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ABSTRACT

Incorporating the Arts into immersive place-based education programs can increase 

connectivity with the environment and facilitate the development of socially responsible 

and pro-environmental learners. Increasingly, children and adolescents are alienated 

and detached from the natural world. Given this noticeable shift, educators working in 

the outdoor setting need to rethink their modus operandi. Past attempts to promote 

learner connection with the environment have centred upon short-term stays and 

risk-centric approaches that embrace high adrenaline activities. This is the antithesis of 

Touched By The Earth, a yearlong place-based enrichment program using multi-modal 

creative methods with young learners to delve into the impact of experiential learning 

and how the Arts promote a personal relationship with the environment.

The Context: Touched by the Earth  
as an Experiential Learning Program

R ecent educational shifts towards a more conscious connection with 

nature through ecological ways of experiencing, thinking, and knowing, 

are called “ecopedagogies” (Gray & Birrell, 2015). “Touched By The Earth” 

(TBTE) is an Australian immersive place-based education enrichment program for  

Year 7 and 8 gifted and talented students, conducted over a school year. The TBTE 

Arts-based program was informed by the rich environmental, historical, and cultural 

heritage at Bundanon Trust and involved cross-curriculum studies in geography, 

history, and science. The nature of the research collaboration between Western  
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Sydney University’s researchers and Bundanon Trust is to ascertain if learners connect 

to nature in new ways through the practice of art-making in a place-based approach. 

The program offered students the chance to be involved with artists and scientists 

connected with Bundanon Trust’s SITEWORKS and their artist-in-residence program. 

Dialogue of students with artists, scientists, historians, and Aboriginal elders on the 

site sought to broaden the students’ creativity and provide immersion in the place as 

a creative stimulus for film, dance, poetry, writing, drawing, and music. The program 

also links with Living Landscapes and Landcare Australia, which involved students 

in the removal of invasive exotic plants such as fireweed and lantana in an ongoing 

land restoration project at Bundanon Trust (see Figure 1). The specific activities in the 

immersive program included overnight camp at Bundanon, kayaking on the Shoalhaven 

River, exploring, drawing, and photographing that culminated in an artist book,  

and the creation of group projects to reflect learning for public exhibition. 

Fig. 1: Students as eco-warriors extracting noxious weeds

Providing Transformative Experiences  
During Precarious Times

Increasingly, pedagogues, and scientists recognize humanity’s future rests on the 

degree to which we can live harmoniously with the natural world (Gray & Birrell, 2015; 

Selhub & Logan, 2012). Baba Dioum, a Senegalese naturalist and poet, encapsulates 

the need to focus on love and attachment in environmental advocacy when he states:
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In the end, we will conserve only what we love.

We will love only what we understand.

We will understand only what we are taught.

- Baba Dioum (1968, cited in Norse, 1993, p. 193)

Despite our ever-declining exposure to the outdoors and dire projections for the 

ecological future of the planet, educators realize that nature-based experiences can 

assist students in developing lifelong skills and a sense of “well-being.” To this end, 

Quay (2015) believes that outdoor education is an imperative for post-school work 

and life capacities of learners. A strong push has begun to produce programs that 

balance the rational or scientific with the intuitive creative dimensions of education 

(Gruenewald, 2003a, 2003b). Educators in the field are now being challenged to rethink 

the epistemological foundations of education that not only eschew learners from 

the natural setting, but also fail to capitalize on the value that ecopedagogies offers 

teachers and learners. We believe that education requires not just increased awareness 

of our ecological reality, but also greater curiosity about and attachment to—perhaps 

even love for— the natural world (Birrell, Gray, & Preece, 2013; Gray & Birrell, 2013, 2015).  

How a student feels connected to nature is not considered in indoor settings, 

often through an emphasis of knowing over being (Quay, 2015). The affective and 

transformative relationship that students experienced and documented in the 

TBTE project exemplified the power of nature as a pedagogical tool, with one 

participant claiming: 

It was so peaceful with the water lapping up against the banks. 

When I was sitting on the beach like, I could feel the poetry pouring out of me and … um 

… my artwork … I think I have drawn the best I have ever drawn in my whole life.

Our research questions include: What does it mean to be “Touched by the Earth,” 

and how can the Arts amplify a personal relationship with the environment? This paper 

will explore how a felt connection with the natural world may be amplified through 

the Arts and a place-based approach. We also consider how the concept of “love” may 

be an integral component, both in the short-term relationships of humans with their 

environment, as well as the longer term sustainability and ethical responsibility of the 

human species towards its home: planet Earth. 
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Methodology

A mixed methods research design incorporated both qualitative and quantitative 

data gathering. During the TBTE yearlong place-based program, the two researchers 

co-journeyed through the entire program with the participants and Bundanon 

educators. The qualitative data was collected from 19 students (10 males and 9 females) 

over six times (T1-T6) throughout the academic year. From T1-T6, data was obtained 

through interviews, quantitative instruments, photo-elicitation, student generated 

material such as artifacts, video, photos, and field observation. The schedule of activities 

and data collection points are indicated in Figure 2.

TEST 
POINT

MONTH DATA COLLECTED TYPE OF DATA

T1 February

Pre-test (NR scale) 
collection at school

Classroom activity

Nature Relatedness 
Scale

Quantitative

Photo-elicitation Qualitative

T2 March
Site visit 1

One day Observation

T3 May
Site visit 2

One day Observation

T4 September
Site visit 3

2 days and overnight 
camp

Observation

T5 November
Site visit 4

Post-test 
(NRS scale)
collection at school

3 days and 
2 night camp

Nature Relatedness 
Scale

Quantitative

Artifacts, Major works Qualitative Data 
interview, film

T6 December
Classroom visit

One classroom
Debrief and reflections

Qualitative

Fig. 2: Program schedule and data collection points
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Journeying through the property at different seasons of the year, the students learnt 

about bio-diverse ecosystems at various locations on the property. The interdisciplinary 

nature of the program allowed students to engage with the Shoalhaven River through 

a kayak expedition and overnight camp at Bundanon. Additionally, poetry and drawing 

activities culminated in students’ production of an artist’s book.

Because of the desire on the part of researchers to gauge whether there was any 

shift in students’ relationships with the natural world, participants were surveyed at 

the beginning and end of the academic year as a pre- and post-test using the Nature 

Relatedness Scale (NRS) (Nisbet, Zelenski, & Murphy, 2009). Preliminary data suggests 

greater connection as a result of participation in the program. Although useful, 

survey data did not explore significant concrete questions about how students felt 

about nature. Affective relationships emerged more through the richness of interviews 

at the end of the program where students expressed attachments and feelings for  

places. After the research project, the researchers also wondered to what degree 

emotional links to specific sites like Bundanon—or for the Earth itself in a broader 

sense— might manifest in students’ artistic, creative responses before they articulated 

a connection or responded in a measurably different way to the survey instrument. 

In other words, were artistic endeavours driving a changed relationship, and if so, 

would that changed relationship be evidenced in their artwork before it showed in 

surveys or interviews?

Love, Attachment, and the Arts  
in Place-Based Pedagogies

You must love the crust of the Earth on which you dwell more than the sweet crust of any 

bread or cake; you must be able to extract nutriment out of a sand heap.

(Thoreau, 1858)

Thoreau’s statement firmly places “love” at the heart of our relationship with planet 

Earth. If Thoreau is correct that we “must love” the Earth—can we design an outdoor 

curriculum that encourages a transformation of the affective relationship students have 

with nature? Statements from a student such as: “the earth touched my heart and filled 

my soul … I yearn for the land once more” (13 year-old female TBTE participant) reiterate 

the strong bond between nature and learner as well as how nature can serve as a 

learning vehicle. 
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Renowned author Aldous Huxley (1946) posits: “We can only love what we know, 

and we can never know completely what we do not love. Love is a mode of knowledge” 

(p. 95). This maxim resonates deeply for a multitude of our daily behaviours, values, 

attitudes, and beliefs and, hence, the ways we act in the world. A strong affection, 

even a loving devotion, can provide powerful motivation to learn about, protect, 

and preserve the object of love. If the same holds true for pro-environmental 

attitudes, the affective transformation would necessarily be part of outdoor education. 

A pedagogy that can engender love of places or the environment in learners might 

transfer to a desire to protect those places.

An ever-growing body of significant research adds support to the argument 

that teaching outdoors in the natural environment promotes an appreciation and 

lifelong connectedness to nature (Chawla, 2007; Herbert, 2008; Hinds & Sparks, 2008; 

Louv, 2008; Sobel, 1996). The notion of “appreciation” suggests a more ambiguously 

affective relationship: one can intellectually “appreciate” something, but fall well short 

of the emotional intensity suggested by “love.” However, the historical criticism of 

anthropomorphism may discourage theorists from describing relationships with the 

environment in such strong terms. 

Historically, adventure and outdoor educators have attempted to promote a 

human-nature connection primarily through risk-centric approaches incorporating 

adventure-fuelled and high-adrenaline activities. This high-risk, high-action 

approach has now been widely acknowledged as blinkered and myopic (Brymer, 

Downey, & Gray, 2009; Brymer & Gray, 2010; Mullins, 2011; 2014; Nicholls & Gray, 2009).  

This paper is part of a broader movement in outdoor and adventure education 

to examine how “slowing down” the educative process and listening to the land 

can be a valid approach to magnify human-nature relationships (Martin, 2005;  

Nicholls & Gray, 2008a, 2008b, 2009; Nicholls, Gray, & Hoban, 2008; Payne & Wattchow, 

2008). It is imperative that discussions are premised on our acknowledgement of 

contradictory positions in the field of outdoor and adventure education where 

sometimes humans are pitted against nature. 

Our current educative processes necessarily dissuade pro-environmental behaviours 

in learners as the environmental conundrums of the 21st century are presented as 

statistically dire and beyond human repair (Gray & Birrell, 2015).
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Nature Experiences as a Foundation  
for Environmental Advocacy

A direct causal relationship exists between pro-environmental activities and 

a personal link to the natural environment, especially that made in the early  

developmental years (Carson, 1956; Dunlap & Kellert, 2012; Gray, 2013; Kellert, 2012;  

Sobel, 1999). The affective and transformative qualities of outdoor education are 

somewhat sidelined to the dominant epistemic foundations of education that 

disregard how a sense of “being” and learner experiences in the classroom are crucial  

to the promise of education (Quay, 2015). Moreover, a child’s disconnection and 

alienation from nature is a valid concern for 21st century educators struggling to combat 

issues of unsustainable resource use and environmental degradation (Birrell et al., 2013; 

Gray & Martin, 2012; Kahn & Kellert, 2002; Louv, 2008; Orr, 2002, 2004). All indicators 

suggest that we as educators are working with children who have experienced a 

denaturalized childhood (Gray, 2012, 2013; Kellert, 2012; Lloyd & Gray, 2014; Louv, 2008). 

The isolation begs the question of how we get children to love something they do  

not know first hand and, more importantly, how do we redress the imbalance. At the 

heart of this process is a personal dynamic Sobel (1996) observed: “What’s important 

is that children have an opportunity to bond with the natural world, to learn to love it  

and feel comfortable in it, before being asked to heal its wounds” (p. 10). 

Seminal work in the field of social psychology by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) 

and Ajzen and Fishbein (1980) argued that knowledge alone is not a precursor to 

behaviour change. Along the same train of thought, educators in the outdoor and 

environmental field have consistently argued that knowledge and cognition alone 

are not enough to produce pro-environmental behaviours in children (Cheng & 

Monroe, 2012; Cornell, 1998; Herbert, 2008; Martin, 2005). Our nature-estranged 

lifestyle may have a direct causal relationship to our lack of love and connection to 

the Earth and our treatment of the natural world as if it is a dispensable luxury.  

This disconnect from the natural world is somewhat derived from the performance-

centred culture in schools that does not view nature-infused learning as the vehicle 

to help students achieve (Quay, 2015). Such self-realization of the value to be found 

within the environment was aesthetically put in one 14 year-old girl’s poem in the  

TBTE program, likening her outdoor experience to that of utopia:
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Forgotten amongst

The looming giants;

Creating shadows,

Which consume

Her soul,

Binding her.

Whatever happened to Utopia?

To living at peace

With minds at ease

Instead we were

Confined to

Prisons of four walls

And calendars

And clocks

Tick-tock-tick-tock

Too fast

Too fast

Similarly, the disconnect with the four walls was iterated in a student reflection 

of the TBTE that paralleled this notion: “people have been saying how in school we 

are limited to four walls and there is nowhere near as much inspiration—the kind of 

charts by time limits and expectations—everything (at school) is going a hundred 

kilometres an hour.” To slow down the educative process and listen to the land would 

be a requirement to avoid the constraints of indoor settings and feel “free,” as one boy 

observed: “you don’t have a time limit, so you are not rushing; so all your ideas just 

come to you, they are flowing.” There is realization of the affective powers of nature 

and the current predicament whereby traditional instruction is seen as increasingly 

outdated. Although nature-infused learning experiences appear to offer substantial 

benefits for students, Selhub and Logan (2012) reported that in the hypermediated 

world of screens, our sense of stewardship towards the environment is diminished as 

we view the natural world as increasingly primitive.

Two of the most respected researchers in the field of environmental education, 

Kellert (2002) and Orr (2004), uphold the belief that simply having a cognitive 

understanding of environmental issues may have little influence upon behaviour. 

Herbert (2008) also finds that, “simply knowing about environmental issues has little 

impact upon behaviour” (p. 63). Collectively, the research suggests that education  
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does not simply confront a knowledge problem, but also an affective challenge at 

the same time. The gap between environmental knowledge and pro-environmental 

behaviour has been well documented, for example by Ellsworth (2013), Gray and 

Birrell (2013), and Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002). Quite clearly, a purely intellectual 

understanding of environmental degradation is not enough to inspire action or 

behaviour change (Milton, 2002; Pooley & O’Connor, 2000). Our current teaching 

and learning practices dissuade the acquisition of pro-environmental attitudes as it 

is presented as something statistically dire that cannot be fixed (Gray & Birrell, 2015). 

Along these lines, Orr (1993) claims that a necessary precursor to environmental 

stewardship is deep love and affection for our planet. Without such a relationship, 

pro-environmental behaviour and the sustained impacts of outdoor and adventure 

education may not be realized.

The Emotions and Learning

Despite being neglected in the research, the affective domain has increasingly been 

shown to be crucial in all aspects of learning (Arnold, 2005; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; 

Hinds & Sparks, 2008; LeDoux, 1992, 1997, 2003; Stern, 1985). The manner in which 

the affective domain is incorporated into the classroom environment has a direct 

correlation with student engagement and indelible learning (Hinds & Sparks, 2008; 

Kellert, 2002). Arnold (2005), in an Australian context, has designated a field of  

pedagogy called “empathic education” where emotional literacy is privileged in the 

same way that cognition has been to date in educational systems. Students can be 

taught to understand and express their own emotions and empathize with others, 

building love and trust in the classroom. A range of research shows that emotions such  

as surprise, anger, joy, distress, love, intrigue, fear, attachment, contempt, disgust, 

passion, interest, and shame need to be activated in order to initiate lifelong learning  

and behaviour change (Kudryavtsev, Stedman & Krasny, 2011; Liefländer, Fröhlich, 

Bogner, & Schultz, 2012; Perkins, 2010). Of course, to “activate” may be easier said than 

done. Surely, the development of empathy and forging ties with animals (or plants,  

for that matter) continues as a lifelong habit, rather than merely designated between 

the ages of four and seven. A strictly staged pedagogy would also seem to suggest  

that affective development occurs in a predictable and stepwise fashion, a suggestion 

that we think is questionable. 
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The Arts as a Catalyst for Transformation

Since humans first put pigment on cave walls, nature has inspired artists of all types 

as both the wellspring and focus of our creativity. More recently, environmental activism 

has stimulated the Arts across the globe, for instance Björk in Iceland, Robert Bateman 

in Canada, Ansell Adams in the US, Andy Goldsworthy in the UK, and Arthur Boyd in 

Australia. Arthur Boyd, for example, painted a series of artworks that expressed his 

pain over the threat and damage to his beloved Shoalhaven River. This series of works 

was one way among many that he engaged in Arts-based environmental activism.  

When you ask people what they like to do in their spare time, “virtually everyone 

will identify an activity connected with the Arts, the body, or the natural world”  

(Upitis, 2011, p. 1). Based upon these other research results, TBTE sought to demonstrate 

that the Arts, embodied learning, and artistic engagement with the natural world could 

be integral components of outdoor programs, especially to promote affective ties  

to nature.  Embodied learning, love, affinity, compassion, and well-being are recurrent 

themes in relation to environmental education within contemporary research  

(Gray & Birrell, 2013). Because nature-infused learning experiences evoke powerful 

emotions, the Arts are a powerful tool for engaging students in cross-curriculum 

learning (Jacobson, McDuff, & Monroe, 2007).

Findings: The Design Elements of 
“Touched by the Earth” Program

The delivery of outdoor and adventure education programs has tended to focus 

on the physicality of the outdoor experience as a way to engender environment 

appreciation (Nicholls et al., 2008). A subtler interdisciplinary approach, such as that 

advocated by Nicholls and Gray (2008a, 2008b, 2009), characterizes TBTE. It is worth 

teasing out some of the components of the TBTE program in order to shed light on the 

relationship between nature and learner.

Immersion Program
The yearlong program encapsulated elements of embodied ecopedagogical 

learning (Green, 2012). A multi-sensory, immersive program that literally “touched the 

Earth” is part of experiential learning in the outdoors: hands flowing in water from 

kayaks that had no specific time imperative, hence, leaving those hands to explore 
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their surroundings at will; a water dragon plucked from the stream for several minutes  

of gentle stroking by wary fingers; forceful hands jerking lantana clinging obdurately 

to the soil; and feet treading warily on rough ground when a student’s eyes were 

blindfolded and her arms held by another sighted student. Smells, sights, and sounds 

were ingested by each student and then expressed through a variety of artistic 

modalities (Jones, 2013). The in-depth experience of the way bodies are themselves 

touching the Earth is no one-way directional field, but more a reciprocity of self 

and world. 

Any objective account of outcomes might miss the deep affection that developed 

between one student and wombats, a continuing source of fascination at Bundanon for 

many urban youths. In fact, the students developed a profound appreciation, gratitude, 

and even love for the founder of this property. The researchers were intrigued by the 

joy, energy, and sheer enthusiasm of a group of students who, in the soaring heat of 

the Australian summer, threw themselves wholeheartedly into digging out invasive 

fireweed and lantana. Although the official outcomes of the research project, such as 

the inspiring outdoors program enriched through the Arts and artists by Bundanon 

Trust Education programs, were remarkable, the researchers were even more impressed 

by the emotional reactions of students to their environment.

The TBTE boys’ video—devised, made, and filmed by students (http://youtu.be/

hxGtMajUpLc) provided images of vital bodies moving in places: jumping, risking, 

diving, digging wombat holes, flying through the air. In most modern outdoor 

education discourses, traditional classroom instruction is seen as the antithesis of 

holistic and transformative education. Countless participant self-reported claims about 

the impact of outdoor education over the years have shown that learners perceive the 

outdoor setting to be “free” from the constraints of the indoor, as emphasized in one of 

many anonymous TBTE comments:

Tweet, Chirp, Squawk!

I look up and see a flock of birds flying over happily,

They are truly alive,

No rules to weigh down there flight,

Life lived the way they want it …

Why can’t that be me …? 

http://youtu.be/hxGtMajUpLc
http://youtu.be/hxGtMajUpLc
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Embedding an Arts-Based Approach
In TBTE, students recorded and expressed their observations and understandings 

in a myriad of ways: writing poetry, drawing, painting, performing dance, music, 

and digital film-making in order to broaden their own creativity through a multi-modal 

Arts-based approach (See Figures 3 and 4).

Fig. 3: Multi-sensory immersion activities

Fig. 4: Artefacts produced by students

The 2012 class was the Gifted and Talented class from a local high school. 

The program, devised and taught by the school, gave no specific emphasis to art or 

artistic responses. TBTE was viewed as an “enrichment” program by the school and 

by Bundanon Trust. Nonetheless, the way students had their creative selves activated 

may have been far more than what was envisaged in an enrichment program.  
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Take for instance, one student’s awakening to creative potential: “The connection 

between Earth and Art was triggered in me when I was painting. The brush strokes of the 

leaves and wind truly showed the beautiful aspect of the Earth.”

Similarly, another student wrote: “We all have an artistic side and that is uncovered 

when we become closer to Earth.”

A sense of  “aliveness through active engagement in creative activities” (Frauenfelder, 

2011 p. 194) motivated further student learning and deeper engagement in the site. 

A young female student seemed to contain a real sense of this “aliveness”: “Art connected 

me to the Earth by making me notice things I wouldn’t have noticed and also makes me 

appreciate the beauty of the Earth.”

So the impact of art activities on connecting students to the natural world through 

TBTE seems to support research that asserts that the Arts leverage deep engagement 

and links with the natural environment (see Figure 5).

Fig. 5: “Dialogue” with the Shoalhaven River through drawing, poetry, and so forth in an artist book 
creation following kayaking on the river and poet-in-residence recital

Just as the students mentioned being “connected to the Earth” and becoming 

“closer to the Earth,” another shared about the usefulness of creative work:  

“I think the art was important to express feelings and thoughts about the Earth.”

However, these comments are quite general and do not reveal exactly what is being 

meant by being “close to the Earth,” let alone how this affect actually arose throughout 

the yearlong program. The comments might be more indicative of researcher emphasis 
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in designing interview questions, rather than a response by students. The very fact 

that the type of comments was included at all in the interviews, as stated earlier, 

took the researchers into an unanticipated way of understanding the data and making 

adjustments to the next iteration of TBTE. The students made us think about love and 

loving relationships because of what they had to say. Strong affects emerged as a 

thread throughout all the data as something of a surprise to the researchers.

Nature-Infused Learning Through Place Pedagogy
The importance of understanding, nurturing, and developing “place” relationships 

were the underlying imperative to this program. Somerville, Davis, Power, Gannon, 

and de Carteret (2011) state that we can understand and know ourselves differently by

…focusing not on one’s individualized self, whose identity is constructed in its 

separation from others and from place, but on oneself in relation to those others, 

including human, non-human and Earth others, who make up the places we  

live in. (p. 1) 

The Arts can be incorporated into the design of outdoor education settings and serve to 

not only emphasize the holistic qualities of teaching and learning potential that can be 

extracted through ecopedagogies, but also seek out the best of both epistemological 

and ontological worlds of education (Quay, 2015). Such an idea was reported by one 

14-year old student who claimed that: 

The earth and nature give us so much artistic energy.

So much that it is pouring through our veins and sometimes leaks out onto paper or 

through our mouths or takes control of our body… Bundanon, the earth, has been my 

safe haven.

Dancing by the river with only the gentle breezes and birds chirping as music that is to 

me like heaven …

I definitely feel as if I have been touched by the earth …

The place-based learning model proposed by Sanger (1997) is a three-pronged 

model similar to the TBTE experience with the aim of building connections, 

building community, and using narrative. “Building connections” is an experiential, 

interdisciplinary approach to learning that develops students’ skills, confidence, 

and understanding of the value of their place. “Building community” entails using 

cooperative learning strategies to involve all members of a place in the process of 

education. And “using narratives” means listening and learning from stories of the 

community members and the land and the ways in which they are intertwined. 



LEARNing Landscapes | Vol. 9, No. 2, Spring 2016  |  253

Transforming Environmental Awareness of Students  
Through the Arts and Place-Based Pedagogies

In the case of these TBTE Gifted and Talented students, the place (Bundanon) is 

local to their town (Nowra). The Shoalhaven River that so sharply defines the town and 

adjoins their high school (Bomaderry High) is the same river that flows through the 

Bundanon Trust properties. The river emerged through the data with a dominant role 

in the imaginary of many students. One remarked: “I felt connected to the river and even 

though I am not an artist I felt compelled to draw.” Such statements reinforce the need 

for ecopedagogies to become a major consideration in traditional classrooms and 

curriculum. If nature-infused learning experiences can compel learners to undertake 

activities in the Arts, then surely such techniques are worth considerations in education.

With the benefit of researcher hindsight, it would have been productive to enquire 

initially into the pre-existing relationship of participants with their local river and more 

generally, their immediate environment. This preliminary inquiry may have revealed 

affective relationships with the river as well as other local knowledge. What emerged 

from interviews was the profound connection with the river, told through narratives, 

artworks, and performance.

TBTE involved more time being spent by students in the outdoors. The land itself is 

maintained as a working farm, although much of the property has become degraded 

due to weed infestation. This aspect of the place, besides the times spent in natural 

bush areas, seemed to trigger a strong response of caring and responsibility in students:

“During the year long program … I felt like my connection with nature has thrived …. 

The whole experience has taught me how to work in conjunction with nature  

and how we co-exist.”

“It has given me a better idea of how we should preserve our beautiful land.  

Without this land, I wouldn’t have found my passion for nature. I love it!”

The study revealed that ecopedagogies which incorporate the Arts into their school 

curriculum, and recognize affective transformation, are a powerful vehicle for personal 

enrichment and build a bridge between classrooms and deep connections with the 

Earth. Such enrichment denoted the impact that outdoor and adventure education  

had on learners as well as their renewed perceptions of nature:

As I sit on the hill and look up to the sky,

I see the bright sunshine smiling by.

I watch the ocean sparkling like a pearl,

When the waves splash, slide, and swirl.
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As the birds start to chirp and tweet

The animals move and dance to the beat

Winds entertain me with their breathtaking story

Telling me of adventures and sometimes of glory

And, similarly: 

This is nature this is earth

This is the mother who gave us birth.

We are different but we are one,

Living together under the sun.

The Dialogic Dimension: Dialogue With the Natural World  
and Dialogue With Artists, Scientists, and Poets

We felt that dialogue was integral to the experience of the TBTE program; however, 

because the impact is difficult to assess or measure, dialogical pedagogy is put 

forward here as a working hypothesis. Val Plumwood (2000, 2003) has categorically 

argued that dialogue is critical to place attachment, and Birrell (2007), Cameron (2003), 

and Cameron and San Roque (2003) have all used the notion of dialogue on Australian 

soil and through Indigenous contact. Birrell’s research speaks of “an intimacy of place” 

acquired through a range of art modalities in response to places and Aboriginal cultural 

knowledge. Those art modalities dialogue with each other to create deeper layers of 

connectedness or intimacy:

What begins as a brief encounter, the first rudimentary beginnings of a relationship, 

then proceeds to develop into a deeper relationship, characterised by increased 

levels of intimacy…I do consciously continue to develop this relationship, to keep it 

alive and active and vibrant by continuing the dialogue begun in place. I feel I know 

that place and feel known by it. (Birrell, 2007, p. 288)

In most cases, relationships require time to develop into a deeper knowing of that 

other person—so too with places. Even further time is required to know some person 

or place intimately. Birrell (2007) speaks of dialogue as the means to establish intimacy. 

Had TBTE been a one-off program, intimacy with Bundanon would probably not have 

arisen. The students in this program enjoined various art modalities. Although the 

educators may not have been referred to dialogue explicitly, over time, the recurring 

encounters became “a dialogue begun in place.”
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Of course, students were constantly interacting with each other throughout the 

yearlong program, both at school and on the Bundanon properties, either through 

words or through exchanging the artwork they produced. On another level, a design 

element was incorporated into the program through conversations and workshops 

with scientists, writers, artists, and poets who were on site as part of Bundanon 

Trust’s programs for artists and performers in residence, with many outcomes seen in  

comments such as, “we all have an artistic side and that is uncovered when we become 

closer to the Earth.” This design element extended the vision of potential creative  

outlets through which students could express a sense of place. The direct contact  

with professional artists and scientists, who addressed the students as serious scholars 

and artists, may have also contributed to the effectiveness of TBTE. For example, 

students were taken deeply into the research methods of wombat expert Dr. Phil 

Borchard; a poet read her river poems to the students on the banks of that same river, 

pointing out her inspiration and techniques before students wrote their own poems; 

two travelling artists from Melbourne who had cycled to Sydney showed the students 

what their diaries were like, the artworks they produced, and set up conversations 

around the nature of the artistic process. All of these dialogues opened up new worlds 

of imaginative possibility and suggested different ways to express oneself in relation 

to a place.

In a similar vein, students reported that the creation of group projects to reflect 

their learning at Bundanon Trust was experienced in immersive and entertaining 

ways: “so we made a video on just being in nature and having fun—a few stunts and 

things we made a montage, we edited all the videos together and put titles and music 

to it.” Such an experience reiterates the need for educators to rethink their modus 

operandi and consider ecopedagogies as a sound tool for teaching and learning in the 

21st century. 

Conclusion: 
Incorporating the Arts Into Ecopedagogies

Incorporating the Arts with ecopedagogies was a fundamental educational 

choice for TBTE, which produced unexpected results, especially in the affective 

domain. The preliminary analysis of the TBTE data suggests that love and connection 

with the Earth are central to promoting deep engagement and indelible learning. 

Immersion programs such as this pilot project are instrumental in fostering a closer 

connectedness of students with the natural world through an Arts-based approach. 
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An outdoor classroom that is student-centred encouraged stronger personal creativity 

and enhanced group cohesion and a sense of stewardship over the land, which is 

exactly the vision of the Boyd-Bundanon legacy. This view is conveyed in one student’s 

voice and shows the impact of ecopedagogies on the perception of nature and the 

world for learners: “Art connects the Earth because Earth is a work of art. It is beautiful and 

inspiring. Everything on Earth itself is art.”

Any of the student responses to the TBTE program emphasized that it was a 

valuable component in their development as pro-environmental and nature learners.  

This article examined different approaches to facilitating the relationship between 

art and nature as a model of place-based education underscored by an “ethically 

responsible pedagogy” which is dynamic, opportunistic, and relational (Sellar, 2009, 

p. 351 as cited in Somerville et al., 2011, p. 3). Further, we hope this paper has prompted 

outdoor and adventure educators to rethink long-held assumptions about the design 

of outdoor programs. 

In the final analysis, students were unashamedly “Touched by The Earth” in ways 

rarely before witnessed by either researcher in previously implemented “traditional” 

risk-centric outdoor activities. Scottish Environmental Artist, Andy Goldsworthy, 

encapsulates our sense of hope in relation to a focus on connecting children to nature 

though Arts-based programs when he states:

We often forget that WE ARE NATURE.

Nature is not something separate from us. 

So when we say that we have lost our connection to nature, 

we’ve lost our connection to ourselves.

~ Andy Goldsworthy 

During the multi-sensory immersion program, students studied the world of the 

wombat, photographed a feather-tailed glider at night in the natural amphitheater and 

made damper, a traditional Australian soda bread, around the campfire. They had the 

opportunity to explore the artistic heritage of the site, draw, kayak the river, and pull 

noxious weeds from the property. The final residential visit enabled students to 

develop an individual creative project (see Figures 3 and 4) as a public art exhibition or 

performance based on their year’s experience and responses to their engagement with 

nature, the artists, and the setting.
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