
Up Top Farm and Forest School 
Parent Handbook



At Up Top Farm and Forest School learning takes place in both forest and farm settings. The safety 
procedures in this handbook are designed to keep the program participants safe while allowing them 
the freedom to explore and interact with the environment around them. 

What is Forest School?

Forest School is an educational approach that has existed worldwide since the late 1950s. There are 
now over ten thousand Forest School programs in the UK alone and a growing number in Canada.
The activities that happen in Forest School vary, depending on the season, climate, landscape, ani-
mals that have visited the night before, trees that have blown down in the wind, the information pre-
sented by the educator, various tools and loose parts for building and creating, how long the group 
has been together and, most importantly, what interests the child. 
Forest Schools offer regular and repeated access to a natural space, as well as child-directed, emer-
gent and inquiry-based learning. The defining feature is that children are provided with opportunities 
to build a connection with nature, a dedicated educator, their classmates and themselves.

Safety At UTFFS:

One of the roles of the educators is to ensure that all safety measures are in place and are followed 
daily. We work to create an environment that is as safe as possible by being proactive and by using 
sensible, simple guidelines that the children and adults can remember. Our safety principles include:
 
• Assessing risk as conditions change – weather, tiredness, etc.. 
• Setting up a safe space with boundaries and safety guidelines. 
• Observing the children’s interactions with each other and with nature. 
• Supporting the children as they choose what activities to do and how to challenge themselves. 
• Spotting the children during more challenging physical activity. 
• Gently guiding the children to safer activities if required. 
• Implementing and adapting COVID-19 policies and best practices into all programs. 

Emergency Procedures and First Aid 

UTFFS has written emergency procedures that have been made familiar to all educators and volun-
teers. A copy of the procedures, including emergency phone numbers, is carried by an educator/vol-
unteer at all times in the emergency/first aid backpack. All educators have first aid training. 

Hand-washing and Drinking Water 
Children will be asked to wash their hands with soap and water before eating, and after using “the 
facilities”. They will also be able to refill their water bottles on site. 

Inclement Weather Policy/Closure  
As an outdoor school our goal is to run in all types of weather, although from a safety perspective this 
may not always be possible. Therefore, we will be adhering to the North Cowichan School District 



(79) Snow Days. When schools are closed, we will not run. However we will continue to run during 
Bus Cancellations. We will have a message on our Instagram Site by 7:15 AM and you will be notified 
by email and/or text message should there be cancellations.  

Extreme Weather  
UTFFS staff will consult the forecast throughout the day and any weather related safety concerns will 
be considered in all decisions for programming purposes in the event of potential thunder and light-
ning, students will stay close to shelter. During thunder and lightning, participants will remain under 
shelter until storm has passed. Should we not be near shelter during a storm for an unforeseeable 
reason, UTFFS staff will facilitate lighting position with students. In the case of extreme cold (-30C or 
below) or extreme heat (30C or above), the day may end early, based on age and gear. In the event 
of high winds or wind gusts, we will stay in the open farm area and clear of forested areas and other 
overhead hazards.  

Drop-off and Pick-up  
UTFFS requires a written or verbal authorization for the people who may pick up their child or be con-
tacted in case of an emergency (must be over 16 years old). Parents/Guardians must notify UTFFS 
before changing the usual pick-up routine. Should an unauthorized person come to pick up a student, 
that child will not be released into the care of the adult until a verbal consent has been given via tele-
phone. UTFFS recognizes all parents’ rights to access their child regardless of marital status. Please 
know that access/information will only be denied when there is a written separation agreement or a 
legal court order provided to UTFFS directing us to do so. Drop-off is 8:50AM and pick-up is 12PM 
unless otherwise arranged.   

Head Counting: 
Educator is responsible for head counting. Counting heads takes place every 10 minutes when the 
group is in one area. Each time the group transitions from one place to another, heads are counted 
again. 

Interactions Between Children: 

• Sometimes children will have interactions between eachother that are challenging for both the 
children involved and for the adults around them. If conflict resolution seems necessary, an adult 
may step in to mediate. Adults will make every effort to do the following when challenging interac-
tions occur: 

• Be proactive. Take note of the social interactions between the children. 
• Be physically closer to a child or children if concerned about a social or safety situation. 
• Remind the children to use gentle (kind, respectful) words to ask for what they need and to clearly 

articulate their personal boundaries. 
• Remind the children that hands are for working and playing. 
• Redirect the children to different activities or have them chat with an adult who will help them calm 

down. 
• When the children are calm, discuss the situation with the children involved. Encourage discussion 

of any differences so that the children can work on communicating their needs to each other. 



• Acknowledge children’s feelings and encourage them to express their feelings about a situation 
(i.e. “I felt sad when…”, help them to identify/name feelings if needed. 

• Encourage the child(ren) to consider alternative actions that they could take in the future and ac-
tions that they could take right now to help everyone feel better.

The Children in the Forest and on the farm. 

Every day, we practice dynamic risk assessment as we visit various natural sites on the property and 
determine suitability of the site for the goals of the lesson and safety of the children. The following 
guidelines (in blue) are written with phrases we use with the children as we guide them toward safe 
behavior in the forest.  

Boundaries  
Boundaries will be established using flagging tape and or pilon. The educator will watch to ensure that 
the children stay within the boundaries. The educator will remain in close proximity to the children at 
all times. If we are working in smaller groups in different areas, there will be one adult per group.  
Sticks  
Sticks for play will be the length of the child’s arm or shorter except at the facilitator’s discretion.  
Sticks are for building, digging, and imaginative play. They are not for hitting. When we walk and run, 
we put the sticks down. It is important to be able to use your own hands for holding and for balance.  
Rocks  
When we are near the water, we may throw rocks. When we throw rocks, we look around and check 
to make sure that no one is close to us, in our personal bubble (the area a few meters around our 
body). We may throw rocks that are as large as the palms of our hands.  
Climbing 
We may climb as high as we are tall. We only climb as high as we can climb on our own. We only 
climb when an adult can safely spot us (watch us and keep us safe). The adult will be present to spot 
a child, not to assist them to get higher. If the adult cannot be present or cannot safely spot the child, 
the child will not be able to climb.  
Digging 
Ask the educator if you would like to dig a hole that is larger than your hand. When we dig a hole, we 
will fill it back in when we are finished so that we disturb the forest as little as possible.  
Plants  
We ask an adult before eating a plant to make sure it is safe to eat. We keep green leaves on the 
plants so that they can help the plant grow.  
Fire 
On select days we will have a Forest School campfire. When we are around the fire, we sit. We keep 
our bodies away from the fire as it is very hot. We also keep things out of the fire. When we walk to 
and from the fire, we walk on the outside of the campfire circle (a safe boundary set away from the 
fire).  
Pond  
At UTFFS we have a pond that collects rain water that we use to irrigate the farm. It is vital to the 
food that we grow. There are clear boundaries around the pond. Educators will only visit the pond if 
the group is ready and understands the rules around the pond. Walking feet near the pond and stay 
behind boundary.  Before we visit the pond the educator will give instructions to the children about the 



appropriate behavior around this body of water. Children must be within an arm’s length of an adult 
and may not stand in the water. There is a lifesaving ring in case of emergencies 
Chickens 
At UTFFS we take special care of our chickens. When visiting with chickens children need to have 
calm bodies and walking feet as to not frighten the chickens. We will sanitize our hands after visiting 
with chickens. 
Farm 
Like when in the forest we encourage children to be respectful of plants, asking an adult before har-
vesting and eating any plants or fruit. Children stay on the pathways and avoid walking in garden 
beds.  
 
Accessibility Policy 

UTFFS prioritizes making our programs accessible to a wide range of participants regardless of race, 
religion, gender, sexual orientation, language, physical/emotional/mental ability, or socioeconomic sta-
tus. We seek to dismantle the barriers to participation in UTFFS by making our site physically acces-
sible for everyone. 

General Communication 

Generally UTFFS will communicate with parents/caregivers via email. Please be sure to communicate 
via email or text message for the following: 
• if you will be late/absent
• if your child is sick

UTFFS educators are also available for brief “check-ins” during pick-up/drop-off times and are happy 
to share the day’s highlights with you, though their priority will always be on participants during that 
time. If you would like to have a longer or more focused conversation with the educator, please do not 
hesitate to communicate via email or to set up an in-person meeting time via email. 

Emergency Communication.

In the event of an emergency at UTFFS involving your child, parents/emergency contact people will 
be contacted by telephone once emergency personnel (if needed) and the executive director have 
been contacted. In the event that weather/road conditions make travel to/from UTFFS dangerous for 
staff/ participants and UTFFS needs to cancel programs or close early for the day, participants/their 
caregivers will be notified by telephone. 

Questions and Concerns 

Should you have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to ask to speak with an educator 
during drop-off/pick-up times or to email. If you should have a complaint or concern that cannot be 
resolved directly with UTFFS educator either through an in-person conversation or via email, please 
bring that concern to Bridget Trousdell 


