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Abstract
The aim of this article is to describe purposes, aims, and teaching and learning methods of
outdoor education based on such previous studies that have discussed outdoor education
from the point of view of promoting sustainable development in schools and teacher education. The purpose is that the findings can be used for the development of curricula in
schools and teacher education. Here, outdoor education is understood as a didactic method
that utilises authentic learning environments and combines a subject of academic study
with its real-world surroundings, actors, and activities for fostering sustainable development
conceptions and actions of students and teachers. It involves regular activities outside the
classroom, giving individuals the chance to use all their senses and to create personal experiences in the real world. Outdoor education is seen as a part of education for sustainable
development when environmental issues and problems, environmental conservation, and
issues of sustainability are included in it. In the previous years, research has shown that education for sustainable development including outdoor education has many positive effects
on both individuals’ learning outcomes and their conceptions of environment.

Tiivistelmä
’Outdoor education’ suomalaisissa kouluissa ja opettajankoulutuksessa
kestävää kehitystä edistävänä opetus- ja työtapana
Englanninkielisellä käsitteellä outdoor education tarkoitetaan artikkelissa didaktista työtapaa,
jossa hyödynnetään aitoja oppimisympäristöjä liittäen opiskeltavat asiat ja taidot todellisiin
ympäristöihin, toimijoihin ja toimintoihin oppijoiden ja opettajien kestävää kehitystä koskevien käsitysten ja toimintojen edistämiseksi. Sen tarkoituksena on tukea yksilöllistä oppimista
rohkaisemalla yksilöitä käyttämään aistejaan ja hankkimaan henkilökohtaisia kokemuksia. Näin
pyritään luomaan toimintamahdollisuuksia spontaaneista peleistä erilaisiin sosiaalisiin aktiviteetteihin.
Outdoor educationia pidetään osana kestävän kehityksen kasvatusta, kun siihen sisällytetään
ympäristöä koskevia asioita ja ilmiöitä, ympäristönsuojelua ja kestävää elämäntapaa koskevia
asioita.Viimeaikaiset tutkimukset ovat osoittaneet, että kestävän kehityksen kasvatuksella, joka
sisältää outdoor educationia, on monenlaisia myönteisiä vaikutuksia sekä yksilöiden oppimiseen että myös heidän käsitykseensä ympäristöstä. Artikkelissa kuvataan outdoor educationin päämääriä, tehtäviä ja opetus- ja oppimismenetelmiä koulussa ja opettajankoulutuksessa
kestävän kehityksen edistämisen näkökulmasta aikaisempien tutkimusten pohjalta. Tavoitteena
on, että näitä kuvauksia voidaan käyttää koulun ja opettajankoulutuksen opetussuunnitelmien
kehittämiseksi.
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Introduction
“Sustainable development cannot be
achieved by technological solutions,
political regulation or financial instruments alone. We need to change
the way we think and act. This requires quality education and learning for sustainable development at
all levels and in all social contexts“
(UNESCO, 2017).
Outdoor education (OE) is one form of
out-of-school education, i.e. education that
happens during school time. It is based on
the curriculum but uses settings and institutes other than the physical school building. Direct contact with nature provides
physical and psychological benefits affecting e.g. students’ motoric skills (Gafoor, &
Narayan, 2012), self-perception, self-esteem, pride, and cognitive growth (Rickinson et al., 2004). OE might also stimulate
students on the emotional level to understand the link to and their effect on the
environment (Cavas, 2011). In addition, it
can affect both childrens’ and adults’ behaviour having the most critical influence
on later attitude toward the environment
(Paltved-Kaznelson, 2009).
In this article, it is understood that the four
terms - environmental education (EE),
education for sustainable development
(ESD), education for sustainability (EfS),
and sustainability education (SE) - are
synonyms because they all share a vision
of quality education and a society that
lives in balance with Earth’s carrying capacity (Jeronen et al., 2017). They are thus
integrated and represented in all dimensions of sustainable development. ESD is
the term frequently used at the international level and within UN documents. Thus,
it is used also in this article. The goal of
ESD is sustainability, which implies the
balance between environmental or ecological sustainability, social sustainabil124

ity, and economic sustainability (Jeronen
et al., 2009). The importance of ESD has
been on the agenda for all stages of education since the publication of ‘Brundtland report’ (WCED, 1987), and ‘Agenda
21’ (UN, 1992). Furthermore, the decade
2005–2014 was declared the UN Decade
of ESD (UNESCO, 2005). ESD implies
changes in thinking and practices emphasizing ecological thinking and values. OE
can be defined as education in, for, and
about environment when it includes e.g.
conservation education and ESD. So, in
this article, it is understood as a part of
ESD.
According to Saloranta (2017), the implementation of education for sustainable
development (ESD) in Finnish comprehensive schools varies considerably depending on school culture, even though
the curriculum is the same for everyone.
Reasons are e.g. that teachers have difficulties to understand SD as a whole
(Palmberg et al., 2017) and that class
teachers only occasionally employ such
styles of teaching that reflect the ethos of
ESD (Saloranta, 2017). This means that
there have been problems concerning implementation of ESD not only in schools
but also in teacher education.
In Finland, ESD approaches lead schools
and school systems to a comprehensive
focus in school education and management plans, as well as to a framework
of competencies. The curricula for comprehensive and general upper secondary
schools were renewed in 2014 and 2015,
and the new curricula were implemented
in August 2016. (Opetushallitus, 2014;
2015) The core area within the reform was
the new approach to learning emphasizing for example the role of the student as
active agency and learning process within interaction in out-of-school settings.
Especially the new curriculum 2014 underlines teaching of “phenomena”, which

is based on thematic inquiry-based learning.
Moreover, ESD approaches challenge
teachers’ professional development at all
its levels. Some Finnish universities have
renewed their curricula in teacher education in recent years. E.g. in the University
of Oulu, the new curriculum for subject
teacher education was developed in 2015
(Jeronen et al., 2015) and implemented the
following year. It focuses more on social
and ethical issues than the previous curriculum. In the University of Lapland, a new
teacher training program was launched,
with an emphasis on OE (Sarivaara, &
Uusiautti, 2017). However, ESD including
OE has not been seen as a crucial issue in
the Finnish teacher education (Wolff et al.,
2017), although one of the international
goals for the future has been the construction of a sustainable society. When the
values and principles of SD and the ideas
of ESD including OE are embedded into
the teacher education culture, the issues of
SD are more evident, also in the school’s
everyday practice.
The aim of this article is to describe purposes, aims, and teaching and learning
methods based on the previous studies that
have discussed OE from the point of view
of ESD in schools and teacher education.
The main goal is to discover useful methods for the development of curricula and
practices in schools and teacher education.
Here, OE is understood as a part of ESD
utilising authentic learning environments
and combining a subject of academic study
with its real-world surroundings, actors,
and activities for fostering the SD conceptions and actions of students and teachers.
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OE as a part of ESD in
comprehensive and general
upper secondary schools
The purposes of ESD including OE

ESD including OE comprises a holistic
form of learning. Holistic learning means
complete learning that utilizes the whole
body and all senses - not only sight and
sound (Jeronen et al., 2009). ESD including OE focuses on enviromental attitudes,
knowledge, and behavior. Its purpose is to
improve students’ understanding of the values and attitudes surrounding the enhancement and protection of nature and sustainability, and to equip students with necessary
information and skills for adaptation to
evolving complex situations. (Jeronen et
al., 2009)
Aims of ESD including
OE for supporting SD

ESD including OE is supposed to increase
awareness of environmental questions, to
raise awareness on environmental conservation, to develop ecological knowledge,
to improve the environmental quality of
the neighbourhood, and to awaken respect
for the environment and wildlife as well
as to encourage the adoption of environmentally responsible behaviour (Indaba
network, 2019). So, the main aim is to
change people’s attitudes and to enhance
the adoption of sustainable lifestyles.
Methods of ESD including OE
for supporting SD

Various studies show that primary and
secondary education is transformed by
ESD didactics as much as it has SD contents. ESD including OE stimulates students to ask questions, analyze, think
critically and make decisions.

Such didactics initiate a shift from teacher-centered to student-centered lessons
and from rote memorization to participatory learning. Tilbury (2011, 29), in an international literature review, has identified
essential ESD learning processes that encourage learners to ‘ask critical reflective
questions, clarify values, envision more
positive futures, think systematically, respond through applied learning, and explore the dialectic between tradition and
innovation’.
A significant method in ESD including OE
is thematic inquiry learning (White et al.,
2018). It is a holistic form of education including e.g. fieldwork in science subjects.
It requires students to work together for
solving problems. The teacher’s role is
to facilitate learning and support students
along the process to create knowledge
themselves.
Experiential learning in ESD including
OE (Dahlgren, & Szczepanski, 1997) is
a useful learning method for fostering
sustainable education when it is integrated into science subjects. It uses outdoor
experiences for the development of the
whole person. However, minimal guidance during experiential learning does not
work and therefore a teacher’s support and
reflective discussions on the students’ feelings, emotions and experiences are important (Jeronen et al., 2009).
In authentic environment, values education has been used for analyses of environmental values (Jeronen, & Jeronen, 2012).
According to Fien and Tilbury (1996, 55),
the most important environmental values
and attitudes to be discussed are:
•

The ability to distinguish between
statements of facts and values, in
relation to environmental issues.
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•

An awareness of the existence of
different value perspectives within
environmental issues.

•

Respect for different ways of life
and environmental beliefs and
values concerning environmental
issues.

•

The ability to identify, clarify and
justify individuals’ and societies’
own value positions regarding environmental issues.

•

A personal environmental ethic,
based on a sensitivity to and willingness to care for the nature and social
environment.

•

A sense of responsibility for the consequences of their own choices and
actions on the environment.

Discussion of the values should be based
on the learning objectives, and not only
the teachers but also the students and parents should participate in the evaluation
processes (Jeronen et al., 2009; Jeronen,
& Kaikkonen, 2002).
Comprehensiveness and deductive logic
are valuable when teaching and learning
environmental issues. It means that the
objects and tasks to be learned should be
constructed so that they can first be seen
as a whole and then be broken down and
studied in detail. In this way, students can
construct their own conceptions where
knowledge is attached to certain parts of
their earlier knowledge without loosing
the context (Dahlgren, & Szczepanski,
1997). It has been found that knowledge
is attached more permanently to memory
structures, when more senses are activated
during the learning process, and also that
knowledge is processed deeper (Tauriainen
et al., 2013 ). Emotions strengthen the links
between the cognitive and the affective do-

main, thus supporting higher quality learning (cf. Jeronen et al., 2009).
According to Jensen (2002), action-based
learning should be directed at solving a
problem and it should be targeted at a
change: a change in one’s own lifestyle, in
the school, in the local or in global society. Actions can be indirect as well as direct
ones; for example, demonstrating against
trafic conditions is valid as an approach as
is cleaning up litter. Actions might also be
individual as well as collective. The learning cycle starts when students decide to
take on or resolve a practical task or issue.
Hands-on activities allow students to gain
a personal relationship to the task through
experience.
Personal relationship forms the foundation and is required for understanding the
task and how it is related to its surroundings (Santelmann et al., 2011; Smeds et
al., 2015a, b). It is also related with the
student’s self-efficacy with respect to the
activity (Krogh, & Jolly, 2012). Through
supportive teaching, interpretation or facilitation, ESD including OE readily becomes a stimulating source of fascination,
personal growth and breakthroughs in
learning.
The impact of ESD
including OE on students’
skills, knowledge, and views
The environment and its possibilities shape
the student and the student’s actions. Interactions may vary from social relations
to the triggering of senses and emotions to
concrete acts. Rickinson et al. (2004) highlighted the benefits of school grounds/community projects on students’ science process skills as well as the impact of fieldwork
and visits on students’ long-term memory
and higher order learning. Active learning
develops the learning skills of enquiry, ex127

periment, feedback, reflection, review, and
cooperative learning (IfOL, 2019). While
participants learn outdoor skills they also
learn things about the environment, themselves and each other. According to Moeed
and Averill (2010), the students are also
able to transfer the gained skills into a
different context. All of these may lead to
greater knowledge of the subjects and environment.
Especially in rural and agricultural surroundings, ESD including OE offers many
possibilities for learning and studying
subjects, as well as studying the relationship between cognitive and affective aspects. According to Smeds et al (2015a, b),
through direct interaction with landowners,
students developed a better understanding of the work of farmers. They can also
receive insights into decision-making in
farms and the global interconnectedness of
agricultural markets, and gain new knowledge about farms, forests and wildlife refuges (Santelmann et al., 2011).
A natural environment has a positive effect on the happiness and well-being of
students (Van Herzele, & de Vries, 2012).
It can increase their emotional affinity towards nature and their positive mental,
emotional and social health outcomes, such
as their sense of achieving, self-confidence,
self-esteem, adaptation to different learning
styles, sensory engagement, skills in caring and nurturing, connectedness to others,
feelings of freedom and creativity, feelings
of stress relief, and engagement in school
(Maller, 2009). Wistoft (2013) has reported
possible benefits on some aspects of students’ learning motivation. According to
Mygind (2009), students liked the outdoor
settings more than the indoor settings, they
were more careless about homework in the
indoor settings and more disturbances in
group work activities occurred in the indoor
settings. For children at risk, the natural environment can have a positive impact on

unwanted behavior (van den Berg, & van
den Berg, 2011).
ESD including OE
in teacher education
According to Yli-Panula et al. (2017), the
term SD is not explicitly included in the
pedagogical studies in behavioral sciences
in the universities, except for some. Optional courses on sustainability of different
lengths might be offered, and the number
of courses differs between higher education institutions in Finland (Wolff et al.,
2017).
The University of Eastern Finland offers a
5-ECTS-credit course named Kasvatus kestävään tulevaisuuteen (Education for sustainable future) (UEF, 2016). It is carried
out in English as an open online course.
The aim of the course is to construct understanding of SD. Student teachers participate in the planning of the course objectives
and contents as well as in the evaluation
processes of learning outcomes. Ideas produced by them are evaluated by a multidisciplinary student panel.
Salmi et al. (2016) describe an OE course
given in the University of Helsinki. The
course combined several subjects: biology,
geography, geology, and environmental education. The course focused on bridging
formal education and informal learning in
the process of professional development.
Finnish student teachers learned the didactics of biology in the sub-urban environments of a school yard, a park, a field, a
stream, a forest and trees. After the lecture
the student teachers participated in workshops about humans and health, performed
laboratory exercises focusing on biology
and species recognition and took part in
OE and fieldwork. The course had a very
holistic nature capturing the second-year
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primary student teachers’ imagination and
engaging them immediately in real action.
At Åbo Akademi University, it is possible to complete a master’s degree that
focuses on environmental education, but
only if external funding is granted for the
courses (Wolff et al., 2017). According to
Sarivaara and Uusiautti (2018), it has also,
since 2015, been possible for the student
teachers at the University of Lapland to
complete a master’s degree in environment and nature studies. This new teacher education program emphasises outdoor
education. Its aim is to educate teachers
who understand the significance of nature
for learning and growth, and are able to
conduct pedagogically relevant education
outdoors, and take sustainable development into account in learning. This program with its emphasis is unique in Finland. (Sarivaara, & Uusiautti, 2018)
Other universities offer basic courses providing different views on sustainability,
which are open to students from all faculties, but they may be difficult to combine
with the teacher education program for
practical reasons. In addition, the topic of
the various courses might be very different
from what student teachers need. (Wolff et
al., 2017)
The Finnish universities have three main
tasks to fulfill: education, research and social engagement, and they are the leading
producers of knowledge. At the same time,
there is, on the one hand, the complexity
of the sustainability problems and, on the
other hand, the epistemological differences
between different disciplines. Thus, one apparent obstacle for implementing sustainability in higher education teaching is its
interdisciplinary nature.
According to Yli-Panula et al. (2017), student teachers think that they do not have
holistic conceptions of SD and SDE in

schools. The reasons are various. Finnish
teacher education is still mainly based on
separate academic disciplines and serves
a fragmented school curriculum. Student
teachers have experienced that the implementation of sustainability and ESD in
teacher education is scanty and sporadic (Yli-Panula et al., 2017). Teaching of
SD and ESD are sidestepped both due to
teachers’ lack of knowledge concerning
new environmental issues and educational
methods (Jeronen, & Jeronen, 2012) and
lack of time for teaching and preparing
(Wolff et al., 2017).
Since sustainability is more a matter of
process than content, the curricula should
be turned upside down in a quest for reorganization. In order to understand the
importance of SD and ESD entities during
the implementation process of the change,
the critical factors that will be impacting
the implementation process of an educational change in general should be studied
and understood first. A major problem at
the implementation stage is that teachers
and others see the change unclear and
think that its practical meaning is difficult
to understand.
The multidisciplinary nature of universities, however, provides excellent grounds
for jointly promoting new ideas and new
practices. Some findings stress that it is
important to discuss the role of socializers
(e.g., influential family members, teachers,
or other adult mentors) within the context
of the surrounding culture (cf. Saloranta,
2017) when renewing curricula in schools
and teacher education.The themes of SD
and ideas of ESD are crucial in the curricula and practices in teacher education. If
teachers have not had any opportunity to
think, practise and develop their own understanding of sustainability and ESD during their years of education, they are not
expected to do so in their future teaching
either.
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