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Abstract
This study investigates teachers’ intentions and practices related to teaching out-
side the classroom. We report on three months of fieldwork consisting of participa-
tory observations and qualitative interviews of teachers in two Norwegian primary 
schools practising weekly uteskole [outdoor school]. We find that the teachers’ 
intentions for uteskole are to facilitate first-hand experiences for their pupils. The 
teachers organise and teach uteskole in two distinct ways: 1) friluftsliv activities 
[outdoor living activities] and 2) theoretical learning activities. The connections 
between friluftsliv activities and theoretical learning activities are seldom empha-
sised. Furthermore, the teachers rarely organise theoretical learning activities that 
entail pupils’ transacting with their surroundings. We discuss how the teachers’ 
work can be understood through the Romantic and the Pragmatist perspectives of 
experiential education and through the representational epistemology of traditional 
schooling. We outline how a transactional epistemology, operationalised as the 
“multi-modal model of knowing”, can support teachers in facilitating transaction 
between the pupils and the environment outdoors and aid in establishing continuity 
between learning activities outdoors and indoors. We argue that these are important 
factors that can enhance uteskole as a teaching method for facilitating deep learning 
in Norwegian primary education.
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Introduction

The aims of this study are to investigate Norwegian teachers’ intentions for 
uteskole [outdoor school] and to explore how they practise this way of teaching.

According to Jordet (2010), uteskole is defined as regular classes held out-
side the school buildings on a weekly or bi-weekly basis in natural (e.g., forests 
and beaches) or cultural contexts (e.g., museums, theatres and farms) in order to 
enhance the pupils’ understanding of a given subject. In Scandinavian countries, a 
grassroots movement of teachers have integrated uteskole into their teaching meth-
ods. The method has been described as initiating inquiry-based, problem-solving 
activities with explorative and practical approaches and is mainly practised in 
primary school (Barfod et al., 2016). The aspects of teaching and learning high-
lighted above are reflected in a central term in the current educational discourse: 
‘deep learning’. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) report “The Nature of Learning” (Dumont et al., 2010), the 
United States National Research Council report “Education for Life and Work” 
(Pellegrino & Hilton, 2012), and the recent curriculum reform in Norway (The 
Norwegian Directorate for Education & Training, 2020), deep learning entails that 
pupils seek to understand the meaning of the teaching materials, relate their ideas 
to their previous knowledge and experiences, and transfer and utilise their skills 
and knowledge in novel contexts. Dahl and Østern (2019) argue that all aspects of 
learning, i.e., embodied, social, emotional and cognitive, should be incorporated 
in teaching practices meant to facilitate deep learning. However, deep learning has 
mainly been investigated as a cognitive phenomenon (Winje & Løndal, 2020).

In Norway, the governmental authorities establish principles, values and compe-
tency aims for each subject in the school system, while the local municipalities and 
school leaders determine how they are achieved (Mølstad et al., 2020). The class-
room setting is the most dominant context for teaching and use of environments 
outside has been limited to sporadic trips and excursions (Jordet, 2010). However, 
as Waite et al. (2016) describe, the Scandinavian countries have traditionally been 
associated with a strong cultural affiliation with nature, enjoying the outdoors and 
promoting cultural heritage and national identity, which can be summarised in the 
term friluftsliv. Lyngstad and Sæther (2020) highlight that outdoor recreation, out-
door life, free-air-life and adventure are concepts that can all be related to friluftsliv. 
Friluftsliv has been part of the Norwegian curriculum for over 40 years, and in their 
systematic literature review of friluftsliv in Norwegian primary and secondary edu-
cation, Abelsen and Leirhaug (2017) found that seven of the twenty-four included 
studies were related to uteskole, indicating that friluftsliv is a central theme in the 
practice of uteskole. In Norway, the choice of teaching method is the responsibil-
ity of the teachers who traditionally have autonomy in their choice of methods. The 
pedagogical ideas and didactic methods of uteskole are incorporated in some courses 
of teacher education, often as part of specialisations in physical education or sci-
ence, but there are no certification requirements for practising uteskole in Norway.

International reviews of outdoor learning programmes have found that regu-
lar compulsory school- and curriculum-based programmes can promote pupils’ 
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development in social, academic, physical and psychological dimensions (Becker 
et al., 2017; Rickinson et al., 2004). According to Guardino et al. (2019), classes 
held outdoors provide a more authentic and engaging environment as well as 
opportunities to integrate content area subjects within outdoor experiences. 
Knowledge and practices related to uteskole, recently furthered by the Danish 
TEACHOUT project, document an increase in pupils’ physical activity (Schneller 
et  al., 2017), school motivation (Bølling et  al., 2019) and enhancement of aca-
demic skills (Otte et  al., 2019). Studies report that integrating outdoor learning 
programmes may be challenging due to lack of support from the school admin-
istration and colleagues, limited resources, limited time, and risk management 
(Bentsen et  al., 2010; Rickinson et  al., 2004). Barfod (2018) highlights that 
most research on uteskole has focused on pupils’ learning outcomes, whereas 
few studies have investigated teachers’ lived experiences of teaching outside the 
classroom. The lack of research indicates a need for studies investigating teach-
ers’ experiences with teaching outside the classroom. The aim of this study is to 
investigate teachers’ intentions and practices related to uteskole, guided by the 
following research questions:

• What are teachers’ intentions in practising regular uteskole?
• What activities and strategies do teachers utilise when practising uteskole?

When approaching this study, our expectations, primarily based on our own expe-
rience practising uteskole and working in teacher education, were that the teachers 
would emphasise teaching friluftsliv in uteskole to make their pupils enjoy being 
outdoors. Several theoretical perspectives might contribute to the understanding of 
teachers’ work with uteskole.

Theoretical perspective

Uteskole is part of the field of experiential education, encompassing a variety of 
curriculum projects from outdoor and environmental education to service learning 
and place-based education, drawing from the same progressive intellectual taproot, 
the belief in the educational power of experience. Roberts (2012) elaborates on the 
theoretical perspectives of experiential education and identifies four “currents”: 
Romantic, Pragmatist, Critical Theory and Market Rationality. This analysis have 
been used in research on outdoor education, for example, by Mannion and Lynch 
(2016) focusing on “place” in education, and Warner et  al. (2020) regarding the 
emergence of neoliberal ideologies in outdoor adventure education. However, we 
have not been able to identify any research applying Roberts’ analysis to uteskole, 
and we believe that this could be a useful framework to guide our understanding of 
uteskole teachers’ intentions and practice. We decided to focus on the Romantic and 
the Pragmatist perspectives because they purport different viewpoints on knowledge 
and learning.

According to Roberts (2012), a Romantic perspective entails that the central aim 
of education is ‘to provide opportunities to learn from experience before learning 
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from labels’ (p. 39). Labels or representations are mediated by society, while experi-
ences emerge from the unmediated contact between the individual and the environ-
ment. The philosophical foundations for this perspective can be found in Rousseau’s 
notions of an ideal educational process focusing on the free and natural development 
of the individual, avoiding the corrupting influences of society. As Rorty (1998, p. 
248) explains, ‘He is to learn from experience, by the consequences of his actions 
rather that from persons or books’. Roberts (2012) argue that teaching practices 
based on a Romantic perspective of experience and learning represent a significant 
limitation in curriculum-based education. The Romantic perspective also extends to 
the understanding of friluftsliv in Nordic educational research. Goga et al. (2018, p. 
12) characterise one of the main elements in their Nature in Culture Matrix as the 
celebratory position, which ‘implies the idea of the “pure child” or “child in nature” 
as a key figure in the cultural and pedagogical position.

According to Roberts (2012), the central aim of education, seen from a Pragma-
tist perspective, is to facilitate curriculum projects, with knowledge being shared 
and used to solve problems in authentic situations. The Pragmatist perspective high-
lights a conscious connection between the school and the community. The notions of 
experience and education of Pragmatist philosopher John Dewey are often described 
as fundamental to experiential education (Ord & Leather, 2011; Quay & Seaman, 
2013), especially his critique of the dichotomy between ‘the school world’ and ‘the 
real world”, the dialectic relationship between “action” and “reflection”, and the 
importance of context in acquisition of skills and knowledge.

Dewey (1963) underlines two criteria for educational experiences, continuity and 
interaction. Continuity means that every new experience incorporates elements from 
previous experiences and modifies the quality of later experiences. A consequence 
of the principle of continuity is that education should be defined as ‘the reconstruc-
tion or reorganisation of experience which adds to the meaning of experience, and 
which increases ability to direct the course of subsequent experience’ (Dewey, 1916, 
p. 16). Interaction refers to the interchange that occurs between the internal con-
ditions of the subject and the objective conditions of the environment; these two 
aspects form a situation. Accordingly, the duty of the educator is to ‘determine that 
environment which will interact with the existing capacities and needs of those 
taught to create a worth-while experience’ (Dewey, 1963, p. 45). In later writings, 
Dewey preferred the term ‘transaction’ rather than ‘interaction’ because transaction 
emphasises the process, while interaction suggests the existence of independent enti-
ties that interact (Dewey & Bentley, 1949). We agree with Deweys’ nuancing of the 
term and, similar to Biesta and Burbules (2003), use “transaction” as the preferred 
term in this article.

Several scholars within the field of experiential education argue that Dewey’s 
theories have been misunderstood or simplified. Roberts (2012) describes how 
the catchphrase “learning by doing” seems to be equated with a method. Quay 
and Seaman (2013) and Ord and Leather (2011) both argue that Deweys’ theories 
have become overly simplified within the field of outdoor education, and there has 
been little emphasis on the dialectic relationship between “action” and “reflection”. 
Although Dewey’s theories are purported as fundamental to experiential education, 
it seems researchers and practitioners in the field struggle with how his theories can 
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be implemented in practice. Nicol (2003) suggests that Western philosophy’s focus 
on dualistic thinking and the epistemological understanding of knowledge as a sec-
ond-order expression of reality might affect outdoor educators’ practice.

Representational epistemology

Biesta and Burbules (2003, p. 9) describe the traditional understanding of episte-
mology as “the branch of philosophy that tries to give an answer to how our mind 
can acquire knowledge of a world outside our mind”. Until the late nineteenth cen-
tury, new generations mainly learned through participation in everyday work, but 
as Osberg et al. (2008) pinpoint, when traditional schooling was established, school 
became a separate educational world for children needing to represent “real life” 
within the confines of school, and this is achieved through the use of “representa-
tions”, a second-order expression of reality. Biesta and Burbules (2003) refer to this 
understanding of knowledge as a representational epistemology; what is presented 
in education stands for something else that is ‘out there’. They suggest that a repre-
sentational epistemology might be understood as an original and inevitable distinc-
tion that is given for all philosophies and found in the dualistic distinctions between 
mind and matter, subject and object, and mental and physical. For Dewey (1925), 
there is no dualistic point of entry; the only way we can understand these processes 
is through our activities – the “doings” – and experiencing their consequences. 
Nicol (2003) argues that sometimes it is appropriate that knowledge is represented 
in this way; however, it becomes a problem if it is monopolised, resulting in soci-
ety favouring one form of knowing over others. He claims that the representational 
epistemology is a historically inherited epistemological position that has become a 
deeply embedded cultural construct acting as an invisible mediator of knowledge 
that affects and shapes current teaching practices.

According to Biesta and Burbules (2003), Dewey argues that the dualistic per-
spective, which representational epistemology is founded upon, is flawed because 
it tends to centre on the mind and cognitive aspects rather than the interactions 
between the human organism and its environment. Dewey (1925) rejected the Car-
tesian mind–body dualism and instead claimed that ‘higher’ cognitive operations 
occur against the background of a complex interplay between the individual and the 
environment, suggesting that there is no division between the act and material of the 
subject; rather, both are contained in an unanalysed totality.

Transactional approach and transactional epistemology

To overcome what he describes as a false division between the human organism and 
the environment, Dewey (1925) proposes the use of the empirical method. When we 
encounter a problem, what he calls a primary experience, we can perform symbolic 
actions – an activity he calls ‘thinking’ where we try different lines of action with-
out being subjected to the consequences. However, it is only when we act that we 
can know if our action was appropriate. Thus, the result of ‘thinking’ is a second-
ary experience that needs to be tested against the problem first encountered. Dewey 

137Journal of Outdoor and Environmental Education (2021) 24:133–150



1 3

calls this the transactional approach in a later work (Dewey & Bentley, 1949). He 
argued that experiences are always intertwined and that making distinctions between 
primary and secondary experiences should be regarded as a tool for analytical pur-
poses. Ord and Leather (2011, p. 15) find it useful to look at experiential learning 
from a three-dimensional stance, “as a continuing spiral of action designed to build 
upon each other and so extend an individual’s range of experience and cognition 
over time”.

Building on Dewey’s transactional approach, Biesta (2010) questions the repre-
sentational epistemology and suggests an alternative perspective, a transactional 
epistemology, where we must concede that the knowledge we gain through experi-
mentation is knowledge about the relationships between actions and consequences 
that may provide us with hypotheses for problem solving, although there will always 
be a gap between our knowledge and new situations. There is no guarantee that 
what was possible in the past will also happen in the future. Biesta argues that we 
must give up the idea that it is possible to achieve complete knowledge about real-
ity because the world always appears to us through our actions, and subsequently, 
the world always changes as a result of our actions: we are participants in an ever-
evolving universe. As Ord and Leather (2011) pinpoint, the notion of “change” is as 
a reconceptualisation of how we see the world as much as an actual physical change 
in it. Thus, when we experience, we are changed, but so is the world, both how we 
perceive and conceive it as changed.

Epistemology in outdoor education and uteskole

Dewey’s transactional approach, comprising a positive circular process of primary 
and secondary experiences processed through ‘thinking’, is integrated in the didac-
tic model of uteskole in the works of Jordet (2010). The uteskole context provides 
opportunities for pupils to have primary experiences outside school, while the class-
room is a suitable context for performing symbolic actions. Uteskole is suitable for 
testing these different lines of action outside the classroom, and pupils can be sub-
jected to the reality of consequences that may be reflected and elaborated in a con-
tinuous positive circular process.

The representational epistemology and the transactional epistemology seem to 
coexist in the field of experiential education, and Nicol (2003) highlights the need 
for outdoor educators to be familiar with different epistemological positions and 
adopt an epistemological strategy that is appropriate for the learning outcomes they 
are trying to achieve.

Materials and methods

In the present study of teachers’ intentions and practices, we chose to conduct a mul-
tiple case study (Yin, 2008) in two primary schools with regular uteskole in Norway. 
Since we aimed to explore teachers’ intentions and practice, we wanted to study 
the subjects in real-life situations and adopted a qualitative life-world approach 
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(Bengtsson, 2006). Data collection included participatory observations over a period 
of three months followed by qualitative research interviews with the teachers.

Sample

The prevalence of uteskole in Norway has not recently been mapped, and we used 
snowball sampling (Cohen & Arieli, 2011), utilising our network of teachers, prin-
cipals and educational researchers to identify relevant schools. The main inclusion 
criterion was that the schools themselves highlighted and promoted uteskole as a 
weekly feature. Two schools were selected, both located in the eastern part of Nor-
way. School 1 (S1) is a primary school with 400 pupils between 6 and 13 years of 
age with lower socio-economic background situated in a suburban neighbourhood 
near a forest. Each grade has two classes, each consisting of 20–25 pupils. Only first 
and second grades have uteskole weekly in this school, and we decided to include 
the pupils in the second grade and the two teachers who always participated in 
uteskole. School 2 (S2) is a primary and lower secondary school with 600 pupils 
between 6 and 16 years of age from higher socio-economic backgrounds, situated in 
a suburban area. Each grade has two classes consisting of approximately 25 pupils. 
Fifth to seventh grades have uteskole weekly, and the three teachers who always par-
ticipated in uteskole were included. The teachers are given aliases that accurately 
represent their genders, and their school affiliation is denoted by adding S1 or S2 
after their names. Three of the teachers, Annie (S1), Lawrence (S2) and Otto (S2), 
had been practising uteskole for many years, while two of the teachers, George (S1) 
and Charlie (S2), had been practising it for only a few years.

Data collection

The fieldwork was completed in the autumn of 2018 with participatory observations 
for a total of 15 days. As recommended by Brinkmann and Kvale (2015), the struc-
ture and themes of the observation guide were refined through preliminary visits 
during a uteskole day at each of the two schools. At S1, the teachers were observed 
for six whole days that included a combination of outdoor and classroom activities. 
At S2, the teachers were observed for six whole outdoor days and three short days 
with classroom activities related to the uteskole because, in contrast to S1, these 
activities are not carried out the same day as the outdoor days. Notes on activities 
were recorded continuously without predetermined activity categories. In line with 
Merriam (2009), the group was followed during their regular routines, and field 
notes were taken of the teacher’s activities and locations. Information was collected 
from teachers through walk-along interviews and conversations, and the field notes 
were rewritten into complete text files within two days. After the observation period, 
a comfortable setting (staff room, at home) were used for individual interviews of the 
five teachers. As suggested by Brinkmann and Kvale (2015), a semi-structured inter-
view guide with open-ended and explorative questions was tested through a pilot 
interview with a colleague who had extensive experience with uteskole, leading to a 
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revision of questions with overlapping themes. The interviews were audio-recorded 
and lasted between 45 and 120 min.

Transcription and analysis

The first author prepared the field notes, and a professional transcriber wrote the 
interviews verbatim. The interview transcripts were checked against the audio files 
by the first author to ensure that the meanings had been captured (Brinkmann & 
Kvale, 2015).

The analyses were inspired by the six-step model of thematic analyses of Braun 
et al. (2016). In the first phase, the material from the observations and the interviews 
were read several times with increasing thoroughness to obtain an overview. In the 
second phase, codes were developed to clarify and structure the material. In phases 
3 to 5, codes were further developed, improved and named. In the sixth and final 
phase, the findings were structured and written into the research report. This six-
step model for analysis should be considered a dynamic process that is continually 
shaped by the researcher’s active choices (Braun et al., 2016).

In line with Braun and Clarke (2006), the inductive interpretation of the identi-
fied themes was strongly linked to the data, while the theoretical interpretation was 
supported by relevant theory. As suggested by Braun et al. (2016), inductive inter-
pretations were performed first, and theoretical interpretation was conducted later 
with the use of theory to highlight and support the inductive interpretations.

Trustworthiness

As described by Merriam (2009), we provided thorough descriptions of all steps in 
the research process, referred to the field notes and interview transcriptions during 
presentation of the results, and related them to theories, methods, and concepts used 
in previous studies on uteskole, outdoor learning and experiential education. As sug-
gested by Johnson (1997), both authors initiated and planned for the study, the first 
author conducted the fieldwork and the interviews, and both authors collaborated 
discussing the data collection and participated actively in the analyses, also focusing 
on discovery and inclusion of situations and interpretations that did not conform to 
our expectations, as described in the introduction section.

Ethical considerations

The teachers, pupils and pupils’ guardians were given oral and written information 
about the project, the possible consequences of participating and their ability to 
withdraw at any time before they gave written consent upon participation (Brink-
mann & Kvale, 2015). As suggested by Backe-Hansen and Frønes (2012), when fol-
lowing particular pupils during observation, the first author always asked them for 
permission before doing so. To secure confidentiality, all informants were given ali-
ases, no characteristics regarding the participants’ appearance or ethnic background 
were recorded, and the schools’ names are not reported. The Norwegian Centre for 
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Research Data approved the steps taken in this project to protect the participants’ 
privacy (Project Number 60432). All extracts from interviews are reproduced in 
the author’s translation, as loyal to the spoken language as possible; however, the 
participants were not given the opportunity to member check their data after the 
translation.

Results

When presenting the results on the teachers’ intentions and practices related to 
uteskole, we refer to situations that represent the totality of the material. Information 
on the teachers’ intentions is mainly found in the interview data, whereas informa-
tion on the teachers’ practices, activities and strategies regarding uteskole is mainly 
found in the observation and interview data. The two data sets reveal three main 
themes related to the research questions:

First-hand experiences (1) comprise teachers’ intentions to use uteskole to pro-
vide the pupils with experiences of what they call ‘real life’, to help the pupils pro-
cess these experiences, and the barriers they face when trying to do so. Friluftsliv 
activities (2) and theoretical learning activities (3) describe the two main strategies 
used in practising uteskole.

First‑hand experiences

The teachers in both schools describe that their main intention for uteskole is to pro-
vide opportunities to gain first-hand experiences in what the teachers call ‘real life’. 
As Annie (S1) explains,

I believe that the most important part is the relation to real-life and first-hand 
experiences. It is not just something they are going to sit and read about; they 
can touch things, smell them and get a feel for them.

The teachers emphasise that leaving the classroom and bringing the pupils into 
‘real life” outside enhances their learning because it connects school and curriculum 
to authentic environments. They also highlight the pupils’ opportunities to use all 
their senses in uteskole, to strengthen experiences stimulating long-term memory.

Although the teachers express similar intentions regarding first-hand experiences, 
they express different views regarding processing of experiences in uteskole. George 
and Annie (S1) emphasise the importance of a close connection between learning 
activities in the classroom and in uteskole. As George (S1) describes,

You can sit in a classroom and learn about birds by watching movies or draw-
ing. However, the idea is to do it inside first and then go out and watch and 
listen to the birds. Unfortunately, they cannot touch the bird, but they are not 
far from it; they are studying it. Then, we return to the classroom, and they can 
capture their experience on a piece of paper. In this way, they enhance their 
learning.
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George and Annie envision a positive circular learning process between uteskole 
and the classroom by working with the material theoretically in the classroom and 
more experientially in uteskole. The teachers in S2 focus on providing opportuni-
ties for the pupils to experience nature and to be physically active. Otto, Lawrence 
and Charlie (S2) describe an indirect processing of first-hand experiences where the 
first-hand experiences from uteskole are understood as something that the teacher 
might highlight or draw parallels to at a different time.

Barriers regarding the processing of first‑hand experiences

Although teachers from both schools highlight the potential of processing first-hand 
experiences, they also describe certain obstacles. Annie and George (S1) mention 
their frustration with lack of time resources for planning and for teacher collabo-
ration when practising uteskole. The teachers in S2 also express challenges with 
facilitating processing first-hand experiences, as Lawrence explains: ‘No, we are not 
that structured. The fact that we have three different age groups makes it difficult to 
connect to the classroom activities”. When pupils from three grade levels attend at 
the same time, it is too burdensome to cooperate with other teachers with different 
subjects in their respective classes. The teachers in S2 acknowledge that facilitat-
ing a structured processing of first-hand experiences might also enhance the pupils’ 
learning of curriculum content, but they do not schedule or organise a collective 
reflection.

Although the teachers express somewhat different intentions and encountering 
different challenges in their uteskole practices, they utilise the same two main activi-
ties of friluftsliv and theoretical learning.

Teachers’ practices – Friluftsliv activities [outdoor living activities]

All our informants highlight that uteskole provides possibilities for teaching skills 
relevant to being outdoors and participating in Norwegian culture. A typical descrip-
tion is given by Annie (S1):

Uteskole is the main arena for teaching friluftsliv. When we think about ski-
ing, skating, hiking and bonfires, it is not something every Norwegian does 
regularly, but it is an important part of our culture that can be passed on to all 
the kids with a completely different culture in a natural way, which they do not 
necessarily encounter elsewhere.

In addition to explaining uteskole as a way to teach about appropriate outdoor 
clothing and general outdoor skills, the teachers describe uteskole as a natural way 
of teaching friluftsliv to pupils with a different cultural background, making them 
more prone to seek similar experiences in the future.

The teachers all emphasise the positive aspects of friluftsliv activities in uteskole, 
but some teachers also note that they are not always able to carry out the intended 
theoretical learning activities because it takes longer than anticipated to travel to the 
uteskole location.
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Teachers’ strategies – Theoretical learning activities

While the previous two themes present findings derived mainly through inductive 
analysis, the findings in this theme were established mainly through thematic and 
theory-driven analysis. We identified two underlying strategies regarding the facili-
tation of theoretical learning activities: manipulation of symbols (1) and the connec-
tion between theoretical and practical learning activities (2).

Manipulation of symbols

The pupils’ ability to manipulate and represent symbols plays a significant part in 
both schools’ uteskole activities, and the products are mainly symbolic representa-
tions, i.e., words, calculations or drawings, exemplified by an observation from S2:

Charlie takes 20 pupils away from the main group at the campsite to an open 
area. He lets the pupils choose who they want to pair up with and presents 
a piece of paper with four rebuses that reveal the names of four Norwegian 
inventions.

This observation note exemplifies the emphasis on representations and theoretical 
learning in the uteskole context, where the pupils need to combine drawings, num-
bers and letters.

Combining physical activity and repetition of theoretical knowledge is also a typ-
ical activity in both schools, as Annie (S1) describes:

We use a task called ‘The 50-game’, where they (the pupils) solve fifty dif-
ferent repetition tasks related to content they have been taught in, for exam-
ple, religion, math or science. They run around looking for task sheets that are 
spread over a limited area in the woods; they solve the tasks and return to us 
with the answers.

The teachers combine physical activity and the repetition of content that the 
pupils have worked on in the classroom before, often through quiz-like tasks. In 
uteskole, the pupils either have freedom of movement or are required to perform 
some sort of physical activity while solving these tasks.

The connection between theoretical and practical learning activities

The teachers organise learning activities aiming to integrate and apply knowledge 
attained in the classroom to authentic situations outdoors. The following observation 
notes from S2 provide an example:

The pupils are divided into groups of two to four and given a map which they 
shall use to find their way to a forest located some distance from the school. 
Otto, Lawrence and Charlie follow at some distance, either by foot or by bike. 
If one of the groups diverges from the route laid out on the map, the teachers’ 
guide them in the right direction. Since the teachers walk behind the pupils 
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during the activity, there is little probability of any of the groups not finding 
the uteskole location; however, one group still manages to get lost, and the 
teacher has to guide the pupils to the correct location. The pupils stop at desig-
nated spots on the map to solve math tasks. A typical task is as follows: ‘At this 
address, there is a house. Count the number of windows, divide by the number 
of outdoor lights, and add the number of garages. What is the answer?’

The task consists of several steps: the pupils must 1) find the correct address, 
2) gather information about elements of the house or garden, and then finally 3) 
perform calculations and write the answers on a piece of paper. At the end of the 
uteskole day, the teachers evaluate the pupils’ efforts by checking their answers. 
However, the practical use of the map is not emphasised by the teachers other than 
an expression of slight frustration regarding the one group becoming lost.

Another example of an activity aimed to establish connection between theory and 
practice is observed in S1. Before going out, the teacher explains how to build a 
bonfire and how to behave safely, but when it is time to build the bonfire, the pupils 
are given a totally unrelated task to create land-art that must contain either letters or 
numbers. The practical steps of finding firewood and building, lighting and putting 
out the bonfire are performed by the teacher without any of the pupils participat-
ing. When they return to the classroom, the pupils are tasked with processing their 
experiences in uteskole by reading, writing and colouring a template about bonfires. 
These learning activities are mainly theoretical: 1) learn the rules and principles of 
bonfires in the classroom before going out, 2) use symbols to create land art at the 
uteskole location, and 3) read the principles of bonfires and colour a template of 
children sitting around a bonfire when back in the classroom.

We find that the teachers intend to use uteskole to facilitate situations where the 
pupils can experience “real life” and that, ideally, these experiences are processed 
through reflection, conversation, writing and drawing. However, the teachers find 
it challenging to facilitate this processing due to limited time in planning and coor-
dinating with the other teachers and the tight scheduling of school days. The teach-
ers intend to focus on both friluftsliv activities and theoretical learning activities in 
uteskole, but they are not integrated with each other.

Discussion

Our research questions – What are teachers’ intentions in practising regular 
uteskole, and what activities and strategies do teachers utilise when practising 
uteskole? – present the following issues for discussion.

Romantic and Pragmatist intentions

The teachers from both schools’ express intentions in their uteskole practice and 
organise activities, reflecting elements of both the Romantic and Pragmatist currents 
in the field of experiential education despite their quite different positions regarding 
education.
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Romantic

The teachers emphasise facilitating situations in uteskole where the pupils can expe-
rience nature first-hand, particularly friluftsliv activities, such as walking, hiking, 
skiing or bicycling to the uteskole location, different camp activities involving bon-
fires, the use of saws, axes and knives, and playing in nature. The teachers describe 
these activities as educative and argue that they are important because friluftsliv is a 
central part of both the physical education (PE) curriculum and Norwegian culture. 
This is in line with Lyngstad and Sæther (2020, p. 11) claim that the pupils do not 
only learn to master skills related to friluftsliv but also about themselves as “sub-
jects in nature”. The teachers’ statements that these friluftsliv activities are educative 
in themselves and the lack of emphasis on establishing a connection between these 
activities and learning activities in the classroom or theoretical knowledge might 
be interpreted as expressions of a Romantic perspective. This Romantic notion of 
friluftsliv is also described in Nordic educational research, for example, by Goga 
et al. (2018) calling it the “celebratory position”, and similar accentuation of friluft-
sliv can be found in the new Norwegian curriculum (The Norwegian Directorate for 
Education & Training, 2020).

Roberts (2012) underlines that from a Romantic perspective, the idea of the trans-
formative potential in direct experiences can be disrupted by too much structure and 
discipline. The importance of avoiding the corrupting influences of society purports 
an educational practice where the individual stands alone, destined to make sense 
of experiences solely through their own previous experience, an individualisation 
of the educational process. Dewey (1963, p. 25) warned "the belief that all genuine 
education comes about through experience does not mean that all experiences are 
genuinely or equally educative. Experience and education cannot be directly equated 
to each other". Even though the pupils’ first-hand experiences in uteskole may be 
powerful and lead to formative changes, the individual emphasis on the Romantic 
current makes it difficult to incorporate it into curriculum programmes. Further-
more, the disregard of society and its “corruptive influence” on pupils’ does not 
blend well with the idea of education as a tool for developing future democratic citi-
zens. Our findings indicate that one might miss opportunities to actualise the pupils’ 
experiences into useful educative processes when relying on the idea that the experi-
ences are formative enough in themselves.

Pragmatist

The teachers in this study also express intentions and practices in line with a Prag-
matist position. The teachers from S1 explicitly adhere to the didactic model of 
uteskole (Jordet, 2010) by intending to establish a connection between learning 
activities in the classroom and learning activities in uteskole through a positive 
circular learning process. This could fulfil one of Dewey (1963) criteria for educa-
tive experience, as an example of continuity. However, the main emphasis of the 
teachers in S1 seems to be on documenting the pupil’s experiences by representing 
it afterwards, in the classroom. This seems to be based on an understanding influ-
enced by traditional ideas of schooling and a representational epistemology. This 
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interpretation of the teachers understanding is further strengthened when we look 
at the learning activities that are organised outdoors. In addition to the friluftsliv 
activities, the teachers organise theoretical learning activities, which involve the 
repetition of previously taught curriculum content, letters, numbers, and calculus. 
This highlights a paradox: representational knowledge, which is used to represent 
the world outside the classroom, is brought outside, into the context that it is meant 
to represent. Instead of facilitating activities through which the pupils are able to uti-
lise and test their knowledge in authentic situations, what (Dewey, 1963) would call 
transactions, they are given representational learning tasks identical to those given 
in the classroom. This is a potent example of how a representational epistemology 
permeates teachers’ practices and becomes the main focus of uteskole. The incor-
poration of physical activity, e.g., the “50 s game” of running combined with solv-
ing quiz-questions seems to be an attempt by the teachers to establish a transaction 
between the pupils and the environment, but without connection between the phys-
ical activity and the theoretical learning activity. The Active Smarter Kids (ASK) 
project (Resaland et al., 2016) examined a suggested connection between physical 
activity and academic achievement but could not document significant associations. 
The emphasis on documentation and representational knowledge and the lack of 
focus on facilitating transactions between the pupils and their surroundings result 
in a distortion of the didactic model of uteskole and lead to practices that cannot be 
considered in line with Dewey (1963) notions of experience and learning. As Mur-
phy (2020, p. 1) highlights, teachers teaching outside the classroom should set up 
an environment that invites and sustains active investigation and that “the outdoor 
learning environment should not mirror the indoor classroom or the school yard at 
break time”.

Epistemology and structure

According to Ord and Leather (2011), similar simplifications or misunderstandings 
of Dewey’s theories are common in the field of outdoor education. They argue that 
“reflection after action” simply is not enough because an experience and the result-
ing learning is established as a continuous transaction. The teachers bring the rep-
resentations and indoor learning activities outdoors in an attempt to establish conti-
nuity. Unfortunately, this creates a disruptive effect; the focus is moved away from 
pupils transacting with their surroundings to pupils transacting with representations, 
which are seldom related to the context, e.g., a rebus with Norwegian inventors.

The teachers express several barriers that limit their efforts and fuel frustrations, 
such as lack of time resources, coordination and support, as reported in studies of 
uteskole (Bentsen et al., 2010) and studies of outdoor education (Rickinson et al., 
2004). Nicol (2003) argues that educational institutions have become preoccupied 
with separating and compartmentalising knowledge. The rigid emphasis on time-
tabling, 45-min classes, 15-min breaks, and strict differentiations of school sub-
jects results in schools mirroring the organisation of production lines, which might 
make it difficult to facilitate learning situations where the pupils can experience how 
school subjects are interconnected and related to anything beyond the classroom. 
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Although the Pragmatist foundation of uteskole is reported as important by the 
teachers, the struggle in uteskole seems to be both epistemological and structural.

“Multi‑modal model of knowing” as an operationalisation of a transactional 
epistemology

One way of helping teachers liberate themselves from the grip of representational 
epistemology might be as Nicol (2003) outlines in the concept of a “multi-modal 
model of knowing”, providing an alternative framework of epistemological diver-
sity. He distinguishes between experiential, presentational, propositional and practi-
cal ways of knowing. Experiential knowing is knowing through the direct first-hand 
experience of a person, place or thing. Presentational knowing is manifest in images 
that articulate experiential knowing, for example: arts, music, dance, poetry and 
drama. Propositional knowing is knowing “about” something in intellectual terms 
of ideas and theories and expressed in abstract language or mathematics. Practical 
knowing involves how to do something, expressed as a skill, knack or competence. 
This “multi-modal model of knowing” may be an important guide to operationalise 
a transactional epistemology into the practice of uteskole.

In Norway, the recent curriculum reform highlights deep learning, which entails 
ensuring that pupils seek to understand the meaning of the teaching materials, relate 
their ideas to their previous knowledge and experiences, and transfer and utilise their 
skills and knowledge in a novel context (The Norwegian Directorate for Education 
& Training, 2020). We argue that uteskole is a teaching method that may support 
teachers in facilitating deep learning.

There is a need for increased focus on the integration of both theoretical and 
practical learning activities in uteskole. The teachers should adopt an epistemologi-
cal position that entails a holistic understanding of knowing, in which all aspects 
of learning are incorporated in the teaching practices and such an integration pre-
supposes a transactional epistemology as the foundation. This is an epistemologi-
cal position that is congruent with the philosophical foundations of uteskole and 
Deweys’ perspective on experience, learning and education. A transactional epis-
temology, operationalised through a “multi-modal model of knowing”, can provide 
support to teachers in order to facilitate transaction between the pupils and the envi-
ronment outdoors, ultimately aiding them in establishing continuity between learn-
ing activities outdoors and indoors.

Concluding remarks

The teachers’ serious intentions to facilitate first-hand experiences of the environ-
ment outside the classroom to enhance their pupils’ learning encounter difficulties 
in linking experiences in uteskole with the curriculum content. The teachers’ frustra-
tions are related to the lack of all types of resources, but the multiple epistemologies 
that are embedded in and influence their practices seem to be the main obstacles to 
taking advantage of the possibilities in the didactic model of uteskole. Furthermore, 
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we find that the Romantic and Pragmatist currents, which entail very different 
notions of how learning should be facilitated, are both present in the teachers’ inten-
tions and practice of uteskole. The emphasis on the transformative power of direct 
experience in the Romantic current is mainly reflected in the teachers focus on fri-
luftsliv, while the Pragmatist emphasis on processing experiences is reflected in the 
focus on documenting the first-hand experiences and the attempts to facilitate conti-
nuity and transaction through theoretical learning activities outdoors. For uteskole to 
more consistently contribute to Norwegian schools’ commitment to deep learning, 
teacher training programmes should focus on learning about the different epistemo-
logical positions and how these positions might influence the practice of uteskole. 
There is a need for further studies of teachers’ intentions and practices related to 
uteskole that critically apply its foundational philosophical framework.
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