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The case for space in the co-construction of risk in UK forest
schools
Angela Garden

IM Marsh Campus, Education, Liverpool John Moores University, Liverpool, UK

ABSTRACT
This UK focussed theoretical paper builds on Harper’s (2017. “Outdoor
Risky Play and Healthy Child Development in the Shadow of the “Risk
Society”: A Forest and Nature School Perspective.” Child & Youth Services
38 (4): 318–334) work in Canadian Forest Schools and the role that
Forest Schools play in education by including outdoor risky play. It
considers the conceptualisation of a risk-averse Western society, with a
focus on healthy childhood development, and the childhood risks
within Forest School that are present yet arguably small. There is the
opportunity to re-conceptualise ideas around risk within the Forest
School space through the framing of Massey’s (2005. For Space. London,
UK: Sage Publications] proposition that space is a product of relations-
between and that space is always in the process of being made. Thus,
children create and ‘own’ the Forest School space through their
inhabitation of it. Children’s well-being and the value of risk in their
lives can be understood as a fluid, dynamic and relational process
within their geographies. Conclusions include a value that risk-taking
has within the Forest School space. The implications of Beck’s risk
society, its ongoing influence on societal beliefs and practices, inducing
practitioners’ fear of litigation over accidents and injury are highlighted.
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Introduction

There is an increasing interest in outdoor education and especially in Forest School (Forest School
Association (FSA) 2011). This theoretical paper contributes to the growing body of literature
around the use of outdoor spaces and, in particular, Forest School; a regular and repeated form
of outdoor learning (Harris 2017). It focusses on how the learning space at Forest School can high-
light our perceptions and practices around risk for educators working with children outdoors. The
discussion centres around risk and separate learning spaces with Forest School as children and
leaders are removed from the physical constraints of the classroom. Space, risk and boundaries
are arguably re-negotiated by Forest School leaders and children within the outdoor learning
environment. Risk can be defined as a systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities
induced and introduced by modernisation (Beck 1992). Beck’s risk society impacts societal beliefs
and practices. Over time, the perception and management of risk have been influenced by societal
norms, the media, parental perspectives and increasing government accountability.

Forest School in the UK has been inspired by a Scandinavian approach to early years’ education,
which has a strong focus on the importance of ‘place’ for learning. The Forest School concept was
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brought to England by the staff of Bridgwater College, Somerset after an exchange visit to
Denmark in 1993. The current UK Forest School approach is underpinned by the FSA, set up in
2011 to support those involved. In contrast, the Danish udeskole approach is deeply ingrained
in decades of practice within a very established early years’ ethos (Williams-Siegfredsen 2017).
There is a significant level of heterogeneity within the activities undertaken under the Forest
School banner. This is problematic when attempting to unravel what makes Forest Schools
unique from other outdoor learning experiences (Garden and Downes 2021). There is no discern-
ible definition of a Forest School, as it presents itself in different ways in different places (Knight
2011); however, there are some commonalities, for example, children tend to engage in Forest
School over a period of time with sessions led by a qualified Forest School practitioner. Activities
may consist of fire lighting, tool use, arts and crafts, den building, outdoor cooking and local
environmental knowledge such as leaf or bug hunts. The focus is around raising children’s confi-
dence and self-esteem through small, repeatable tasks and nurturing their personal, social and
emotional development through social and team-building tasks (Harris 2017). Forest School is sep-
arate to the classroom environment as children are taken to a new space outdoors, which may be a
local woodland setting but could also be an area of the school grounds separate from the normal
playground (Garden and Downes 2021).

Forest School space can be argued to be the product of interrelations with multiplicity and space
as co-constitutive (Massey 1995); that is, each has casual powers over the other. Space, therefore, is
always under construction. A co-constructive understanding acknowledges a relational dynamic
between the children, culture, risk and the Forest School space that they inhabit and help to
shape. The relationship between risk and the physical space can encourage or discourage risk-
taking behaviours making the case for an alternative approach to space (Massey 2005). This
comes from a position of children ‘needing’ to take risks and their ‘natural’ inclination to do so;
for example, seeking out and creating encounters and activities that carry risk or uncertainty. This
paper identifies risk-taking as both a moral activity within play and as a creative act. Despite this,
however, the theoretical underpinnings of the UK Forest School approach remain weak, including
crucially our understanding of the place of risk in Forest School practice.

Taking a UK focus, this paper builds on Harper’s (2017) article which addresses the effects of a risk-
averse Western society on healthy childhood development within Canadian Forest Schools. He pro-
poses that Forest Schools are presented as idealised venues to investigate and understand the
necessary balance between risk-taking and safety in child development. Risk-taking, he argues, is
not well understood outside the context of the Forest School. Drawing on a social constructionist
perspective in theorising risk and childhood, contemporary, hyper-sensitised concerns regarding
children’s vulnerability arguably emanate from both fears of the modern world, and the proclivity
towards overprotection which these fears precipitate. A constructivist pedagogy underpins UK
Forest Schools with ‘meaning’ established through theory (Harris 2017; Leather 2018). Constructivist
educational theories allow children to create meanings via their interactions with others around
them, including other children and adults, as well as the local environment. Thus, central to the
Forest School approach is the premise of learners as co-constructors and not as mere receivers of
knowledge and alongside this the construction of risk as positive and challenge as fuelling feelings
of competence.

A constructivist learning theory lens views development as grounded in people’s values and
knowledge, as they construct ways of understanding the world. Priority is given to the active
mental life of the child, their understandings of the world and the subsequent ways that they act
within it. The constructivist approach seems well suited to the Forest School approach, with exper-
imentation and problem-solving through hands-on experience and practitioners shaping teaching
methods to child-led learning. These pedagogies aim to be child-centred and flexible and allow lear-
ners the freedom to control their own learning experiences, largely through play and exploration
within a local natural environment, preferably a forest space.
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The UK Forest School approach

Forest School in the UK emerged from Danish influences incorporating Learning Outside the Class-
room (LOtC) referred to as udeskole (meaning outdoors) and is inspired by the Scandinavian
approach to early years’ education, which has a strong focus on the importance of ‘place’ for learn-
ing. While initially it was created for early childhood education, the concept has expanded to include
older age groups and children who have additional needs (O’Brien 2009). Forest School ethos and
practice aim to be nourished within social movements such as natural play, woodland culture,
land rights and child-centred learning (Cree and McCree 2012). The experiential and progressive
ideology and outdoor focus of Forest School education resonate with many of the concerns concern-
ing childhood and the impact of the curriculum reforms introduced by the English Foundation Stage
(DfES 2006).

Scandinavian approaches to Forest School allow the children to lead the learning as, according to
Biesta (2012), this encourages greater engagement from the children and richer learning opportu-
nities. In England, however, the focus is on meeting children’s needs that align with the curriculum,
creating tensions between sessions being child-led or structured by the teacher. Forest School prac-
titioners often view the aims of sessions to be encouraging holistic development, but, in reality, they
often struggle with the concept of taking a step back and observing, compared to their usual peda-
gogy of adult-directed teaching. The culture within Forest School is increasingly becoming commo-
dified and as a result, this is reducing the potential of Forest Schools. Within the UK, despite the rapid
growth of Forest Schools, there are concerns that understanding is often not genuine, thus illustrat-
ing that undertaking Forest School training does not necessarily mean the development of deep and
reflexive practice. Many researchers aim to uncover what makes Forest Schools unique compared to
other learning experiences (Leather 2018).

Forest School can be seen as offering an alternative learning environment from which curricular
links can be made, particularly with respect to science, maths and the arts (Cumming and
Nash 2015). As well as offering a different context for learning, the learning approach associated
with Forest School is understood as being quite different from that of mainstream school, that is,
constructivist rather than instructional, and an alternative way of delivering the curriculum, which
can be embedded into the schools’ education framework as a whole (Cumming and Nash 2015).
This, it is argued, can support children’s motivation to learn and so Forest School is often positioned
as complementing or supplementing classroom learning – a form of curriculum enrichment that
allows children to develop key skills such as problem-solving (Slade, Lowery, and Bland 2013). It is
Forest School’s unique purpose that seems to distinguish it from other types of outdoor learning.
Forest School increases children’s connections with nature within the cultural and social context
of an ever-urbanised and indoor society; it also aims to increase young children’s motivation to
learn (Kenny 2010; Waite, Bolling, and Bentsen 2016), mainly by stimulating their interests.

Forest School is a vehicle for the curriculum and not a curriculum in itself. Tensions can exist when
the curricular goals and philosophy do not fully align with its ethos. As Mycock (2019) argues, Forest
School pedagogy is often a mix of contradictory influences, including experiential learning; play-
based learning; child development theories; environmental science and ‘nature’ studies. An ‘ideal
representation’ of Forest School and what it entails can be quite different from reality. For
example, Forest School education has been endorsed because it explicitly encourages ‘risky’ activi-
ties such as fire lighting, knife use and tree climbing, activities from which children are increasingly
prohibited. As a result of these attitudinal and policy changes, as well as the increased competition
between schools in the United Kingdom wishing to distinguish themselves through the Forest
School badge, there has been a precipitous increase in the number of both private and school-
based Forest Schools. With many providers claiming to offer Forest School education, and in an
attempt to standardise this increasingly fragmented ‘market’ and to promote and ‘professionalise’
Forest School education, the FSA was formed in 2012.
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The LOtC manifesto (DfES 2006, 2) illustrated the value the government placed on outdoor learn-
ing and the potential it has to enrich the curriculum. However, the government views children as
products, expected to meet certain criteria, with far less concern for the means employed to help
them learn and develop (Moss 2016). Moss (2016) argues that it is important for children to have
the freedom to express themselves and that risk is a necessary part of their development. Children
should be allowed to flourish in aspects other than testing and teachers should be able to engage
children in exciting lessons that are not necessarily curriculum-driven.

The anti-modern representation of an idyllic and, invariably, rural childhood manifests itself in the
highly influential work of Richard Louv, whose Last Child in the Woods ([2005] 2010) has been cele-
brated by organisations such as the National Trust (Moss 2012) which endorse Louv’s ‘diagnosis’ that
children are suffering from ‘Nature Deficit Disorder’. Both Moss and Louv recognise that this is not a
medical condition; the use of the term has become commonplace because it resonates with a more
general pathologisation of children, characterised by the contested psychological condition Atten-
tion-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Louv ([2005] 2010) suggests that to remain healthy, chil-
dren do not just need good nutrition and adequate sleep but also need contact with nature.

In addition, developmental theories often frame children’s well-being in linear, sequential and
decontextualised ways (Wexler and Eglinton 2015). Well-being is often viewed as an absence of
good health, with a focus on mental health issues, including children’s anxiety and depression.
The World Health Organisation (WHO 2011) defines well-being as realising one’s own potential,
coping with everyday stress, working productively and making a contribution to one’s community.
While there is some reference in WHO’s definition to political, historical, economic and other socio-
cultural influences (Wexler and Eglinton 2015), it does not include co-constructive elements between
the child and the space they inhabit at Forest School. A developmental perspective, on the other
hand, fails to see the child, within society and inhabiting space or place, as an active agent. Children,
rather than developing through static, pre-determined phases, help to create the Forest School
space and the activities that take place within it.

Forest School presents ideological differences to education by directly challenging risk aversion in
contrast to schools and teachers becoming increasingly risk-aware (Connolly and Haughton 2017)
and this can create tensions in practice. Rules around risk within Forest School sessions can be con-
tested; for example, what are the ‘rules’ and who decides? (Knight 2009). Sessions often include
activities and games that encourage interaction through the use of tools and fire. Tension often
exists, however, between Forest School practitioners and teaching staff accompanying children
during sessions. A deficit discourse seems to exist, with teachers positioned as problematic (Harris
2017, 2018; Waite, Bolling, and Bentsen 2016). It is within this discourse that the ideological differ-
ences between Forest School and mainstream schooling are most explicitly in conflict (Kemp and
Pagden 2018). Within this framework can be considered different perceptions of ‘educational’ risk
and sociological understandings of risk within Forest School.

Risk in childhood
The sociological conception of risk (Giddens 1990, 1991) is the identification of real and perceived
risk as a result of industrialisation. Notions of a risk society or risk culture as posited by Beck
(1992, 1999) and Giddens (1999) suggest that risk has become a central principle, guiding both indi-
vidual and institutional behaviour in contemporary society. This heightened awareness of risk and
efforts to imbue the management of, or containment of, risk are features of modern practice
within education. This paradoxically positions the modern child simultaneously ‘at risk’ and
needing protection while considering them to be also ‘at risk’ from the overprotection that this
engenders. This tension reflects wider paradoxical representations of children within contemporary
constructions of childhood (Connolly and Haughton 2017).

Drawing on a social constructionist position, we argue that the historical and cultural contingency
of this vulnerability discourse highlights a certain social, historical and culturally contingent version
of childhood that is ‘at risk’. As uncertainty increases, risk becomes ubiquitous. Uncertainty in
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educational practice with children and, in particular, with Forest School practice, emerges. The ways
in which parents and children construct notions of risk outdoors means that we need to consider
narratives that are culturally informed and to consider risk in children’s lives within these broader
contexts.

Contemporary discourses which sacralise children result in a reluctance to question the positive
role of risk in children’s education. The conceptions of the innocent and vulnerable child who must
be protected are pervasive within society and may lead the practitioner and accompanying teachers
to focus on risk when planning for and leading children’s Forest School activities. This view of child-
hood derives from representations of the child as active or passive. The concept of the active child,
whose agency is respected and whose capacity and rights are acknowledged and embedded in law,
has its roots in Gillick competency and within the normative framework contained within the United
Nations Conventions for the Rights of the Child (Freeman 2011). On the other hand, there are rep-
resentations of the passive child, with romantic ideals of children’s vulnerability and the concomitant
need for adult protection, whose rights are protected by adults. A child may be viewed within edu-
cation, therefore, as both at risk and a risk.

A ‘childhood in crisis’ narrative suggests re-conceptualisations of childhood and the child/adult
relationship in late modernity, rather than the crisis as an asocial, universal, structural category. A pos-
ition of reflexive modernisation (Kehily 2010) suggests that the change in our experiences of child-
hood is less to do with the objective condition of children than in the subjective perception of adults.

There has been an intensification of concerns over the safety and well-being of children in
western societies. Concerns include technological and commercial exposure and premature sexua-
lisation (Bailey 2011). Technological considerations were first highlighted by Palmer (2006, 2007)
when discussing the position of a ‘childhood in crisis’. According to a report for the National Trust
(2014), children spend, on average, over 17 h every week watching television, and 11–15-year-
olds spend about 7.5 h a day watching screens of one sort or another. Moss (2012) argues that
fewer than one in ten children regularly plays in wild places and that children are unable to recognise
common wild creatures and engage in physical ‘risk’. Through recognising the unreasonable societal
perceptions of actual childhood risks, we can more accurately estimate the minimal risks posed by
Forest School practice to children.

Forest School and risk

‘Risky’ elements to Forest School practice for children, depending on age, include tree-climbing, use of tools
such as knives to whittle, axes to chop wood, campfire management, flora and fauna, woodland crafts and navi-
gating uneven terrain (Button and Wilde 2019). However, risk aversion seems to have become a key feature of
contemporary childhood, with a heightened perception of risk having a significant impact upon professionals’
practice and occupational identity. There is conflicting understandings and approaches to professional practice
which inform how risk is understood and managed. According to Knight (2011), practitioners and teachers have
greater concerns over the facilitation of risk-taking activities with children than their parents. At the same time,
practitioners are under pressure to provide children with more opportunities for outdoor play and to take
greater risks. Connolly and Haughton (2017) report that, whilst teachers’ motivations to participate in Forest
School are derived from a desire to expose children to formative risk-taking outdoors, there are tensions in
how they manage and supervise risky activities. This meant that the Forest School pedagogy may not have
been fully realised, due to the very institutional risk aversion which they were attempting to counter.

Solly (2015) highlights that practitioners’ views about risk are the main influence on the extent to
which children are allowed to take risks and the quality of children’s experiences in Forest School. A
‘risk-benefit assessment’ with Forest School allows children and practitioners to assess and manage
risks and benefits together (Gill 2010). In this scenario, harmful elements, such as poisonous flora or
trip hazards, would not necessarily be removed but rather the focus would be on helping the child to
understand and manage the danger or risks in that setting. This approach illustrates the concept of
‘managed’ risk. This paper argues that, by countering a risk-averse tendency in society, Forest School
offers children the opportunities to take some risks within a ‘safe’ environment. Button and Wilde
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(2019) argue that in natural, wild spaces, there are elements of risky play, where children can chal-
lenge their skills and experience, impacting positively upon their well-being. The low-stress environ-
ment means that there are more opportunities for children to develop their creativity, imagination,
resilience and confidence.

Sandseter (2009) argues that play and risk are interwoven, and thus risk must be appreciated.
Such environments also assist in coping with real-life challenges and risks in childhood and
enable the formation of skills for adulthood. Balancing the exposure to risk and need for safety cor-
rectly may even have a significant impact on children’s long-term well-being (Solly 2015). Govern-
ment policy (House of Commons 2010) has suggested that children need the opportunity to
manage and take risks. Similarly, McCree and Cree (2017) argue that exposing children to risk and
allowing them tomanage their own risk empowers their self-regulated play. The Council for Learning
Outside the Classroom (LOtC) (2012) states that preventing risk in play can have an adverse effect on
children’s management of hazards, the development of resilience and self-confidence and their
ability to cope with change.

The proposition that risk-taking is of benefit to children’s development can be explored through
the concept of resilience. Resilience can be defined as the child’s ability to process and overcome
personal risks and dangers, and therefore there must be opportunities for risk-taking for resilience
to develop. The building of resilience and confidence through Forest School contributes to the
overall well-being of the child (Chawla 2015). The risks that are posed to a child in Forest School,
through physical and emotional challenges, help the child to build resilience in overcoming such
risks and taking on new challenges. Whereas previous generations of children in Britain were
used to undertaking risky behaviours, such as roaming freely outdoors, tree climbing, using a pen-
knife or simply exploring without adult supervision, these activities occur much less today (Gill 2013).

The work of Savery et al. (2017), which emphasises the importance of risk-taking activity in Forest
Schools by younger children, can be situatedwithin the substantial history of linking child development
to outdoor play in early years settings (McMillan 2019). As such, risk is presented as an inevitable
outcome of outdoor play and is, therefore, a necessary part of child development. Conversely, research
conducted by Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2019) alludes to the complexity involved in talking about risk
within a primary school context. Here, the concepts of ‘dignity of risk’ and ‘risky play’ cannot be applied
straightforwardly. Primary schools have not historically placed such a strong emphasis on play and thus
the link between classroom-based activity and risk is a more complex one (Garden and Downes 2021).

A parallel discourse of risk that permeates childhood in crisis is that children are at risk from risk
itself. By not allowing children to take risks, children are at risk from the absence of risk in outdoor
play. Part of the reason that children are not taking part in outdoor risk exposure is due to children’s
technologically mediated, indoor, sedentary lifestyle. Adults’ overprotection is caused by parental
over-sensitivity to risk in believing that children need protection from the adult world. This protec-
tionary impulse can be seen as limiting children’s freedom and having a negative impact on their
physical and psychological well-being by denying them the formative development inherent in
risky experiences. Adults’ attempts at protecting children and ‘preserving childhood’ are part of
the problem, rather than the solution; consequently, childhood is at risk from both the encroach-
ment and the protection of the adult world. This concern is evidence for Beck’s general reflexive indi-
vidualisation thesis (Beck 1992), and Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s (1995) illustration of how such
reflexive individualisation colonises even the most intimate interpersonal relationships.

A dominant discourse relating to the putative crisis in childhood argues that children are at risk
from denying them risk-taking experiences. Moss (2012) claims that within a ‘risk’ society, children
now spend very little time out of doors. Parental or adult fears, therefore, impose a ‘zero risk child-
hood’, with children’s time spent indoors ‘reared in captivity’ (Gill 2013), alongside technology as the
babysitter (Palmer 2011).

Palmer’s highly influential Toxic Childhood (2006) and Detoxifying Childhood (2007) consider the
impact of the ‘denial’ of play, in particular, outdoor play. Palmer argues that, as a consequence of
technological advancement and a reduction in traditional forms of play, combined with exposure
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to consumerist messages, children’s emotional, social and cognitive development is being compro-
mised. He suggests that the antidote is nature and therefore a move away from technology. Palmer
proposes that children’s lives should be ‘free range’, rather than the sedentary, technologically
mediated, nature-deprived ‘battery’ living they now experience.

As an antidote to both technological over-exposure and overprotection, there have been moves
among parents, campaigners, policy advisors (Gill 2014), the DfES (2006) and advocates, such as Wild
Nature, Playing Out and Project Wild Thing, to reintroduce risk-taking behaviours into the lives of
children. In doing so, they aim to counter both the perceived cocooning of children and the perva-
sive negative understanding of risk, which is seen to emasculate not only children but parents and
those who, while acting in loco parentis, are responsible for children’s welfare and well-being. An
educational initiative that has been offered as an exemplar (DfES 2006) in countering such ubiqui-
tous risk aversion is a policy borrowed from Scandinavia-Forest School education. Proponents of
this initiative argue that through exposing children to both nature and risk (Maynard and Waters
2007; Knight 2013), Forest School education can mitigate some of the perceived deleterious
impacts that contemporary hyper-risk aversion can have on children’s well-being. The ‘safe’ bound-
aries of Forest School allow risk to be explored and children to assess the levels of risk for themselves.

The case for space in risk

The complex social arrangements that have underpinned the development of Forest Schools in the
UK context, therefore, necessitate a theoretical approach that focuses on their potential as learning
spaces in situ and the place of risk within this learning space, rather than measuring them against
values that do not easily transcend geographical borders. Forest Schools can be viewed as distinctive
spaces that sit within, and interact with, other connected spaces.

In considering outdoor space, the less predictable nature of the Forest School space may make
the outdoor space more dynamic than an approved play space such as a playground; a space
that is often designed to prevent injury. The idea of ‘risky play’ in the Forest School space can be
described as play that fits within the category of physical play and is described as active, exciting
and having elements of risk (Kleppe, Melhuish, and Sandseter 2017). Risky play can be argued to
be a necessary component of healthy child development and the promotion of physical, social
and mental health in children (Brussoni et al. 2015). A narrative of blame and litigation is responsible
for educational practitioners’ anxiety. The main concerns were how children’s parents would react,
the professional responsibilities of the practitioner and uncertainty about who would be blamed for
any incidents (Button and Wilde 2019). Beck’s risk society can be argued to hold a firm influence over
societal beliefs and practices, including practitioners’ fear of litigation (Harper 2017).

Forest Schools are often presented as idealised avenues to investigate the balance which is
needed between risk-taking and safety in child development (Harper 2017). Forest School is an
environment in which the risk of injury is present but minimal. The conceptualisation of risk
within Forest School may not be well understood. The idea of Forest School as a range of narratives
played out in time and space links to Massey’s ideas; this understanding necessarily requires a redefi-
nition of the ontological question of time and space rather than a dualism between our experiences
of an external world, predicated on matter, and our internalised thoughts, predicated on time. This is
not to say that the two operate indistinctly, for each has its own characteristics. This redefinition of
the relationship between space and time in Forest Schools necessarily creates a more dynamic
account of reality. Rather than a timeless, closed system, space becomes a ‘discrete multiplicity
[that is] imbued with temporality’ (Massey 2005, 55).

In terms of the Forest School space, both time and space are internal facets that form the basic
structures of cognition. According to Massey, there is confusion between time and space, which
emanates from a sense that they exist independently of us. Such an approach ignores the work
of Kant, which is central to most modern paradigms of thought. For Kant, time and space are a
priori functions, that is, they form the architecture by which we make sense of the world: we see
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objects in space but only make sense of them through difference, as they change through time
(Massey 2005, 57).

Massey’s approach considers the distinction between space and place, where place is the posi-
tioning of static objects such as those in nature, and space is the multiple interactions that occur
between such objects (Agnew 2011). Outdoor learning spaces are used and valued within Forest
School with Forest School practice becoming increasingly embedded within mainstream schooling
(Harris 2017) situated at a point of intersection between formal and alternative forms of schooling.
Place, therefore, provides a little possibility for diverse outcomes and agency, whereas space pro-
vides the opportunity for multiple trajectories to exist within the same context. The place for risk
can, therefore, be considered within the concepts of place and space with the outdoor learning
space freeing teachers from the norms and conventions of the classroom.

Viewing Forest School as a ‘third space’, as initially conceptualised by Bhabha, acknowledges the
interconnectedness of different spaces (Potter and McDougall 2017). Forest School is a collection of
places, for example, fire circle, trees and paths, and therefore the space is continually recreated and
always subject to the possibility of change. The slight shifting of ‘cultural borders’ within the con-
struction of risk arguably occurs as relationships between adults and children are re-defined
within the Forest School space. Relationships with the children and expectations of behaviour are
adapted while skills and approaches to teaching are subtly altered (Harris 2017). A more interactive
and ‘relaxed’ style of teaching or leadership may pave the way for differing approaches to risk within
the outdoor space. The insertion of risk into this dynamic means risk acts as this ‘third space’. If we
consider teachers, rangers and children as actors in this dynamic, they progress on multiple trajec-
tories of space, place and risk. It is, therefore, possible for an individual to operate multiple trajec-
tories through the same space.

Discussion

This paper contributes to knowledge in the field of outdoor education by considering risk and the
influence of space within UK Forest School practice. Cultural perceptions of risk within UK culture
mean that adults can feel anxious about children’s safety and thus conclude that particular activities
are deemed to be too risky for their children. For example, Mertl (2015) argues that in the UK there is
the underlying assumption that children will not be safe outside unless there is adult surveillance.
This risk-averse culture and attitudinal changes towards childhood risk have increased over the
past 30 years (McDowall-Clark 2013). The perception of the child as vulnerable implies that children
need adult protection and guidance (Connolly and Haughton 2017), thus leading to a reduction in
outdoor, unsupervised play for children (Play Safety Forum 2017).

The specific pedagogy, however, which underpins Forest School needs better articulation, and
therefore it can be difficult for those not directly involved with Forest School to recognise its
value (Leather 2018). The environment enhances children’s engagement and awareness of nature
and contributes to Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). If practitioners are not aware of
the goals or how to promote sustainability, this is a missed opportunity to create advocates for
the future (Gurholt 2014).

Fears about risk tend to be projected onto certain groups, with those groups defined as the
dangerous, ‘risky’ other. Concepts of space include cultural objects constructed through social, pol-
itical and historical processes. The importance of space and place in relation to concepts of riskiness
lies not simply in their value as metaphor but in their materiality. Risk can be conceptualised differ-
ently according to the place the actors inhabit. Activities viewed from the safety of a classroom are
likely to be perceived differently from those same activities in Forest School; for example, children
cooking over a fire or using tools to whittle.

Teachers are more likely to accept risk in Forest School because they take their positions as class-
room teachers in the Forest School setting. An aversion or sensitivity to risk can be highlighted by
teacher directions in the Forest School space as such as ‘don’t run’ and ‘be quiet’. More experienced
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practitioners in the Forest School space are less anxious about the risks of delivering Forest School
sessions with young children (Button and Wilde 2019). An understanding of the underpinnings or
theoretical basis of Forest School needs to be fully understood by teachers for the space to be
fully utilised. Harper (2017) argues that a restructuring of the conversations around the place of
risk leads to a return to a societal acceptance of reasonable and meaningful risk-taking by children.
This, in turn, leads to shifts in the perception and practice of Forest School practitioners to engage
children in outdoor risky play without fear of litigation and to fully recognise its value for children’s
development. A reconceputalisation of risk in childhood is arguably needed to allow children full
exploration of capacity and curiosity in outdoor risky play in Forest School.

The learning space at Forest School is materially different from the classroom environment
(Peacock and Pratt 2011). Learning spaces have their own practices, norms of behaviour, objectives
and goals. Indeed, these cultural borders and the crossing of them are important to consider as chil-
dren move from one space into another. The transition to the outdoors moves children into a space
that is freer in terms of movement and possibly expectations of behaviour. In the Forest School
space, children do not need to contain their energy levels or movement in the same ways that
they would in an indoor classroom environment. As Fiskum and Jacobsen (2013) argue the restraints
of the classroom environment can be very stressful for some pupils, including those with ADHD with
the outdoor environment conversely reducing stress and improving concentration levels.

Enabling children to explore the outdoor space concurs with the proposal that children have a
desire to master their environment. By not allowing children the opportunity to take risks, their
natural curiosity is diminished. This reiterates the need for a reconceptualised approach to Forest
School practice in UK contexts (Harris 2017). Forest Schools, through allowing opportunities for
choice and control, provide children with a more flexible and responsive learning environment,
motivating them to take risks and to gain a sense of accomplishment. This is closer to the philosophy
of Danish schools, which aim to increase the child’s sense of confidence (Harris 2017). The physical
environment can be associated with feelings of secure attachment, promote the principles of nurture
and provide a kind of ritualised routine. The familiar background of the scene (trees, fire circle, path-
ways) may be comforting and provide a sense of calm. This can reduce anxiety and build connections
and relationships particularly for children with SEMH (Garden 2022).

Consideration of the physical space can mean there is a need to redefine how we conceptualise
the notion of space within Forest Schools. Space is how individuals view the extension of learning
beyond the confines of the classroom, not just the physical space (Garden 2022). The idea of
Forest School as a range of narratives for children played out in time and space links into
Massey’s ideas and this understanding necessarily requires a redefinition of the ontological question.
Rather than a dualism between our experiences of an external world, predicated on matter, and our
internalised thoughts, predicated on time with both having their own characteristics. This redefini-
tion of the relationship between space and time in Forest Schools necessarily creates a more
dynamic account of the real. Rather than a timeless, closed system, space becomes a ‘discrete mul-
tiplicity (that is) imbued with temporality’ (Massey 2005, 55).

The ‘third space’ (Bhabha 2012) of Forest Schools, therefore, provides a link between the familiar
contexts of school and home. Such a model of education provides scope for interaction between
home, school, Forest School and opportunities for children to engage in ‘risk’. This paper contributes
to knowledge in the field of outdoor education by presenting the case for space in the co-construc-
tion of risk. Forest Schools and risk can, therefore, be conceptualised as a ‘third space’ with the
potential for a space to be established that provides opportunities for children to engage in risk-
taking activities that they may not have the opportunity to do otherwise.

The more theoretical lens offered by Harper’s positional paper on Forest Schools and risk is sig-
nificant (2017). In this work, the concept of risk is presented as both a benefit of Forest Schools and as
a barrier to them. In the first instance, the risk is presented as a deficit: it is something that has been
reduced for young people through lower levels of exposure to outdoor environments compared to
previous generations. Harper contrasts risky activity with a ‘risk society’ (2017, 318). This term refers
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to the historically specific conditions that have led to a society ‘accustomed to ever-present and
growing perceptions of risk’ (2017, 319). Harper posits that this reduction in tolerance to risk is unde-
sirable and leads to negative social outcomes. Reasons for the deficit tend to focus on a more risk-
averse culture and the increase in opportunities for indoor, technology-based activities (Elliott 2015).
Harper presents a society that is over-aware of risk and in which perception of risk is skewed: what is
construed as risk is of minimal danger in relation to other aspects of everyday life. This milieu, Harper
argues, is detrimental to healthy child development (2017). Garden and Downes (2021) argue that
while such a theoretical approach provides the freedom to provide a clear rationale for the need
for risk in Forest Schools, it provides little traction for change, as practitioners attempt to accommo-
date various demands on their roles. Indeed, it is more likely that such papers are aimed at policy-
makers rather than practitioners. As such, it is not clear what Forest Schools do in terms of beneficial
risk. Furthermore, when the discourses of ‘dignity of risk’ and ‘risky play’ are deleted from specific
contexts, their value is also removed concomitantly and the opportunities to transfer Forest
School activities as risk-enhancing become limited. Broader theoretical approaches have the poten-
tial to expand our understanding, but rarely have an impact at a practitioner level.
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