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OUTDOOR EDUCATION IN FINLAND

Vesa Heinonen

* A short film shot about Finland’s nature
* (Trough whole presentation pictures and trailers)

First, I’'m coming from Finland. Population in our country is 5,4 million but area is 8,5 times so big
as your country (map). We are situated in Northern Europe between Russia, Norwegian and Sweden.
Finland belongs to European Union.

Many people in Finland are living near nature or are there during their leisure time. We have about
one million summerhouses where people are spending weekends or vocations. That’s why most
children are used to move in nature. Nowadays only 20 % of population in Finland is living in
countryside. Fifty years ago that was little over 50 %.

But living in towns has made many families unfamiliar of nature and moving there. That’s why
state has taken up policies of outdoor, nature and environment education. Second reason has been to
get people more responsible of environment in the world where ecological problems have
aroused.This education begins in families and at kindergartens where children are taken daily at
least for half of day out to gardens, park areas or forest.

A. Outdoor and nature education is continuing trough whole school system to universities and
professionals studies. Nature and outdoor education can consider:

- studies in classes and books of nature, ecology and environment

- training activities and outdoor sports

- special theme days, visit in nature centres and nature

- several days camps or trekking and work for nature and recycling.

Finland is a part of European Union (EU). EU has many programmes like UNESCO which are
supporting outdoor and nature education. We have in many schools special programme called Green
flag but internationally it is called Eco-Schools.

The Eco-Schools Programme aims to raise students’ awareness of environmental and related
sustainable development issues through classroom study together with school and community

action, and provides an integrated system for environmental management of schools.

As a process of facilitating sustainable development at a local level, pupils are encouraged to take
an active role in practical steps to reduce the environmental impact of the school. Eco-Schools thus
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extends learning beyond the classroom and develops responsible attitudes and commitment both at
home and wider in the community. The Eco-Schools Green Flag, awarded to schools with high
achievement in their Programme, is a recognised and respected eco-label for environmental
education and performance.

Participation

The Programme incorporates seven elements which schools at any level can adopt as a methodology.
These elements have been designed to be the core of the Eco-Schools process, yet the structure is
flexible enough to be adopted in any country, and at any level of schools’ previous environmental
achievement. Pupil involvement throughout the process is an integral and essential factor. The
participation of other stakeholders in the school and community in the decision-making process is

an important step towards dialogue and cooperation, providing a good basis for citizenship
education. This flexible system, with its pedagogic and practical elements, has made Eco-Schools a
very successful programme with clear and tangible benefits to schools and communities, and of
course to teachers and young people.

Eco-Schools in Finland

In Finland, the program is running under the name Vihred lippu (Green Flag) by the Association
for Environmental Education in Finland. The program is available for Finnish kindergartens,
schools and trade schools. Since the initiation of the program in 1998, the number of participants
has risen from six to over 200, reaching more than 65 000 children, youth and grown-ups. The
program is based on the international principles and criteria, but the implementation and the
materials have been specifically developed to apply to our schools system and culture.

State’s Youth Centres are very careful to ensure the safety of children and youth. Each Youth Centre
is in possession of a safety plan that is updated continually, as dictated by Finnish youth legislation.
The safety plan is drawn up according to the results of a safety audit carried out by external experts.
The safety perspective is always taken into consideration when planning new programmes and
services. Instructors have been training to care for their participants' safety at all times and their
skills are refreshed in training on a continual basis. The buildings, interiors, exercise and leisure
time facilities of the Youth Centres have been built to conform to safety standards for work with

young people.

Youth Centres draw on the adventure education principles

Do it yourself by working together as a group and then discussing your experience. This is how
Youth Centres operate; allowing young people to learn new skills and learn to know themselves and
their friends better.

Youth Centre instructors draw heavily on the principles and teaching methods of adventure and
experiential education in the planning of their programmes. In sessions that are founded on
adventure education, participants are introduced to a new activity or foreign environment and are
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asked to cope with the new situation by challenging themselves, finding new ways to act, and, as a
result, discovering new facets of themselves. Participation is holistic and immersive, activating the
participant's mind, body and senses. An important part of the activity is the follow-up discussion of
the experience led by the instructor, designed to strengthen the learning experience even further.

In the majority of the programmes participants move about in natural environments. Great care is
made to consider participant safety already in the session planning stage. Safety is also checked
again during the session itself. '

The professionalism of the instructor is a crucial element of a successful learning experience. When
the goal is to free one's self from old habits of thought and practice, situations may produce many
unexpected surprises. At times like this, an experienced and skilled instructor goes a long way
towards guaranteeing safety and a fruitful learning process.

Adventure Education - What is it?

Adventure education is structured, goal-oriented activity in an adventure environment that seeks to
provide participants with safe and direct experiences combined with reflexivity that result in holistic
development as a person.

Activities follow a process. The length of the process can change, dependent on the goals that have
been established and their attainment. The objectives of the exercises are determined on a
case-by-case basis, according to the individual or group in question. A key element is the
introduction of an activity or working environment that is totally new and creates a sufficient
amount of genuine challenges. This new situation often creates the opportunity for powerful
experiences, challenging participants to come up with new methods of thinking and acting. In
adventure education, participants' ability to assume personal responsibility for their actions is
emphasized: they are the ship's crew, not its passengers.

The underlying philosophy and methodological framework behind adventure education is often held
to be theories of experiential learning. Social pedagogical thought and practice is also closely
related to the adventure education canon. These kinds of learning processes should contain
participation that is a holistic experience, with reflection on and conceptualisation of the experience
and practical application of what has been learned. Special attention is paid to processes of growth
that foster social participation, wellbeing, working ability, lifestyle management and active
citizenship.

Adventure education emphasizes the professional skills of the instructor. When people are out of
their element in entirely new situations, things never go as one would expect. An experienced and
skilled instructor observes and forecasts the chain of events and ensures the social, spiritual and
physical safety of all course participants.
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Experiential education or pedagogy is often used as synonym for adventure education.

Social empowerment services are activities designed to support the daily time management and
development of life skills for young people deemed to be at risk of marginalization. According to
the Finnish Youth Act, the objective is to encourage young people to become a part of their
community as active citizens.

Social empowerment is preventive youth work. Activities seeking to improve the preparedness of
young people for daily and working life are meant to reduce youth unemployment. The service
chain of social empowerment includes various workshop activities, preventive substance abuse
work, afternoon clubs for children.

B. No governmental organisations’ role in outdoor education

There are also many no governmental organisations organising outdoor or adventure education and
supporting official work in that way. The target audience includes people who work with one or
more of these methods in some capacity, researchers and professionals in the field and associates
and stakeholders from related organisations.

The Finnish Association for Environmental Education is organisation in Finland which concentrates
solely on furthering and supporting environmental education. Its aim is to have an increasing
number of educators in Finland with the will and skills to help children and youngsters to get the
knowledge, skills and values that promote sustainable development. Their work covers ecological,.
cultural, social and economic aspects of sustainable development. Work consists of:

- Lobbying for improved conditions for environmental education

- Improving the cooperation between different actors within environmental education-

The Finnish Nature League - Luonto-Liitto in Finnish — is the youth organization of the Finnish
Association for Nature Conservation (Suomen luonnonsuojeluliitto), the biggest national ENGO in
Finland. It’s a nation-wide non-governmental nature and environmental protection organization for
children and the youth. Most members are between 5 and 29 years of age. Their mission is a
society where natural biodiversity and the intrinsic value of nature is acknowledged and respected.
In order to achieve our goals we offer knowledge, experiences and activities, and create possibilities
for young people to influence and participate to environmental decision-making processes.

Nature League’s emphasis of its work is on the following activities:
- Environmental education for children and the youth
- Nature League runs afternoon nature clubs for children
- NL runs environmental groups for the youth
- NL organizes circa 30 nature camps annually, targeted for children and youth

« Courses in environmental education for the youth, students and adults
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- Courses on running a nature club

- Courses for those who want to work as nature camp leaders on NL’s camps
- Courses on nature and exploring the wilderness

- Courses on environmental education for interested young adults

- Courses on specific biological and environmental themes

CLIMBING
The head organization of Finnish climbing, Suomen Kiipeilyliitto ry. (registered association) SKIL,
was founded in 1994. Internationally the association is called The Finnish Climbing Association.

The purpose of SKIL is:

- to promote Finnish climbing and all subtypes of climbing and Finnish ski randonnée

- to act as the head organization of Finnish climbing clubs and to monitor the education work of
climbing clubs in Finland and promote competition climbing in Finland

C. Private companies’ adventure theme parks for schoolchildren and young people
Example 1 Nomme Adventure Park:

Overview

Venturing the trails up in the trees you’ll discover yourself and company in exhilarating situations!
Adventure Park has a total of 6 trails. With each trail reaching new heights you’ll gradually pass
through more difficult obstacles. All trails are rewarded in the end with a speedy decent on a
zip-line. Speed track is only 2 meters from the ground but is technically difficult. Electronic time
taking system adds excitement. Test how fast you really are! Estimated time for completion of all
trails is 2,5h, and up to 3h for larger groups. In the late season trails become something completely
new in darkness, using only head lamps for lighting. Also, rain should not deter you — trees provide
cover and trails are easily passable.

Kids park

For the little ones we have a special children park. Kids, shorter then 115 cm, can enjoy various
attractions just like grown ups do. With a little help from adults, if needed. Adventure park safety
precautions include:

- Construction of the trails according to strict safety standards

- Experienced staff

- Professional equipment

- Lanyard and self belay system with two carabiners

- Safety briefing and practice trail under the watchful eye of the instructor.

Adventure Park is built in compliance with European Union standards AFNOR XP-902-1 and XP
S52-902-2. Trails are in compliance with EN 15567-1 standard and operation with EN 15567-2
standard. They provide you with professional equipment and thorough safety briefing from
experienced instructors.
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Safety

- Before accessing the trails, each client signs a terms of use agreement with the Adventure Park and
participates in a safety briefing.

- Children under the age of 14 can only access the trails with the consent of an adult.

- One adult can take liability for maximum of 4 children.

- Children can visit the park on their own with a pre-filled and signed terms of use agreement.(link)
- Children with the height of 115-140cm can access first three trails.

- Youth up to 18 years old and taller than 140cm can access all 6 trails.

- Safety harness is given to a client for personal use only and must be returned immediately after the
completion of trails.

Example 2 Levi adventure park in Finnish Lapland

Levi adventure tracks:

Track 1 Orange track for beginners and children over 120cm, set at 1.5 metres above ground level.
All adventurers taller than 120cm begin with this track and must go with an instructor
through its 9 challenges, including plank and mesh bridges and a cable slide, before moving
on to more challenging tracks.

Track 2 Green track for beginners and children over 130cm, set 3 metres above ground level. 11
challenges, including Stairs, Cross Bridge and Barrel, passed independently.

Track 3 This blue track has 12 challenges that are a bit trickier, such as the Waving Bridge, Cable
Slide and Crevasses Bridge. The adventurer has to pass five metres above ground level for
these challenges (minimum height 140cm).

Track 4 The red track requires more strength and dexterity than the previous ones (minimum height
140cm). It offers 13 challenges, such as the Flying Tree, Tarzan Leap and Pirate Bridge.
Adventurers wanting to get on this track must practice on the green and blue tracks first.

Track 5 At 9 metres off the ground, the black track is the most challenging of them all. It is
intended for the most athletic visitors (minimum height 155cm) who want to test their
limits, mentally as well as physically. On the 11 challenges of this track, including
Swinging Steps and Tarzan’s ropes, your strength and balance are really put to the
test. The black track ends with a 100-metre slide, the Flying Fox.
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