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PRAISE FOR COMMANDO DAD: BASIC TRAINING:


 


 


“One of the best parenting books I’ve ever read”


Lorraine Kelly


 


 


“brilliant book”


The Daily Telegraph


 


 


“The advice, approved by healthcare professionals, is quick to read, easy to understand and simple to digest, delivered in short, unambiguous bullet points and, no-nonsense rules – and, pretty unarguably, spot on”


Jon Henley, The Guardian


 


 


“A must-have for new dads”


MADE Magazine


 


 


“Neil Sinclair experienced many life and death situations during his six years as an Army Commando. But forget tracking drug traffickers through the jungles of Belize or clearing mines in Iraq while dodging sniper fire – the most daunting thing the dad of three has ever faced is bringing his newborn son, Samuel, home from hospital”


Baby & Me magazine
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DISCLAIMER


Neither the authors nor the publisher can be held responsible for any loss or claim arising out of the use, or misuse, of the suggestions made herein. Laws and regulations do change, so the reader should seek up-to-date professional advice on such issues. Commando Dad: Forest School Adventures should not be considered as a substitute for your own common sense.




 


 


 




DEDICATION


To our three troopers, Sam, Jude and Liberty. Although you’re now a little too old for the adventures contained here, your mum and dad are sure we have lots of other adventures to look forward to.
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INTRODUCTION


To Dads, Carers and other Forest Adventurers – this book is for YOU.


Can you remember a time when your life seemed full of possibilities, magic and opportunities for adventure? You can? Think about where you were when you had those feelings. I’m willing to bet you were outside – running around and feeling the freedom and excitement that come with simply being in the natural world.


When I was a boy, my parents were Salvation Army officers, which meant moving every three years, always to an urban environment, always to a house without a garden. So my brothers and I sought out natural surroundings whenever we could: the park, wasteland, local woods, the beach. We instinctively knew there was something special about these places, because even when we were playing the same games, they seemed somehow better outdoors.


We were right. Research has now shown that being around trees and green spaces has real, quantifiable health benefits, both mental and physical. So much so that in some countries outdoor activities are being trialled as prescriptions for medical patients. Being in nature is so good for you, you might one day be able to get it on prescription from your doctor!


But the benefits are not limited to the physical and mental resilience of your unit. There is yet another advantage to the activities in this book: education. One of the reasons troopers love being in the great outdoors is because it is thrilling to be in an environment with fewer boundaries and controls, where they can explore freely. They can take risks (supported by you, of course) and increase confidence in their own abilities. They can learn more about themselves and build their self-esteem in the process.


I have maintained my love of the natural world and it has led me on many adventures – one of which was training as a Forest School practitioner. Forest School is a child-centred, holistic learning process: troopers are supported to play and explore in natural environments and learn personal, social and technical skills. I can’t recommend it highly enough. If you or your troopers are given an opportunity to take part in a Forest School, grab it! This book is in no way intended as a guidebook for Forest School, but I wanted to recognize the educational nature of all the activities in this book – encouraging skills as diverse as creativity, concentration, communication, dexterity, empathy, hand– eye coordination, independence, perseverance, problem-solving, observation, teamwork and resilience.


Now, to go back to my original question, can you remember a time when your life seemed full of possibilities, magic and opportunities for adventure? That time for your trooper is now. And you can recapture that feeling, or perhaps experience it for the first time. It’s as easy as getting out into nature with your troopers, reconnecting with your place in the natural world and daring to learn alongside them in the world’s greatest classroom: the great outdoors.


Happy adventuring!


HOW TO USE COMMANDO DAD: FOREST SCHOOL ADVENTURES:


Commando Dad: Forest School Adventures is like my other books, in that it is designed to be used by dads “in the field” when you are actively engaged in adventuring with troopers. I have done my best to include a wide range of activities suitable for troopers from age three onwards. However, you know the interests and abilities of your troopers and may find that some of these are suitable for adventurers outside of this age range. Just remember to employ your Commando Dad common sense to keep your troopers engaged – and safe.


This book does differ from my other titles in one important respect: the activities are led by your troopers. While you establish physical and behavioural boundaries (see note on trooper boundary briefs below), your troopers set the pace. This has made it difficult for me to give you an idea of how long activities will take (sometimes an activity will engage your troopers for hours, sometimes for minutes – be prepared).


You might start with one activity and your troopers will take it in another direction. As long as there is no issue with safety, go with it. Adventure together.


Remember to ask open-ended questions (questions without right or wrong answers) to encourage your troopers’ curiosity, creativity, reasoning and thinking skills. As you chat, you will be helping them develop their speech and language skills and increase their own confidence in their ability to express themselves in words.


Examples of open-ended questions include:




	What do you think that sound is?


	What do you think made that hole?


	Why do you think it’s that shape?





Always give your trooper your undivided attention and let them know how interested you are in their answers. Give them time to fully answer your questions, without interruption, and, importantly, let your trooper decide when they want to change the subject.


If your trooper asks you something that you don’t know the answer to, congratulate them on coming up with such a clever question and say you’ll find out together later. Then make sure you do – it will be a lovely follow-up activity.


KITBAG:


I provide kit lists for every activity contained in this book. These will supplement your dedicated kitbag of essential supplies, which you will need to keep up to speed and squared away. When adventure comes calling, you need to be ready. I advocate using a rucksack with outside pockets because they are roomy enough to fit in what you need, are comfortable to carry, easy to access and leave your arms free for your Commando Dad duties.


Your dedicated kitbag should contain:




	Snacks and water


	Wipes


	Sun block


	Change of clothes and dry socks


	Basic first-aid kit



	Sachets of paediatric paracetamol and paediatric ibuprofen. Check the label to ensure your trooper meets the weight and age requirements before administering


	A selection of plasters, the brighter the better


	Bandage and tape


	Finger bandage


	Antiseptic cream, suitable for stings and bites


	Antiseptic wipes


	Antibacterial hand gel


	Tweezers


	Scissors







	Plastic bags (multiple uses – for rubbish, for sitting on, for wet clothes, for keeping kit dry, etc.)





CLOTHES:




	Wear clothes that both you and your troopers will happily get dirty. Nothing will kill the sense of freedom quicker than having to worry about staying clean – this is the great outdoors. It’s where dirt is born.


	To minimize bites, stings and scratches:



	Wear long trousers and tuck them into socks, boots or wellies.


	Wear long-sleeved tops.







	Keep a hat handy to keep both sun and rain off faces





STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURES (SOPs):


For Commando Dads:




	Trooper boundary briefs: before any activity, give every trooper a boundary brief, so they understand what is safe to do and what is not. To check their understanding, ask the trooper to explain the rules back to you. Make sure troopers know that it is always OK to ask questions and to check when they’re not sure what they should be doing. The idea is to set boundaries so that your troopers remain safe, but don’t make them so restrictive that they don’t have the freedom to explore.


	Always give your undivided attention (no phones).


	Always remain patient, encouraging and upbeat.





For Troopers:




	Ask questions if you are unsure.


	Do not eat anything you find in the woods without checking with Commando Dad.


	Don’t touch mini-beasts (bugs and other small creatures).


	If you’re not sure which plants sting, check with Commando Dad before you touch them.


	Know where the rally point is (see below).


	If you hear “One-Two-Three... Back to Me!”, stop what you are doing and go to the rally point.


	Learn how to handle all tools and knives correctly and safely.


	After every activity, wash your hands with antibacterial hand gel.


	When you get back to base camp, always wash your hands with soap and warm water.





Rally Point:


Determine the “rally point”, the point at which the day’s activities will begin and end. Make sure the troopers know that if ever they hear Commando Dad shout “One-Two-Three... Back to Me!” they must stop whatever activity they are doing and return to the rally point. It is always worth testing this a couple of times to make sure the troopers understand this important rule.


Mission Key:


Every adventure in this book comes with a mission key indicating difficulty (boot symbol), expense (pound symbol) and age suitability. They look like this:
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SECTION 1:
 EXPLORE


This section contains activities to undertake when you and your troopers are exploring the great outdoors.


Troopers are born explorers and will naturally use all their senses to discover the world around them. They will find the natural environment stimulating and engaging – and because it is ever-changing, there is always something exciting to discover. These include new sounds, new smells, new things to touch and feel, and, when you let them, new things to taste. Your role is to set some boundaries and let your troopers explore. See what they do on their own, without suggestions from you. If you want to see the world through their eyes – and I would recommend that you do – let them take the lead and explore with them.





 


 


 




MISSION 1.1
 ALPHABET EXPLORERS




Mission brief




	
Ground: wood or forest


	
Situation: you’re making your way to the adventure area for the day’s activities


	
Mission: to be immersed in the natural environment


	
Skills: observation, communication, imagination








[image: images]


KIT LIST:




	None







The beauty of this activity is that it encourages troopers to explore the natural environment from the outset, noticing the sights, sounds and smells of the natural environment.





INSTRUCTIONS:




	When you are walking through the wood/forest, begin the game by saying “I spy with my little eye, something beginning with ‘A’.”


	Troopers have to find something in the natural environment beginning with that letter.


	If you’re walking with a group of troopers, decide whether you want every trooper to find something beginning with A, or whether you’re happy to move straight onto B.


	Stop playing when you get to the area you’ve designated for the day’s adventures.


	You can resume the game on the way out of the wood/forest if you want to – but be warned, some letters are easier than others!







MISSION ACCOMPLISHED


I verify that on this date ............................................ I completed a game of Alphabet Explorers with my Commando Dad.


Signed:





 


 


 




MISSION 1.2
 HUNT FOR MINI-BEASTS




Mission brief




	
Ground: woods, forest or park


	
Situation: mini-beasts (bugs and other small creatures) will be easier to find in spring and summer


	
Mission: to track and identify – but not touch or capture – mini-beasts


	
Skills: observation, recognition, nature appreciation
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KIT LIST:




	A camera so you and your troopers can continue to study mini-beasts at base camp


	Paper and pencil for artistic troopers (ideally with something to lean on, such as a clipboard)


	A chart that shows the wildlife you’re likely to find in your local woodland, or the area where you’re going to be hunting. This can be useful beforehand to prepare the troopers, and later when they are reviewing their photos/pictures



	You can find great, downloadable “spotting sheets” for British wildlife, sorted by season and habitat, at www.wildlifewatch.org.uk/spotting-sheets – or your troopers can make their own. International readers can search online for “wildlife spotting sheet” and find results more specific to your geographic location


	You can find an example spotting sheet on pages 22–23


	Put your spotting sheets in plastic wallets to keep them clean and dry







	Binoculars if you have them; they are not strictly necessary for mini-beasts but will be popular nonetheless


	A magnifying glass if you have one. Avoid using them directly on mini-beasts on sunny days as you will burn them


	Insect repellent if your local wood or park is a haven for swarms of biting insects


	If you’re away from base camp, wipes or hand sanitizer to clean hands after hunting mini-beasts
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INSTRUCTIONS:




	Make sure everyone knows not to touch the mini-beasts.


	
Adopt quiet and slow “David Attenborough” tones and encourage the troopers to do the same. This will have no effect on the bugs whatsoever, but will avoid startling other kinds of wildlife, and will add to the anticipation.


	Move slowly and carefully, making no sudden movements.


	Be prepared for squeals of disgust and delight.


	
If you’re anxious, don’t show it. Troopers take their cues from you, and if you show you’re nervous around mini-beasts they will learn to be too.


	If you find a mini-beast that could bite or sting, explain to your troopers that it is the creature’s natural defence mechanism.


	
Challenge misconceptions about mini-beasts. Bees aren’t just stinging machines, they’re arch pollinators and without them many plants and crops (including the ones we eat) would die. Flies can be a pain, but they are busy workers in the garden, pollinating, helping to dispose of decaying waste and serving as a protein-rich meal for birds, frogs, spiders and other insects. Worms aren’t slimy mini-snakes; they’re “nature’s ploughs” turning waste into nutrient-rich soil. Dung beetles mean that the world isn’t covered in poo!
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