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ABSTRACT

Amidst the global pandemic of COVID-19, online learning and teaching were oftentimes treated
as the new normal. Students and tutors were expected to accept it and perform as effectively as
they did in face-to-face situations. However, the online mode sustained over extended periods
of time often results in decreased motivation, a lesser ability to concentrate, and general fatigue.
This paper explores how outdoor workshops involving local and international students were
used for restoration amidst lengthy online COVID-19-related learning periods at Suzhou
Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture (China) and their role as a regular practice for sustainability
in education. The methods of the study consist of content analysis of reports on outdoor
workshops organized, interviews with tutors, and qualitative questionnaires for students. Results
of the study indicate that workshop experiences outdoors provide renewal of motivation, the
joy of getting together, learning by doing, involvement in a vivid way, and chances to create
milestone memories of achievement. Important aspects to note while organizing workshops
outdoors, along with possible challenges and their solutions, are outlined while proposing
outdoor workshops as interculturally relevant tools based on fundamental human values such
as connecting with nature and face-to-face contact with others. To facilitate the sustainability
goals of the United Nations, particularly those pertaining to good health, well-being, and
quality education, this approach offers a counterbalance to online or classroom learning, is
globally relevant, and can be applied creatively in a variety of settings, learning situations,
and disciplines. The paper uses the triple bottom line model to consider the sustainability of
this approach from economic, environmental, and social perspectives, and concludes with its

usefulness and reasonable application.
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INTRODUCTION

Pacheco (2021) maintains that the crisis response to COVID-19 caused rippling
effects that have changed the realms of personal, social, and economic affairs. During
the COVID-19 lockdowns, curriculums were moved online and students were apart
from each other and their teachers, with no possibility of face-to-face dialogue.
Amidst the global pandemic, online learning and teaching, video conferencing, and
online meetings were oftentimes treated as the new normal (Pacheco, 2021). Students,
tutors, employees, and supervisors were expected to accept this and perform as
effectively as they had done in face-to-face situations. However, universities had
issues with creating the best possible experience for students as regards to online
learning programs (Lobos Pefia et al., 2021). Whether this new normal was created
by the pandemic or is a capitalization on the trend of using already existing online
platforms and technologies (Pacheco, 2021), Gil (2020) raises the issue of physical

and spiritual upheaval and the need to reconsider and change the way we live.

The online mode sustained over extended periods of time, i.e., several months,
often results in decreased motivation, a lesser ability to concentrate, and general
fatigue (Fuentes, 2020). While exercise indoors has been suggested as a way to
cope, there is still limited information available on the best strategies for alleviating
online learning challenges such as the learning environment at home and mental
health concerns (Barrot et al., 2021). While the outdoor workshop method was
not viable during complete lockdowns, meeting outdoors and in small groups was
allowed during some periods of the pandemic. Learning outdoors, when possible
and relevant, provides a more comprehensive experience of inquiry and the healing
effects of nature which offer deep restoration. There is accumulating evidence that
experiencing nature benefits people greatly and is a multisensory experience. While
the visual aspect is most often discussed, encounters with nature also occur through
sound, smell, taste, and touch, all of which have a range of effects on well-being
(Franco et al., 2017). Eldredge (2001) frames his book Wild at Heart around his
outdoor experiences, explaining how human beings have a desire to get away from
deadlines and cellphones and return to the wild to explore, and how that makes

them truly alive.

Regarding the background of this research study, the author used a reflexive
approach involving her own experiences with the COVID-19 situation in China from

2020 to 2022 and how restorative experiences outdoors were helpful in coping with



Outdoor Workshops 15

the online mode of teaching amidst restrictions. Students were especially appreciative
of the chance to get together and be out in nature after the 2020 lockdown. The
research aim was to learn about the experience of organizing workshops outdoors
and provide information on their benefits and possible challenges as well as ways
to tackle them. This is relevant for education sustainability worldwide, applies to
online degrees and issues surrounding online work balance, and can also be used as
an occasional change in the classroom or office environment.

Focusing on the experience of Suzhou Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture
(China), this paper explores outdoor workshops as means for sustainability amidst
lengthy online learning periods and as a regular practice incorporated with classroom
teaching. This case was chosen because it was more easily accessible to the author
and the institution was the first one she encountered during her ten-year stay in
China where outdoors activities are organized on a regular basis. Based on the
analysis of the case involving reports on outdoor workshops, interviews with tutors,
and qualitative questionnaires of students, this paper recommends a wider use of
outdoor workshops to maintain motivation and experience the restorative effect of
being in the nature. These means of a more humane experience could be relevant

and creatively applied in a variety of settings, learning situations, and disciplines.

This paper uses a broad and flexible understanding of sustainability and
showcases practices for balanced education involving a sustainable appreciation of
nature and the strengthening of face-to-face contact between students and tutors.
These practices correspond to the sustainability priorities of the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development (United Nations, n.d.) adopted by all United Nations
member states. The context studied is most directly relevant to U.N. sustainable
development goals 3 and 4—good health, well-being, and quality education. The
outdoor workshop method is environmentally sustainable and in line with the most
quoted sustainability concept of the Brundtland World Commission Report—meeting
the needs of the present generation of students without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their needs (WCED, 1987). In addition, the triple bottom
line model has been widely used in sustainability discussions for finding balance
between the economic, environmental, and social/community aspects of various
initiatives. Three-dimensional sustainability was introduced by Elkington (1997),
who suggested the dimensions of profit, planet, and people. Carter and Rogers (2008)

considered economic, environmental, and social aspects as comprising triple bottom
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line sustainability. Later on, Closs, Speier, and Meacham (2011) proposed a model
that considers the environmental, ethical, educational, and economical aspects
of sustainability. Indeed, while the term bottom line originates from the world of
management science, it can also be used in other disciplines to consider the impacts
of their activities. The triple bottom line has been used in education research by
Saeudy (2015) to provide critical analysis in higher education institutions and by
Sofiadin (2021) to evaluate the benefits of e-learning. However, since the model has
further potential for application in the area of education, this paper will utilize it
as a reference point for sustainability while discussing the results of the study and

demonstrating how outdoor workshops can be implemented in practice.

LITERATURE REVIEW

As students face the trends of digital subjectivities, economies, and the
metamorphosis of capitalism (Wells, 2020), online learning prepares them for these
new realities of work. The “new normal” will definitely favor those who can manage
software-structured social relationships well (Pacheco, 2021). However, the study
programs need to be designed in a way that also helps young adults to balance the
pull of self-preservation with coming together face-to-face with others. They need to
be taught about the self-regeneration that comes from being in nature. Such coping

skills will be invaluable for them in the long term.

Bringing in the idea of generational characteristics can be helpful when
discussing the developments in education nowadays. Defining the exact boundaries
of generations is tricky, and every human being is an individual (Dolot, 2018).
Nevertheless, attempts to make generalizations persist. Identifiable groups sharing
birth years, age, location, and significant life events or critical development stages
can serve significant purposes (Kupperschmidt, 2000), such as understanding the
impact of different environmental circumstances (signum temporis) on persons and
their attitudes as well as lifestyles (Dolot, 2018). Generation Z (born after 1995
[Cilliers, 2017]), to which most students today belong, was born and raised in
completely different circumstances than older generations (Dolot, 2018). This
generation is known by many names—the iGeneration, Gen Tech, the Online
Generation, the Post Millennials, the Facebook Generation, the Switchers, “always
clicking”—because new technologies are a natural environment for them. Generation

Z can exist in real and virtual worlds, easily checking and sourcing information that
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they need, sharing it with others, and using a variety of communication devices and
social media platforms (Csobanka, 2016). Yet while being a digital native has its own
advantages, it poses the risk of developing technology dependency and highlights
the need for balance and exposure to nature. This is also relevant for the study and
work balance of millennials (born 1982-2002) and Generation Y (born 1980-1995)
who are technology-savvy but also possibly technology-addicted. Looking forward,
it is also applicable to another generation succeeding Generation Z—the Alpha

generation, which includes those born after 2010 (Csobanka, 2016).

The curriculum of things (Laist, 2016) involves the digitalization of one’s own
subjectivities, object orientation in pedagogy, and the focus on information rather
than knowledge (Koopman, 2019). While the online form warrants such changes,
there is a thinning of meaningful content as a result, making the experience less
personal and humane. Technology is helpful for enhancing efficiency and ensuring
uniformity but it can come at the cost of reducing human reflection, intellectual
endeavor, and critical attitudes. Technology renders a lifestyle of post-human
existence that is centered on machine-like effectiveness, increasing productivity,
ensnaring devices, convenience, connectivity, and calculation that destroys creativity.
However, lived experience is not technological, and so we need to create more lived
moments for students (Pinar, 2019; Pacheco, 2021).

Outdoor workshops are useful for experiencing curriculum-as-lived (Pinar, 2019)
which we are in danger of losing as young people spend too much time on their
screens. Kronos in Greek stands for structured, planned time and effectiveness
while kairos means lived, slow time (Koepnick, 2014). Kairos opens up an original
experience, possibly even of the divine, of life itself, of being oneself, and of imposing
one’s own sense of time (Shew, 2013). Kairos time in learning involves the awareness
of daily life, subjective application, and inner activism (Pacheco, 2021). Responsive,
ethical, and humane encounter requires being away from the distractions of image-
after-image on the screen, sensing one’s own being in the physical and natural
environment, and becoming present in the here and now as a historical and timeless

experience (Pacheco, 2021).

Turning to the situation in China during the COVID-19 outbreak, more than
200 million students were involved in online learning since face-to-face classes were

suspended. It was unprecedented as the largest scale online learning operation in
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the world (Guo & Wan, 2022). There were two longer periods of online learning for
college and university students—one in the spring term of 2020 and the other in
the spring term of 2022—which lasted for the whole semester in many institutions.
Depending on the place, there were also occasions when autumn terms were
interrupted, cut short, or moved online. The positive aspect was the continuity of
the education experience as the emergency plan of “classes suspended but learning
continues” ensured that the provision of education was successfully maintained
(Gu & Li, 2022). However, challenges such as students’ focus, study habits, learning
environment at home, and need to step up from being passive learners to becoming
more independent learners came under the spotlight (Gu & Li, 2022). COVID-19
delayed and hindered internationalization processes—even though it made the
delivery mode more globalized, students experienced a divided world (Peters et al.,
2020). Online learning created a digital divide caused by differences in equipment
quantity, network quality, and students’ adaptability to online learning (Guo &
Wan, 2022). Ma et al. (2021) explored mental health challenges encountered by
students, and Peters et al. (2020) looked into the impact of disruption on students
and their coping with online study modes, contributing to the understanding of the

complexity of the online learning experience in China.

Stress and mental health are considerable problem areas when students learn
online. Stress during the pandemic became deep-seated as an ongoing state of
emergency while watching for what was coming up next (Latour, 2020). The
COVID-19 pandemic led to more stress and anxiety for university students as they
needed to adjust to online learning modes (Lobos Pefa et al., 2021). It required
more self-reliance and better self-management skills, adding to concerns about
their physical and mental health (Besser et al., 2022)—research involving 30,383
students in 62 countries identified worries about future careers, boredom, anxiety,
frustration, connection issues, and a perceived increase in workload (Garris & Fleck,
2022). Online learning started off with going back home followed by sitting in front
of a screen all day long, assignments piling up, staying up late, and sleeping in.
Furthermore, there is a decreased ability to concentrate during the day and feeling
low due to the lack of a sense of accomplishment and meaningful social connections
which forms a vicious cycle (Fuentes, 2020). For some, adapting to being back in their
parent’s home and being alone during the day is difficult. Fuentes (2020) found that

75% of undergraduate students were feeling more anxiety and stress while learning
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online. It was also difficult for them to stay motivated, especially toward the end

of the term.

In medical and health science colleges, overall satisfaction with online learning
among students was at 41.3% compared to 74.3% for the faculty. Study load,
workload, enhancing engagement, and technical issues (SWEET) were the main
concerns (Elshami et al., 2021) The positive experiences in online learning relate to
support received from professors and universities. The level of satisfaction with this
teaching mode stood at 53% in Oceania, North America, and Europe (Aristovnik et
al., 2021). This underscores the importance of relationship building, which could be
strengthened further by occasional face-to-face meetings in the suggested outdoor
workshop setting. The same study revealed low scores from professors regarding the
mode of teaching (Lobos Pefia et al., 2021). As social interaction had been weakened,
professors felt less confident in the connection with their students during online
courses (Hampton et al., 2020). Diffused expectations about performance from
instructors can result in self-fulfilling prophecies, meaning that low expectations
hinder student learning while setting a higher bar fosters learning and leads to better
achievement (Gentrup et al., 2020). Positive relationships between students and
professors remain essential for academic results and participation and preventing

dropouts from education programs (Kincade et al., 2020).

Despite all this, aspects that are missing from online learning are face-to-face
interaction and multisensory experience. Recent research confirms the importance
of touch among the five senses. Gorney and Johnson (2022) maintain that physical
presence and the comforting touch of others are required to stay healthy and refer to
the School for Creativity in Andria (Italy) where the culture of touch is encouraged
through daily physical interactions, hugging, and kissing. In their article, they
featured a photograph of students meeting outside in small groups to play a game
where they identified each other only by touch, which they invariably got right. This
depicted that handshakes and hugs are crucial to our health and our humanity. Yet
despite this, we are still hesitant and figuring out, after the pandemic, if we should
shake hands or not, how to touch, whether to approach each other, and how to
close the distance fully. The feeling could be described as being low on vitamins and
needing to be topped up with the welcome mercy of a hug after a distanced season.
Touch is a fundamental aspect of social interaction and one of the basic human

needs; it calms one down during stressful experiences and stimulates the release of
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oxytocin, which helps with trust, cooperation, sharing, emotional intelligence, and
constructive conflict resolution. Although scientists also work on “remote touch,”
“distributed touch,” and sometimes with the mediation of robots, face-to-face
contact is still irreplaceable in many ways. While virtual reality gloves are popular
among gamers to touch virtual things, technology has a long way to go to replicate

natural human touch (Gorney & Johnson, 2022).

The opportunities for meeting face-to-face outdoors need to be actively explored
and incorporated into learning and work schedules. As we navigate the complexities
of these current times, we need to encourage diverse visions and keep the well-
being of students in mind. This study addresses the gap in the literature on specific
solutions that were helpful during the COVID-19 period and which could also be
part of a long-term broader vision for sustainability in education.

In terms of interculturality and global education, outdoor workshops have
great potential for facilitating positive interaction between people of different
cultural backgrounds, placing them under equal circumstances and increasing their
ability to communicate with each other, thereby contributing to integration and
solidarity (Bricefio, 2019). At Suzhou Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture, outdoor
workshops have been used for groups of Chinese and international students. An
outdoor workshop in the context of this paper is understood to be an activity held
outdoors with a set goal and which is relevant to learning outcomes and facilitates
communication between teachers and students. Human contact with each other and
with nature has transcendental intercultural values that make outdoor workshops
relevant not only for China or COVID-19 restrictions but also as a broader means of

maintaining balance in learning worldwide.

METHOD AND MATERIALS

In this case study, a qualitative, ethnographic method of inquiry was employed
that showcased the practices at Suzhou Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture, which
has relatively rich experience in the area of organizing outdoor workshops. Founded
in 1907, Suzhou Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture is considered to be the birthplace
of modern horticulture and landscape engineering vocational education in China. It
has a total of seven faculties devoted to the following areas: horticultural science and

technology, landscape engineering, economics and management, smart agriculture,
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environmental engineering, food science and technology, and international
education. The institute is a high-level higher vocational college in Jiangsu Province,
China (Suzhou Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture, 2022). Since outdoor lessons
are a regular part of the curriculum in some programs and some teachers also have
their own initiatives relevant to workshops outdoors, it is possible to learn from and

build on this background.

Content analysis of reports on organized outdoor workshops was carried out
first. These reports were published on the institute’s website by the information and
publicity department and covered the time period of around two years ranging from
the autumn term of 2019 and including the spring term of 2022. Altogether, 42
reports of organized activities from the institute’s website were reviewed, and 15 of
them had an outdoor workshop focus or component that could be included in the
analysis. The English version of the reports was used for ease of understanding and
lifting excerpts. Parts of the reports are still available on the website of the institute
(Suzhou Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture, 2022).

In addition, face-to-face follow-up interviews with tutors were conducted at the
institute in the spring of 2022 to get to know their experience and opinions regarding
the workshops. Two male and two female teachers were interviewed for half an hour
each. To represent the variety of generational inputs, experiences, and perspectives,
both senior and junior instructors took part in the study. The interviews consisted
of open-ended questions, encouraging interviewees to offer their own definitions
of particular activities as they were addressing the topic of outdoor workshops in
general (Briggs, 1986). The interviews were conducted in English, recorded, and
transcribed. Each interviewee was given a code to distinguish them from one another

and for confidentiality purposes (see Table 1).

Code Gender Title
IV1ES female Senior tutor
IV2MS male Senior tutor
IV3iM]J male Junior tutor
IV4F] female Junior tutor

Table 1: Interviewee Codes and Basic Data

Finally, feedback on outdoor workshops was also collected from a group of 15

Chinese students in the form of qualitative questionnaires. There were eleven females
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and four males in the group, with nine of them originating from the Xinjiang region
of China and five coming from Suzhou City. This group was more easily accessible
at the time of the study and was a good choice as these students had experienced

various outdoor workshops.

Content analysis of the reports, interviews, and qualitative questionnaires was
carried out and the emerging themes were grouped together and analyzed. Illustrative
quotes or keywords as used by participants in different categories were developed
and connected to specific activities (Silverman, 2006). This enabled the sharing of
experiences that can possibly be useful in other settings so that other institutions

can benefit from the study.

RESULTS

Types of outdoor workshops organized

The content analysis of the reports on outdoor workshops and interviews
revealed several categories that represent different types of workshops. There were
regular outdoor workshops for students of agriculture, such as practice for planting
rice seedlings and efforts to introduce outdoor speaking activities for language
practice. Visiting sites related to traditional Suzhou culture, such as ancient streets
along canals, made up another set of outdoor activities, and there were special
activities for international students—traditional Chinese festivals, orientations, and

maintenance work.

Regarding workshops for students majoring in modern agricultural technologies,
half of the classes were arranged in the classroom (or online, under COVID-19
restrictions) and half in the field. All fieldwork was arranged in Dongshan campus
located outside the city center, near Tai Lake. For the curriculum of crop cultivation,

there was one hour of outdoor workshops every week.

It is extremely crucial to have outdoor workshops, apart from getting basic
knowledge from online learning or learning in [the] classroom. A lot of fieldwork
practices have to be accomplished to get solid skills and experiences in
a certain task or program, such as rice seedling raising or transplanting.
Students need to grow multiple crops, such as rice and wheat. In addition,
they are also required to manage all the crops until harvest. (IV2MS)
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An illustrative quote from a report on maintenance activity reveals how simple
physical tasks during outdoor activities can be revitalizing and offer students a

renewed perspective:

The international students together with the building maintenance employees
got familiar with maintenance of [the] campus and did practical work; they
swept the fallen leaves on campus together. At the end of the activity, the
international students reflected on their feelings about the maintenance work.
The words of thanks conveyed their gratitude and deeply warmed the hearts
of the service employees.

Figure 1: Maintenance work activity by international students at the campus (source:
website of Suzhou Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture, www.szai.edu.cn)

Another report showcases the integration of specialized knowledge with language
practice during outdoor workshops:

Tutors showed international students around the campus and the practice
base and explained the functional orientation of the Sci-Tech Park in
Xiangcheng Campus in detail. Campus faculty member([s] introduced and
instructed eight international students to join the wandering Jew cutting
practice; another teacher of the campus led the international students to
learn the Chinese vocabulary and sentence patterns during the practice. The
activity successfully integrated specialized practice teaching and Chinese
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learning and laid a solid foundation for the international students in their
specialized learning.

Furthermore, a set of cultural activities was organized together with the residents of
local communities which demonstrated efforts at integrating international students
with their host society. A quote from the report on the dyeing activity is illustrative
of this:

Thanks to the explanation of the teacher from the Baiyu Susi Cultural and
Creative Studio, the international students got to know the history, development
and important role of handicraft printing and dyeing in modern and ancient
China. Then they learned about the materials and steps of handicraft printing
and dyeing. After that, with the help of [the] teacher and after a series of
processes such as ligating, dip dyeing, fixation and rinsing, pieces of blue-
and-white kerchiefs of different designs and bright colors were dyed amidst
exciting cheers of the international students and the residents.

Figure 2: Dyeing activity with local residents and foreign volunteers (source: website of
Suzhou Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture, www.szai.edu.cn)

The celebration of traditional festivals is another type of outdoor activity. The
following extract showcases the success of this activity organized together with the
local residents:
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Guanjing Community hosted the international students of the institute [who
participated] in the Suzhou-style reunion [at the] New Year’s Eve dinner
activity. The residents of the community shared the dishes cooked at their
own home such as honeydew vegetarian “chicken,” candied lotus root, lamb
cake and eight-treasure rice pudding. Also, [the] community invited the master
of Suzhou-style cuisine to cook traditional Suzhou-style dishes on [the] spot,
such as sweet and sour mandarin fish and Suzhou-style chafing dish [sic].
After the dinner, the residents and the international students jointly cooked
Suzhou-style pastry. The lively, sincere and warm atmosphere defused their
homesickness and gave students an authentic experience of [a] Suzhou-style
New Year’s Eve.

Figure 3: Outdoor cultural activity in traditional Suzhou gardens with international
students (source: personal communication with a tutor of Suzhou Polytechnic Institute
of Agriculture)

Opportunities were sought to offer students a variety of experiences during

COVID-19 limitations and online learning:

[A class] teacher took out eight international students for practical teaching
in Xiangcheng campus on May 15 to ease their mental stress, with the
permission [of] the COVID-19 Epidemic Control Office of the institute. The
practical teaching activity received [the] vigorous support of the leaders of
the management committee who accompanied them to visit the campus.
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The functional zone of the Sci-Tech Park in the Xiangcheng campus was
explained in detail, and international students had a chance to try the fruit
characteristic of Suzhou, loquat, during their tour. They independently finished
[the] replacement of flowerpots and cutting propagation of crab cactus and
wandering jew as their practical training.

Chinese language lessons have been held outdoors and inside campus, mainly
for speaking. Outdoor elements have been incorporated into teaching in other
creative ways: “In Chinese learning, we went out and did videos about purchasing,
taking buses and asking [for] help about directions. We also edited videos to assist
their understanding” (IV1ES).

The lessons on culture can also be taken outdoors. There was a defined moment

related to this type of outdoor workshop:

Last semester, | taught Chinese students culture, and there was one afternoon
when | took them to [an] ancient street that has a lot of history and culture, so
it was a long walk[,] about 3.5 km, and we walked all the way down. It was
the beginning of a semester, and | felt so close to those students, and they
also felt close to me, and everybody enjoyed it. So this was the first time after
the pandemic that the students were out. They were very happy, and | was
very happy too. (IV1FS)

To sum up, there are a variety of outdoor workshops being organized at Suzhou
Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture. Some of them are regular, such as agricultural
workshops, and some are special activities, such as occasions relevant to culture
or language and the ones for international students. The efforts to incorporate
outdoor workshops in a variety of ways and under different topics demonstrate the
broad applicability of this method. While regular input can be relevant in some
situations, an occasional change of environment, such as under or after COVID-19
restrictions or as a break from online or classroom learning, can greatly assist students

in maintaining their motivation and inspiration.

Benefits of organizing workshops outdoors

In discussing the benefits that arise from organizing outdoor workshops, the
results of the study indicate that different experiences provide renewal of motivation
and the joy of getting together. Learning by doing is very important and facilitates
involvement in a vivid way, strengthening interactions between teachers and
students. It is a chance for creating milestone memories of achievement together,
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and the willingness, collaboration, and participation of students are helpful in

this setting:

Due to lack of sufficient interactions between teachers and students during
online learning, both teachers and students are tired of dealing with it for a
lengthy [period of] time. If it is possible to be outside and practice in ... nature,
it will definitely help students get involved and master all the skills taught by
teachers in a vivid way. (IV2MS)

Reflecting on outdoor workshops as a better way, [IV3M] contrasted them with

challenges in creating positive motivation in online learning:

Online learning is challenging, so | am asking students to start cameras
and to co-operate to get them involved, however sometimes they are not so
responsive online. Sometimes | use a threat that it will impact their grade,
which | don't like to do because it is a negative motivation. | don’t want to force
students, | want them to think for themselves and to show [their] own initiative.

Also, learning by doing is very important in the study process, as further illustrated

by this quote from an interview:

| got several Congolese students majoring in modern agricultural technologies,
whose knowledge foundation was not good yet, and they have never seen the
most typical crop, rice, in China, since cassava is [the] most popular crop in
their country. At that time, we spent most of our class time outside in the field
to raise rice seedlings, transplant rice and harvest rice in the end. They were
very excited when they harvested the rice plants grown by themselves, which
is a happiness of success. (IV2MS)

Relating to students’ need for varied sensory experiences, IV4F] shared the
following opinion:
While students learn outdoors, it will enhance their enthusiasm and interest
about the class. When they just read or listen to the teachers, they can’t create

the knowledge by themselves, such as touching or seeing themselves. So |
maintain that outdoor workshops are essential.

As regards to the benefits of outdoor workshops from the qualitative surveys
among students, all 14 responses expressed positive attitudes toward learning
outdoors. The keywords that occurred the most often were interesting (5), better (4),
experience (2), good (3), practice (3), like (2), understanding (2), communicating, exciting,
impressive, enhance, novel, necessary, and prefer. All respondents replied affirmatively,
having liked the outdoor activities organized so far; among those mentioned were



28 Santa Stopniece

having a picnic with a guitar and sharing favorite songs as language practice (10),
plant observation / identification (6), visiting historical sites (4), outdoor sports
activities with international students (2), experimenting with soil moisture content,
and land-based machinery and technology workshops. The key words associated
with favorite activities were enjoy (4), important, understand, like, improved, wonderful,
enabled, group work, and fun. All students replied affirmatively about the usefulness of
learning in nature, and the associated keywords were works, feel, motivated, broaden,

directly, conductive, harmony, active, amazing, real, closer, surprise, willing, knowledge,

and memory.

Figure 4: Outdoor agricultural workshop (1) (source: personal communication with a tutor
of Suzhou Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture)

To conclude, there are significant benefits in organizing outdoor workshops
that make study experiences memorable, beneficial, and sustainable. This could be
especially important for students whose dominant form of inquiry is tactile. Such
gains are well worth the effort that organizing workshops requires. While various
types of outdoor workshops are an integral part of teaching at Suzhou Polytechnic

Institute of Agriculture, they were occasionally organized whenever conditions
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permitted amidst COVID-19 pandemic restrictions. After extended periods of online
learning, activities outdoors were especially appreciated by students and tutors,

highlighting the value of face-to-face contact, restoration experienced in nature,

and learning by doing.

1 ] 3

Figure 5: Outdoor agricultural workshop (Il) (source: personal communication with a
tutor of Suzhou Polytechnic Institute of Agriculture)

Challenges of organizing workshops outdoors

Study results also outline important areas to consider and possible difficulties
in organizing outdoor workshops. This is also relevant to discuss and can be useful
for other institutions considering outdoor workshops. Tasks, completion times,
and goals need to be set, and it is better to work in small groups to keep students
focused. Team work is preferable to get everyone involved and to facilitate mutual
co-operation. It can also involve additional costs, safety considerations, organization,
staff, and supporting tutors to make an outdoor workshop a success. Bad weather and
pandemic restrictions such as those of COVID-19 can pose challenges to workshops
planned. There might be distractions in the environment or difficulty in keeping

the larger group together.
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Turning to the challenges of distractions during language practice outdoors,
IV1ES shared the following experience:

When we had language practice outdoors in our small campus for spoken
Chinese and listening Chinese, there were often other students walking by,
and at times we were so distracted by it that it did not go very well. When
we were outdoors, there was also not much support to check [the students’]
preparation or what they learned before, so we only did some talking.

Technology addiction may also follow students outdoors and is something that
needs to be managed: “Even when we learn outdoors, some students want to play on
their mobile phones, because the phone is always with them. It can be challenging
to control the lesson, and to guarantee the quality” (IV4F]). The issue of positive
versus negative motivation was further explored by IV1ES who claimed that “on
occasion, some teachers remove phones, but we don’t want this kind of tension-
based relationship with our students, so mostly, they try to create motivation and

attract attention with a positive stimulation.”

Another important consideration raised by a few interviewees was that of safety
outdoors. According to IV4F], “online teaching is the least favorable way, compared
with classroom and outdoors teaching. However, safety outdoors is an important
concern.” This was further addressed by IV3M]J:

The difficulty outdoor[s] is that the area is big, and students have more
freedom to move around, so ... safety is very important. We should watch
every student to keep them away from any dangerous situations [such as]
nearby rivers, mountain slopes, and possibly dangerous animals. There are
some risks, and only one teacher may find it hard to ensure safety, so several
tutors are preferable.

According to the perspective of IV3M], the follow-up of activities is very
important to ensure results: “We need to collect some feedback afterwards and to
review main takeaways, because sometimes, students think we are just having a good

time or relaxing, and forget the key points and that the focus is learning.”

Weather conditions have been an issue for the regular outdoor workshops in
agriculture: “The biggest challenge for me is probably time arrangement according
to the weather conditions. Most farming operations are seasonal. If they have been
planned in advance, it will become very difficult in case of weather changes, such
as heavy rain” (IV2ZMS).
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For outdoor workshops, the institution may need to count more costs and

support that are necessary for making these activities a success:

When | introduce students to the Chinese culture, | take them out to the sites,
teaching about the history, the culture, and the customs, but it’s not so easy,
because our classes are big, so if | take them out, it will be a big project. If
there are more teachers taking students out, then we can divide them into
different groups, and that will make it easier to manage them, and for them to
concentrate on what we share. (IV1FS)

Additionally, IV3M] points out the specific areas of preparation: “time schedule,
meals, and the kind of transportation we will take, so planning before the activities
can also be a time-consuming task.”

Lengthy periods of COVID-19 restrictions have interfered with some plans for
workshops, according to IV2MS: “If students cannot return to the city campus during
COVID-19 restrictions, we can only do online teaching, which will cause most of
the outdoor workshops to be delayed or cancelled.” Nevertheless, [IV3M] reaffirmed

the desire to get back outdoors once possible:

[Whenever the] COVID-19 situation is getting better, | will take students out
for some workshops. It is more challenging to guide students to do activities
outside than in the classroom, but | feel it has more significance. Students
can learn more, and they can use their own approach to come into contact
with ... nature, trees, and rivers; they can see the Suzhou history, and Chinese
history in general.

Turning to the students’ feedback on difficulties encountered in outdoor
workshops, most expressed concern for their English skill (8) and the fact that
this has, to some degree, affected their experience, or their ability to understand
content or express themselves fully, during the workshops. For this group of Chinese
students, the workshops were held in English. There were some who could not
find particular issues (4) or mentioned problems in attending workshops for other
personal reasons. While some students feel that there are no particular challenges to
be solved (4), others want to broaden the scope of activities and go outside campus
more (2). Some expressed suggestions on the organizational side, such as finding
balance regarding the timing of workshops and regular lessons (3); a few mentioned
possible ways to handle weather issues and alternatives for rainy days (2). Regarding
suggestions for future outdoor workshops, some students hoped for more interaction

and engagement during workshops (4), more variety in (4) or intensity of (3) outdoor
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workshops, the setting up of small prizes for students to increase motivation, or did
not have particular suggestions (2). When asked whether they would like to have
outdoor activities in the future, all responded affirmatively, and some key words in

their responses were happy (2), important, excited, colorful, great, and willing.

To conclude, organizing outdoor workshops requires some effort and investment.
However, they are still a worthwhile pursuit. They help students and tutors stay
inspired and motivated for the next stretch of online or classroom learning,
and enable the continuation of everyday tasks with an improved attitude, thus
contributing to the restoration and sustainability of various study modes. Upcoming
outdoor workshops give students and tutors something to look forward to, and there

are milestone memories of learning to cherish afterward.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Based on the analysis of the case involving reports, interviews, and
questionnaires, this paper suggests a broader use of the outdoor workshop method
to maintain motivation and the experience of the restorative effect of being in
nature. This means that more humane experiences could be relevant and creatively
applied in a variety of settings in learning situations and disciplines. It is suggested
that every tutor and student as well as employee spending most of their time online
can reconsider the balance of using technology with the time spent in nature and
in meaningful face-to-face interactions. This shift in thinking requires proactively
managing online fatigue such that plans for memorable learning experiences
outdoors need to be made in advance. This is relevant for partial lockdowns due to
pandemics, or for incorporating different experiences in online degree programs or

amidst classroom teaching.

The results of the study indicate various types of workshops that could be
organized and underscore the fact that different experiences provide renewal of
motivation and the joy of getting together. Learning by doing is very important and
facilitates involvement in a vivid way, strengthening interactions between teachers
and students. It is a chance to create milestone memories of achievement together,
and the willingness, collaboration, and participation of students are helpful in this
setting. The study results also outline important aspects to note or possible challenges
while organizing workshops outdoors. Tasks, completion times, and goals need to be
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set, and it is better to work with small groups to keep students focused. Team work
is preferable to get everyone involved and to facilitate mutual co-operation. It can
also involve additional costs, organization, staff, and supporting tutors to make an
outdoor workshop a success. As regards the need for a clear aim for outdoor activities,
this finding is in line with Gentrup et al. (2020) who claim that low expectations
hinder student learning while setting a bar higher would foster learning and lead

to better achievement.

Using the triple bottom line model (Elkington, 1997) to consider sustainability
aspects from the economic, environmental, and social perspectives, the usefulness
and reasonable application of the outdoor workshops approach according to all
three perspectives can be concluded. Although the triple bottom line has originally
been applied to business activities, similar principles also apply in the education
sector. Since institutions handle financial resources even though generating profit
is not the goal in public education, their practices need to be sustainable from the

economical point of view.

Outdoor workshops can be organized in a sustainable way in accord with all

triple bottom line aspects:

1. The environmental aspect pertains to harmony with and the
appreciation of nature. It may also involve maintenance activities
to keep outdoor areas in campus clean and tidy, thereby keeping
in line with sustainability concepts and increasing care for

natural resources.

2. The educational/social aspect pertains to having a balanced and
sustainable study mode, the continuous development of talent,
sustainable living through an appropriate work life balance,
community involvement, communication across generations,

and intercultural communication.

3. The economical aspect pertains to organizing which involves some
reasonable costs that yield worthwhile social and emotional
returns. Special activities can be planned within the available
budget with a frequency that is sustainable from the financial as

well as human resource viewpoint.
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Outdoor workshops integrated into online learning programs or online learning
periods are efforts toward a more humane approach and balance between the use of
technology and being in nature. Instead of cementing an addiction to technology,
it is important to take time to detoxify from it (Pacheco, 2021); the face-to-face
interactions and natural environment involved in outdoor workshops are a good
option for doing just that. In situations where online studies take place across
multiple cities and it is not possible to meet course mates easily, one suggestion
could be to find local resources for students to connect to, such as support groups
or NGOs. Attending their outdoor workshops could be made part of the course, and

students could prepare reports about their experiences.

Turning to the aspect of interculturality, outdoor workshops in many education
institutions will likely involve international students. This case study suggests some
helpful ways to develop channels of participation. Communication and encounters
with others, experiences of defining moments, understanding, belonging, and
sharpening the skills of empathy and sociability are best achieved through face-to-
face interactions. The environment of outdoor activities offers a relatively naturally
unfolding situation compared to artificially facilitated intercultural skills training in
formal courses. Thus, the suggested outdoor workshop approach can be part of a vision

for much-needed humanistic and internationally aware change (Pacheco, 2021).

The author would like to acknowledge Suzhou Polytechnic Institute of
Agriculture for opening the door of research and the participants of this study for
sharing their insights and enthusiasm about the outdoor workshop method. The
author thanks her family—husband Jian Zhu, parents, three children, and the
community in Suzhou international fellowship—for their support throughout the
turbulent period of the COVID-19 pandemic in China and for being in the author’s
company for fun and refreshing times outdoors. The author is also grateful to the
Creator of all things bright and beautiful, all creatures great and small, all things

wise and wonderful, for sustaining power hidden in nature around us.
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