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Stepping Stone Forest Plan for 
St Kevin's Boys NS
Introduction
Stepping Stone forests are small densely planted forests of native Irish trees. The method of planting these small forests is inspired by the world renowned botanist Prof. Akira Miyawaki. The soil preparation and dense planting ensures that these forests grow and develop extremely quickly.
The Forests
Stepping Stone forests consist of a variety of native Irish trees and shrubs and can be as small as 100sq meters. The soil preparation,   dense planting, and extensive mulching means that these small forests grow very rapidly. In September 2020 we visited two 20 month old LEAF Ireland sites that have used similar planting methods. These forests were already of considerable stature with some of the canopy trees in excess of 15 feet tall. 
We use bare root plants and shrubs when planting Stepping Stone forests. Planting bare roots is cheaper, easier and faster than planting container-grown plants. Bare root planting generates less waste (there are no pots to get rid of) and the plants are easier to transport. They are also far easier for younger children to plant.
Where suitable space and conditions exist we will plant the forests in a horseshoe shape. The space within the horseshoe will give the school children access to the forest as well acting as an outdoor classroom. The enclosed shape will give the children a degree of protection from windy conditions.
Benefits
Ireland has virtually the lowest levels of forest cover in Europe. Many children from Tallaght have very limited opportunities to visit a forest. By creating small forests on to the grounds of schools, children will be exposed to the many benefits that trees bestow. They will learn from a young age to have an appreciation for nature and to interact with the biodiversity that exists in a forest. 
The following is from a 2007 ScienceDirect report: Forest School and its impacts on young children: Case studies in Britain
“The research highlights that children can benefit in a range of ways. Six themes emerged from the data of the positive impacts on children in terms of confidence, social skills, language and communication, motivation and concentration, physical skills and knowledge and understanding. Two further themes highlight the wider impacts of Forest School on teachers, parents, and the extended family. Contact with the natural environment can be limited for children and young people in contemporary society due to concerns about safety outdoors and issues of risk and liability. Forest School provides an important opportunity for children to gain access to and become familiar with woodlands on a regular basis, while learning academic and practical skills. The constructivist theory of learning seems to be particularly suited to the Forest School approach as children make
meaning from their direct experiences.”
The full report can be accessed here:  https://www.ncn.ie/images/headers/earlychildhoodmodels/Forest-School-and-its-impacts-on-young-children_OBrien_Murray-2007.pdf
A pdf copy of Our Trees  - A Guide to Growing Ireland’s Native Trees can be downloaded here: https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-qemRFHRDRSVnh3bmxGOEVaMHc/edit
The Process in Brief
Bare root plants establish and grow very quickly however they must be planted between October and March. Soil preparation can be done in any season. All of the work will be done by the children under the guidance and supervision of school teachers, parents, and our volunteers. All volunteers will be Garda-vetted before they take part in any activities in which children will participate. 
The nature of Stepping Stone forests is such that they usually require minimal regular maintenance. One of our volunteers will pay a monthly visit to the forest sites to monitor progress and in the unlikely event of any problems, will take remedial action.
Covid-19 Safety Plan
By the time that soil preparation activities begin in September it is anticipated that almost everyone in Ireland will have been fully vaccinated. If, for any reason, some of the population are not fully vaccinated we will adhere to the prevailing Government guidance at the time. In addition we will only allow parents and volunteers on to the planting sites if they have been fully vaccinated. If for any reason we require the services or help from individuals that have not been fully vaccinated they will only permitted on to the site when the children and unvaccinated adults are not present.
St Kevin's Boys NS – Plan Specifics
The chosen site is very large in area so it is recommended that it is planted in two stages. One Stepping Stone forest to be planted in successive years. There is a benefit in this as a greater number of children get to experience the process of planting a forest from scratch. The forest will be accessed via a tunnel entrance formed by bending willow branches into an arch.
We recommend that a minimum of two, and preferably more,  teachers become involved in the educational elements of the project. LEAF Ireland provides online educational resources and work sheets that can be downloaded and printed: https://leafireland.org/resources/
This is another excellent resource: https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/media/43645/outdoor-learning-resource-pack.pdf
Typically Stepping Stone forests are planted at a density of one to three plants per square meter. In this case we recommend that this density is an average of 1.5 per sq meter.
Soil Preparation Phase
Once the school re-opens in September we can prepare the forest site. This involves putting down layers of the collected newspapers and cardboard. Then we cover this with a thick layer of wood chip mulch. The children will use buckets to transport the wood chip from the mound to the planting site.  Obviously we will need to have an appropriate ratio of adults to children. We will provide at least three volunteers and we would welcome as many parents that want to get involved to participate. The forest sponsors may also wish to be involved in the preparation and planting phases.
Cardboard & Newspaper Collection
If there is storage capacity available in the students could begin to bring in cardboard and newspapers straight away. This encourages a sense of buy-in by the children and their parents. Students that will not be involved in the actual planting could also collect cardboard for the project. Note that we cannot use cardboard that has a plastic or waxy covering and all sellotape must be removed. We can arrange for a weekly delivery of bundles of unsold of The Echo newspapers if necessary.
Planting Phase
Planting will take place in January/February/March. We will select the species and will order the bare root plants for delivery ahead of the chosen date.  Note that even though the numbers of trees may sound a bit daunting, keep in mind that bare root plants are very small and light as there is no soil/compost. The students will use trowels to create slits (rather than dig holes) to slide the plants into the ground. The planting should involve minimal digging. Once again we would encourage parents to get involved in the planting.
Monitoring Phase
Usually Stepping Stone forests do not require much maintenance. On a weekly basis school staff should visually check how the plants are progressing. We will also visit the forest on a monthly basis to assess progress. 
Funding 
AWSinCommunities has made contact with us to indicate that they will fund the first forest however we are awaiting official notification.  
See page 5 for the site & forest plan
Forest Site
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Next Steps - To Be Decided at Zoom Meeting Before Summer Break
What grade(s) will do the preparation & planting?
Which teachers will conduct the educational element of the project?
Pick a date for soil preparation
Pick a date for planting
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