering a holistic approach to child development using natural environments. FS model’s focus on improving self-esteem and social skills supports children’s social, emotional, and physical well-being through immersive, nature-based activities. Going beyond play pedagogies, FS can benefit from the Western theory of affordances for strengthening person-environment relationship. When applied to cross-cultural contexts such as in European settler societies, FS practitioners can consider the incorporation of Indigenous perspective of place-based relationality for fostering reciprocal relationships between participants and the natural world. The affordances and place-based relationality perspectives enrich participants’ respectful interactions and relationships with nature, cultivating culturally responsive practices. The adaptability of FS to various cultural contexts embedding affordances together with local-specific Indigenous worldviews and TEK underscores its potential to enhance social and emotional well-being, promoting behavior, principles of ethics and values of caring for the place in its holistic sense. As this paper highlights, the synergies of affordances and place-based relationality hold transformative potential, extending their benefits beyond individual participants to families and communities, thereby nurturing more environmentally aware and emotionally resilient societies. Further research is needed to examine the impact of FS adaptations along with those synergies enhancing well-being outcomes. The authors have called for research focusing on co-designed studies involving local Indigenous communities and for the application of qualitative and mixed-methods study design evaluating FS program impact on individual and community well-being.
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