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Forest Kindergarten

The forest kindergarten movement has existed  
in Europe for decades but has only recently 
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North American preschools. As a contrast to 
the push for early academics, these programs 
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learning, play, and movement. In this sense, they 
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Non-Waldorf forest 
kindergartens emphasize free 
play heavily, but are also likely to 
introduce topics related to science 
and nature study or ecology as 
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When compared to state and 
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to outdoor play as part of their early childhood 
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days spent in the forest or on a farm. However, 
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also examining some of the challenges that these 
programs face. 

In researching this topic, I interviewed several 
professionals who work in various outdoor 
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rhythm” of an outdoor program. 
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early childhood classrooms. However, there are 
varying ideas about what makes for a healthy 
rhythm. There is no doubt that outdoor programs 
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modern culture or was simply the 
natural state of childhood. Others 
felt there was need for greater 
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work with parents and children. This is an issue  
of great import, considering the strong 
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state of teachers has a profound, albeit subtle, 
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free play. 
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The teachers I spoke with agreed that 
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experience in abundance. In an outdoor program, 
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for themselves among the debris and plant life 
that nature makes available. In this way, the 

Outdoor programs 
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more “out-breath” 
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childhood programs.
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play changes when they are deep in nature. The 
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types of games that children play 
and how they play them. While 
children must make playthings 
out of the most basic resources, 
their play also tends to be more 
movement-based, or larger in 
gesture, than their indoor play. 
One teacher described this 
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is bigger than is possible indoors. 
5�
���������
���


�	���!�������
���
�����
��#�
��
�����������������
)��
�������


������
	�����

$�
���

����
����������
���������%����
���
��
����������
���)
��$�����

��	������)����
and friend circles that existed in the classroom. 
Teachers noted fewer disciplinary issues, too, 
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mean games lasted longer and took place with 
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more rough-housing. With 
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teachers felt comfortable 
allowing such play, to varying 
degrees. While playing in the 
forest, children experience a 
higher degree of being trusted. 
They are not always as closely 
watched as they would be 
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they are naturally drawn, but which have to be 
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natural part of the outdoor play experience, and 
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their way into the play atmosphere, developing 
individual risk-management skills. There is 
plenty of climbing, running, balancing, building, 
and other large motor and strength-building 
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surrounding rough-housing and 
its role in child development. 
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children interpret this kind of play in a wide 
variety of ways, so it cannot be said that rough-
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and unhealthy. Teachers must work to read the 
mood of the play to know when, whether, and 
how to intervene. They must know their students 
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During such outdoor 
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indoors, and play took 
on more variety and 
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In an outdoor program 
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playthings; children 
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themselves among 
the debris and plant 
life that nature makes 
available.
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teacher to connect individually with students 
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student to slow down and connect. Especially in 
winter, this moment of soul warmth, experienced 
together with warm water when possible, adds 
a balance to the ruggedness that comes with a 
morning spent outdoors. 

Like indoor programs, forest 
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component. In the outdoors, work 
is physically more laborious—
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of strength, which helps to bring children more 
fully into their bodies. In this respect, real work 
and sustained walking can help to balance the 
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sewing, and working with beeswax are rarely—if 
at all—part of the daily schedule. Programs that 
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or sewing. There are varying opinions on the 
necessity of such work in the kindergarten. 
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Teachers ask themselves whether the Waldorf 
movement in general has become too focused 
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their children create products for their parents. 
Many individual schools and teachers have been 
working to bring into focus what really serves the 
needs of young children.

As forest kindergarten students leave their 
programs and enter the elementary schools 
in growing numbers, it may become clearer 
whether something is missing as a result of the 
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It is very possible, of course, 
�
�����#

$��

����������
����������


���


�!������
���������
���!������
�����#

$�
certainly does not have to disappear when the 
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instance, there will always be things to create and 
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presents the teacher with many challenges. 
These range from carrying all supplies (including 
�

�!�������!����	���
��!����
����
�	
L�!�����7����
)��$	��$���
�����	�����������
�!��
���	�
�������
up to 200 acres of farm and forest. In most 
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deal of strength, 
which helps to bring 
children more fully 
into their bodies.
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wilderness spaces, to a lesser degree, also need 
to be maintained. For programs that own such a 
space, this year-round commitment needs to  
be considered. 

One teacher cited the helpfulness of the 
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Teachers and students create a kind of home 
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she created for the children out 
of doors, as well as to feel her 
awareness stretching far enough 
to encompass all of the children 
in her care wherever they were in 
the play space. 

Another teacher shared that 
the experience of warmth has 
to come more from the teachers 
rather than from the space itself. 
Of course, children have their warm clothing and 
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warm food, but the sense of warmth goes well 
beyond its physical expression. In the outdoor 
classroom teachers have to work harder to create 
moments of soul warmth. One teacher noted that 
children who come to her program from an all-
day outdoor program seem to have “thinner skin” 
and “need a sheath of warmth” wrapped around 
them. Teachers who work outdoors, then, must 
����
�	�����������

��������


���	�
�������
that foster this feeling more easily. One way to 
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such as hand-washing, hair brushing, or dressing 
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envelop the children in her warmth and presence. 
Planning such moments in the daily rhythm also 
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the experience of working outdoors, saying it 
improved their teaching and their strength for 
the work. They did not seem to mind the extra 
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they were less stressed and more 
engaged than they might be in a 
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From this we can also see 
that outdoor programs may suit 
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others. When we consider how 
much children absorb through 
����
������������	������!�#��

�����		
�������������	

������
������������
*��

��
�����

�������9������
#�
����
�#

$��
%�����
��#�
����������������)����
���
�����
outdoors will be able to pass that refreshment on 
to their students. 
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teachers to consider 
the gesture with 
which they complete 
their tasks.
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to the mood and energy of their outdoor play. 
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be especially well informed about 
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in case of any emergency. 

A few of the teachers I 
spoke with noted that American 
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be comfortable allowing their children to play 
in the rough-and-tumble manner allowed by 
some outdoor programs, or may feel concerned 
about the risks inherent in natural play areas. It is 
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parents are completely on board with them. 

Parents also have to be willing to take on 
�����
����#

$�����������$�����$�!�#�������
��������
��������
�����!�����	

�����������	���
sets of outdoor gear. Otherwise such a program 
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forest kindergarten teachers are clear, careful 
communicators and that paperwork is properly 
addressed. 
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early and help families develop a comfortable 
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to learn how to connect their own young children 
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early outdoor experiences. Families with these 
background experiences are more likely to 
structure their home lives in a way that is in 
��
�
���#�������������
��*�����

����	�
�������

It is important to note that forest programs 
������
���$����
���������
�������
��
�������)���

children, since they need to 
be mature enough to handle 
���������
�����
���
�������

��	
���)�������������	

�
����
�&

���%�����
�������)����
�����
��
�������������������
���#�	

�����
to ensure that a child is capable 
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anyone in danger. Without the 
presence of a fenced-in play area, 
teachers must depend more on 
children to be aware of invisible 

boundaries and to be careful around heavy or 
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experience of a forest program and a farm 
or garden program. In the forest, children 
experience nature that has been only mildly 
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Parents have to be 
willing to take on 
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washing muddy 
clothes every day, 
and providing 
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outdoor gear.
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Waldorf preschools and kindergartens aspire 
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that nurtures and supports the development of 
the young child. Nature is nurturing in her own 
way, but indoor spaces imagined, designed, and 
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to be considered carefully and 
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students? Is it necessary? What does 
�����

����

���
����	�
������
&�
����
�
��
���!�

���������
�~

Ideally children will have the 
ability to experience all three of these 
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garden or farm, and indoors. 
Unfortunately, many modern indoor spaces are 
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than a spiritual or developmental one. Generally 
it is less expensive to ready an outdoor space for 
use by the children. However, teachers who work 
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simple structures like forts, lean-tos, or houses 
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chance to retreat a bit from the expansiveness 
of nature and come to a more inward mood. 
Most indoor classrooms have a cuddly corner 
for children who want to step out of the play 
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to retreat more than others, and having such a 
place available can be helpful. A structure that is 
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Conclusions 
Many people within the outdoor school 

movement suppose that young children will 
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kindergarten years because these children will 
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country for only a few years and because there 
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children will not learn how to be in a classroom 
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remains: Does a forest or farm 
program help children to incarnate 
properly in their early childhood 
years? We want our children to 
reach age seven inwardly prepared 
for the tasks of the middle years of 
childhood.
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kind of structure. Waldorf educators 

know that part of their task is to teach their 
students to properly breathe in the broadest 
sense of the word. It is the teachers who bring 
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to in-breath and out-breath. In a program with 
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their own rest and movement in their play. 
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structure that provides the proper balance for the 
children in her care. An outdoor program has its 
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the needs of her students.

We ought not to see the forest kindergarten 
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the ways people lived and interacted many years 
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children to 
reach age 
seven inwardly 
prepared for 
the tasks of the 
middle years of 
childhood.
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ago. However, our students are modern children, 
and while we can create such atmospheres 
within the controlled space of our schools, we 
need to look also at the bigger context within 
which our students live. In my opinion, increasing 

���


�������
�������
����
�����"������������
help to lessen some of the symptoms students 
are showing as a result of the challenges of the 
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their deeper soul and spiritual needs. For that, 
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place each day between teacher and student. 
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