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Abstract

Learning takes place in various spaces through human and nonhuman interactions.

Considering the urgent need for rethinking how humans relate to nature, in this article we

present a MA level course in the context of art, craft and design to discuss how learning

with the natural environment approach can impact learning experiences. We introduce walking

with nature as a creative method that fosters students’ ability to let the environment

actively shape their creative events. The encounter with nature-based materials in their

different forms and following the material’s flow provides students with a foundation for

their creative processes. This study proposes that walking can facilitate the entanglement

between the student’s knowledge and encountered materials, generating an emotional and

dialogical relationship with the natural environment that contributes to a holistic learning

experience. We propose that such an experience can help in comprehending the importance

of the caring actions we need to take and maintain towards the nonhuman world.
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Towards a Holistic Learning Experience

Learning is materially entangled with places, environments, matter and the physi-
cality of humans and nonhumans (Fenwick et al. 2011; Fenwick & Nerland 2014).
Considering that biodiversity loss is one of the most urgent problems that threa-
ten life on Earth, learning and teaching how to bring attention to the entangled-
ness of humans and nonhumans becomes an important task. The dominant view of
positioning humans as makers of the world and the world as a passive resource
for use by active humans has created disruptions in the sustainability of biodiver-
sity. This view of assigning passivity to nonhumans has been heavily challenged by
creative practitioners and researchers (Bolt 2013, 2-3). Highlighting the active
relationships between humans and nonhumans, artist and theorist Barbara
Bolt (2007, 1; 2013, 5–6) proposes that art-making emerges through forming
responsible assemblages of matter, tools, aspects, circumscribing bounds and the
artist herself (Bolt 2007, 1). Similarly in craft processes, a creative dialogue
between the craftsperson, the material and their surrounding environment occurs
as artefacts appear (see also M€akel€a & Aktas� 2022, 12).

In this article, we examine the role of the natural environment in the learning
experience. Although we refer to them as different elements, we conceptually do
not separate the spheres of culture and nature as they are entangled (Kokko-
nen 2017). This understanding proposes a shared agency between the human and
nonhuman realms (e.g. Malafouris 2008; Ingold 2013). Building our study in this
conceptualisation, we position the world not as a passive ground to be acted upon,
but as an active entity to act together where the human and the nonhuman affect
the process and outcome of creative practices (for our previous discussions on the
topic, see for example, Aktas� 2020; M€akel€a & Aktas� 2022; M€akel€a 2022).

Ecological sustainability and holistic design share fundamental elements, such as rela-
tional thinking, holistic thinking and system thinking (Firth, Stoltenberg & Jennings 2016,
332). For this reason, art, design and craft courses offer platforms to examine the
entangled-ness of humans and nonhumans as this togetherness is embedded in those
processes. To understand the urgent need for advocating for biodiversity, we believe
learning and education in art, design and craft contexts provide valuable opportunities.

Learning is an embodied activity that occurs subtly in diverse (formal and
informal) sites and modalities (Ellsworth 2005). Through well-crafted course and
assignment designs, learning processes can be facilitated to dwell with nonhuman
species, such as plants, fungi and minerals. We propose that if one builds a rela-
tionship with the natural environment that acknowledges interdependencies and
encourages respectful and caring acts, one’s approach to creative practices as well
as everyday behaviours can transition into more sustainable and responsible ones.
In this article, we present a course, namely the Personal Exploration (PEX), that
encourages students to think with the natural environment. The study shows that
this approach can provoke students who are prospective designers and artists to
develop their own ways of relating to their materials and creative practices and
recognising the impact of their practice.

In our study, we will explore further the role of the natural environment in the
learning experience. The next sections will begin by introducing the course and
assignments. Then, we will present our analysis of two selected student works to
demonstrate how their projects evolved through interactions with the natural envi-
ronment. Finally, we will discuss the role that being with the natural environment
plays with regard to personal and creative growth.
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A Design Course for Personal Explorations

The Personal Exploration course (PEX) is a six-week-long course offered to
Master’s Degree students that are mostly from the Contemporary Design pro-
gramme at Aalto University. The main structure of the course was designed by
the first author of this article, Maarit M€akel€a, in 2009, in collaboration with lec-
turer Simo Puintila. The course was developed to bring together art and design
and to combine artistic and designerly methods of making that support experi-
mental thinking (Kosonen & M€akel€a 2012, 229; M€akel€a & L€oyt€onen 2017, 244).
The main objectives of the course are to nourish the creative process with mate-
rial exploration and experiments with different techniques and to support the
self-managing of the creative process with documentation, reflection and
discussions.

The course, earlier called Design Exploration and Experimentation, has been
previously discussed in three publications. In the first study, the overall purpose
and structure of the course were presented (Kosonen & M€akel€a 2012). The second
study discussed the relationship between the knowing body and material explo-
rations (Groth & M€akel€a 2016), while the scope of the third article was on how
learning is entangled with material engagements (M€akel€a & L€oyt€onen 2017). Over
time, responding to the emergent planetary challenges (see also Huhmarniemi
et al. 2021, 1) and changing contexts of design, the course has undergone some
changes – for example, related to the assignments. As a result of these changes, in
this paper, we examine the role that being with the natural environment plays in
the learning experience.

The foundation of the course is related to the field of practice-led research
that argues the situated and experiential position as the only way to extract knowl-
edge in a practice-based field (see for example Nimkulrat 2009; Groth 2017;
Aktas� 2020). This thinking proposes that the knowledge, material thinking and
experience that are fostered through creative work are fundamentally entangled
(M€akel€a & O’Riley 2012, 8). To reveal how practice and thinking inform each other,
the course borrows methods from practice-led research such as documentation
and reflection as its base.

During the course, the students are advised to document their creative pro-
cess via different means, such as photographs, diary notes, sketches, material
experiments and test pieces. Via these documents, the students can articulate their
actions, experiences, observations, emotions and narratives while also revisiting
them retrospectively when necessary (see also Groth et al. 2015). Creativity is
constant play, and playing is not a linear process, rather ‘it is learning to deal with
unexpected’ (Lutters 2020, 123). The aim of the documentation and reflection is to
make the complex and often messy creative process traceable, allowing the stu-
dent to return to any part of the process afterwards (M€akel€a & L€oyt€onen 2017,
245; see also M€akel€a & Nimkulrat 2018; Sch€on 1983, 1987).

Throughout the course, students document their progression and reflections
via three means. Working diaries are personal diaries kept throughout the course
that function mostly as a self-communication tool. Weekly reflections are assign-
ments that are shared only with the teachers to illustrate progress related to their
creative processes. These are returned to teachers at the beginning of each week,
allowing the teachers to keep track of the sometimes sensitive and fragile creative
processes and offer suitable support when necessary. Final reflections are submit-
ted after the course is over. They showcase critical reflections on the entire
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learning experience. The final reflection helps students identify their working pat-
terns and understand what they have learned during the course.

PEX creates an environment where the students acquire the courage to exper-
iment with their ideas with a brave and open-minded attitude. The learning out-
comes of the course are about gaining skills for exploring their practice and
learning processes holistically and relationally. The course is an open-ended process
that supports material experimentations and free expression around the given
theme without expecting a particular type of outcome. Towards the end of the
course, the experimental approach condenses into the creation of the final artefact
and its presentation in the public exhibition.

Mapping Out the Course

During the course, the assignments, practices and discussions of each week facili-
tate the students’ learning processes by inspiring them through spending time with
nature, encouraging them for conducting material explorations, and participating in
discussions (Figure 1). Every week, the course meets twice on campus: the first
day is dedicated to student presentations and sharing, and the second day is dedi-
cated to discussions on readings and personal tutoring sessions. The course begins
with a five-day-long trip to a pre-selected location to become inspired and spend
time walking and being with nature. During the course, the students turn inwards
to explore their personal experiences, the course theme and different materials.
While material exploration is taking place, the students also read, visit museums
and review art, design and craft examples to facilitate a dialogue with the self and
the outside world to develop project ideas. In this way, the course uses different
spaces for learning and various mediums for articulating.

In the 2021 iteration of the course, from where we collected data for this arti-
cle, the authors of this article were co-teachers. We had 11 students and received
consent from eight to study their course experience. The main data for the article
come from the reflections and artefacts that these eight students produced during
the course. Additionally, as teachers, we followed their processes carefully, and our
notes, reflections and images support these data.

Figure 1
In PEX, each week has various focuses and learning spaces.
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Our approach is similar to at-home ethnography, as it provides ‘natural access’
to a cultural setting by being in similar situations with the study participants
(Alvesson 2009, 159). At-home ethnography is especially relevant to research on
universities and higher education, as these are the settings in which many
researchers work (2009, 161; see also M€akel€a & L€oyt€onen 2017, 246). In this
sense, our roles as the authors included being teachers and researchers as well as
observing participants (Alvesson 2009, 159).

For this article, we conducted a thematic analysis on the weekly and final
reflections. Thematic analysis systematically identifies and organises patterns and
themes across a data set (Braun & Clarke 2012, 57). This approach brings insights
into shared meanings, opinions and experiences. The flexibility that thematic analy-
sis provides helps in making sense of the research topic by immersing oneself in
the data (ibid.).

We started with reading all the reflections written by all eight students to
familiarise ourselves with the content. After this, we examined the texts to identify
key elements regarding experiences, reasoning and references of the students (see
also Aktas� & Groth 2020). We created codes for each information type that the
students referred to. Then, by searching for patterns among these codes that the
students referred to, we clustered them into six overarching themes: approach to
making, project development and assignments, natural environment, feelings and
emotions, personal journey and histories and group coherence. Many codes over-
lap across these themes, creating shared clusters. These clusters also formulate
the elements of the course (Figure 2). The analysis shows that the topics related
to these themes gain various roles in supporting the learning experience of stu-
dents. While the themes ‘personal journey’ and ‘emotions and feelings’ become
foundational pillars for the course to rise, topics related to the theme ‘environ-
ment+nature’ appeared as the world where the students dive in to cultivate topics
related to the themes ‘project development/assignments’ and ‘approach to making’.

Figure 2
Overarching themes and clusters. The themes are listed in accordance with the frequency
with which they were referred to by the students in their diaries.
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Topics related to the ‘group coherence’ reinforced the entire experience with peer
support.

In the final works and reflections, many students refer to the course trip as a
significant experience, and many of them build their entire course project upon this
experience. Overall, the reflections show that during the journey, with the help of
the assignments and by being in and with nature, students start rethinking their
relationship with the environment, and sometimes even the creative process.
Through challenging their existing approaches to making, towards the end of the
course, students often end up finding their own ways of making sense of creative
practice. To elaborate on these ideas further, we will next present the course trip
and two student projects as cases.

A Journey with the Environment

The elemental part of the PEX course is the 5-day field trip consisting of visits
within the local surroundings and lectures related to the theme and the destina-
tion. The purpose of the trip is to offer an inspiring and safe environment that sup-
ports the students in initiating their creative processes. In the 2021 iteration of
the course, the course theme was ground. We took a trip to Koli, a small village sit-
uated in Eastern-central Finland. During the trip, teachers and students stayed in a
hostel surrounded by nature.

Jeroen Lutters (2020, 110), a researcher in art education, proposes that the
training of the future generation should first open itself up to the world in all its
peculiarities, and after that dare to take the positive step to go with the creative
flow. Furthermore, he conceives of following the ‘silent voice’ as a formative pro-
cess in which creative thinking transforms into creative action (Lutters 2020, 111).
One silent voice is nature and nonhumans. By having a trip to a forest, we encour-
age students to explore various silent voices to develop their own. As teachers
and designers, Anna van der Lei and Julia Lohmann (2022, 111) highlight that
experience in the forest also helps us to tune into our empathy for another species
when we later engage with them as a material of making and designing. Especially
in the context of learning creativity, the environment where learning takes place
and its loose and flexible parts provide unlimited possibilities to explore (Nichol-
son 1972, 12). This way learners can integrate unexpected elements into their
learning process (ibid.). In the context of design and craft, such approaches can also
shift the main reference point of learning from propositional sources to nature and
the origins of practices to support building an internalised understanding of the
practice (Aktas� 2019).

During the trip, each day is organised to allow space for individual thinking
and explorations, group discussions and reflections, accompanied by shared
events such as having meals together, going to the evening sauna and an expedi-
tion to a nearby hill. A reading package is prepared for students for the week.
Other than proper outdoor gear, the readings and their reflective diaries for doc-
umentation, students are not expected to bring any specific materials, tools, or
devices for this trip. Rather, they are encouraged to work with found materials
and artefacts.

During the week, the first task is for each student to find an outdoor place
that resonates with them and to make an installation that should somehow reflect
the general theme of the course, ground, in the selected place. The only constraint
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in this assignment is that the selected location should be no more than 1 km away
to ensure it is possible to walk to all the locations afterwards. Students spend
most of the day walking in the natural environment to observe and sense their
new surroundings. After a while, the group congregates and then visits each spot
where each student explains why they selected that particular location and made
the installation.

The second task is to make a tool and make a mark with it. In this task, stu-
dents find materials laying around that can be used as a tool for a purpose of their
choice. After identifying their tools, they make a mark with them in a place or with
materials that they select. After students work on their tools and marks individu-
ally, they share their thinking processes with the rest of the group one by one
(Figure 3). The week unfolds by walking and spending time with nature. Every eve-
ning is brought to a close with a sauna session.

During this week, walking is used as a method of exploration and thinking
as an inherent part of the course without officially introducing it. As teachers
and creative practitioners, we rely on our own experience that walking creates
a solid, multisensory experience via which the moving body perceives its sur-
rounding through seeing, hearing, and smelling (M€akel€a 2016, 2022; see also
Triggs, Irwin & Leggo 2014). Walking with the environment is also a way of
thinking-in-movement (Springgay & Truman 2018, 130; Lutters 2020, 47). Social
Anthropologist Tim Ingold (2004) comprehends walking as a form of
circumambulatory knowing and, as such, a highly intelligent activity. He
believes that it is specifically through our feet, in contact with the ground, that
we are most fundamentally and continually ‘in touch’ with our surroundings. In
the PEX course, students walk to experience their surroundings through a lens
that can bring perspectives that they have not consciously considered before
(Figure 3).

Beginning at the end of this week, students write weekly reflections and share
these with the teachers. To discuss how spending time with the natural environ-
ment can facilitate learning through creative processes, in the next section we will
introduce two students’ projects as cases. We selected the students since during
the course both challenged themselves and overcame various obstacles by devel-
oping their own ways.

Figure 3
(a) A sharing session where one of the students introduces her tools, which are branches
and pinecones, and the marks that she made with them. (b) Walking to one of the selected
places to see a student installation. Photos: Bilge Merve Aktas�.
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Katrina – Caring for a Stone and the Creative Process

Katrina is a ceramic artist who had studied and worked in the field since high
school. After walking in the surrounding environment, she picked a place and a
rock that was already in that location. She brought the rock back to her room,
washed it and took care of it. She explained to the group that she always focuses
on the outcome, and this brings anxiety. This time, she decided to be playful and
focus on being with a rock, which became a material to tell her story. This was also
the point when she in a way opened herself towards an agency of the nonhuman
physical world: instead of conceiving the stone only as a resource of the ceramist’s
creative work, she opened another register and started to ‘listen’ the mineral world
around her (see also M€akel€a 2022, 112). When we walked back to her spot, she
took the rock out from her bag and replaced it from where she had taken it (Fig-
ure 4). Her installation became a performative act of bonding with a rock. She
wrote about this significant experience in her final reflection:

‘. . . I remember my anxiety about creating something for the first assignment
in Koli. I remember this feeling of relief when I decided not to focus on some
certain visual impression. . . . the silly game ended up being very emotional
and thoughtful to me. As I wrote to my diary, I still feel strange about this: ‘I
felt an emotional bond to this rock. . . . I was surprised by the kind of emo-
tions I experienced, even though it was meant to be just a silly game’.
(Katrina, Final Reflection, 18. 12. 2021, language is edited).

After the course trip, Katrina’s initial project ideas were about focusing on her
interactions with her material, which was clay. As the course continued, one of the
course readings, ‘thinking through making’ (Ingold 2013, chapter 2), opened up
new paths for her thinking and she immersed herself deeply into the making pro-
cess. Dwelling in the process even more, she started walking around the surround-
ing natural environment of the university campus and collecting clay from the
beach. Collecting wild clay enables one to see the material in a different context
than the studio context. The change in the working environment facilitates a re-

Figure 4
Images of the rock from Katrina’s final reflection: (a) We with rock in the room and (b) The
spot of the rock. Photos and captions by Katrina.
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viewing of the relationship with the creative process. After collecting the wild clay
and working with it, Katrina focused on her interactions and emotional experiences
with the material without planning a specific outcome.

Her course project became investigations into the process of gathering wild
clay, working with it and making decisions while working. Since those experiences
with the material became very significant for her, at the final exhibition Katrina
exhibited an installation showing her working desk that included collected clay,
made-up tools, and videos of her making process while she is talking to herself
(Figure 5). This installation represented an artist’s thinking through making.

Paju – Building a Dialogue with the Self and the
Environment to Become One

Paju is a student with science and art backgrounds currently pursuing their inter-
ests in more artistic ways. Paju’s project began with personal inquiries that tackled
notions such as wholes and parts, dialogue and disconnections. In their first assign-
ment in Koli, they walked for a long time to search for a place that they could
relate to. After finally spotting a place ‘by a complete accident’ Paju wrote in their
diary, ‘I wasn’t able to come up with an installation and went to sleep with a face-
less feeling’ (Figure 6). The next day, Paju changed their approach:

‘The next day, . . . I did what I was supposed to do yesterday and sat with it
while focusing on now [the moment] instead of the exercise. I felt the moss,
springy under my palm, the heavy weight of stones lying against each other.
. . . The trees around the opening formed a circle, their canopies brushing
each other, whispering as if in midst of an important council meeting. Their
conversation was in a foreign language, but I felt their words on my skin, and
I thought about . . . walking in nature as a dialogue. A dialogue is a

Figure 5
Katrina’s final work at the course exhibition. Photo: Anne Kinnunen.
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conversation. A monologue is a speech. I realized I had been monologuing at
the forest for the whole earlier day’. (Paju, Weekly Reflection 1, 27. 09.
2021).

The idea of connection and connecting in various ways remained a running
theme for Paju’s project. Their project evolved as an artefact that discusses how
small units form a whole although they may seem disconnected. During the course,
they continued walking in the surrounding natural environment where they live
and collected local natural things, such as bark, rowan berries, and stones as mate-
rial. For their project, walking and gathering natural material from the surrounding
developed into a working method. The gathered objects forced Paju to think about
new techniques and ways of working with those unfamiliar materials. For the final
artefact, Paju made an assemblage of the collected things, each existing on their
own while creating a coherent unity when attached together (Figure 7).

The environment of the Koli trip or being with nature triggered Paju to think
about connections, dialogues, monologues and creating space for the coexistence
of different voices. This reconsideration impacted their personal relationships with
nature and the self as well as with creative processes. This experience facilitated
rethinking about other relationships and led to challenging the self for personal
growth.

These two projects highlight that the assignments with the natural environ-
ment played a significant role in developing the projects. Using the environment as
a starting point provided a space for Katrina and Paju to rethink about themselves,
their personal journeys and projects. Next, we will discuss how being attentive to
the human-nature relationship can make an impact on learning about and with cre-
ative practice.

Figure 6
Paju’s selected location in Koli. Photo: Bilge Merve Aktas�.
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Learning with the Environment

The analysis of Katrina’s and Paju’s weekly reflections and final reflections showed
that the course proceeds by relying on many elements provided by the teachers.
Additionally, students bring topics or elements that they find personally relevant or
important to their projects. Through the provided elements and those that the stu-
dents bring, they make their own path to learning. Therefore, the learning experi-
ence often evolves as the course continues, and students find and build their own
ways through entangling various elements.

In the journey of learning, some of the significant and common experiences
were related to and shared by the overarching themes: natural environment,
approach to making, developing the project and emotions. The students tackle
these notions either openly or in embedded ways.

Despite having different experiences during the course, a shared reference
among students while discussing their course experience concerns walking. When
walking is used as a creative method, the natural environment facilitates develop-
ing projects. The experiences emerging from the coupling of the design ideation
and interacting with the natural environment evolve through reflections and emo-
tional articulations. Since these interactions mainly unfold through experiences and
being with the natural environment, it gains a pedagogical power that we refer to
as forest pedagogy.

Here, forest pedagogy refers to learning with the natural environment by
walking, being with it, and thinking in relation to the natural environment. In forest
pedagogy, rather than giving strict briefs as in many design courses, we provide an
open structure for students to learn with and from the natural environment. To
facilitate this experience, we provide tools to follow this approach, such as the
course trip to be introduced to this idea and reflective writing as a method of self-
communication. The open structure of the course allows students to dive into their
own projects and to know their own self. The coupling between openness and
restrictions is reflected in being with the environment. The course trip at the
beginning of the course comprises situations that propose tools to adapt to self-
learning and expand it beyond an individualistic practice by acknowledging nature
as an affecting force. As Katrina wrote in her first weekly reflection, the

Figure 7
Paju’s thinking process (a) and the final work at the exhibition (b). Photo a: Paju, photo b:
Anne Kinnunen.
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assignments with the natural environment ‘gave freedom, as nature is always open
to be explored’. This exploration brings attention to what exists, how they exist,
and how one can relate to those existing elements. In Paju’s project, these ponder-
ings led to recognising this relationship as a conversation. In their reflection, they
‘made a note to listen more carefully in the future, both to myself and my sur-
roundings’.

When students are doing the first assignment, they search for a place in nat-
ure that resonates with them. While seeking such a spot, students think about
what they want to share about themselves. Then, they review how they can
express their personal narrative in reference to the natural environment. To be
able to share this thought process, one needs to study and interpret the environ-
ment, a process that can explicate thoughts, opinions and emotions that might be
hard to verbalise. While deciding on a place that resonates with them, students
indeed are searching for concrete elements that exist there to make sense of their
ideas. The concreteness of the environment allows for shared bodily experiences
with the student and their peers to overcome the limitations of verbal articula-
tions. Thus, interacting with the environment provides a common language for self-
communication as well as interpersonal communication.

With tasks in and with nature, students recognise what exists in nature and
ponder on how they relate to the natural environment. By walking around and being
there, students identify these points and work with nature and natural elements to
generate shared experiences and situations with others to explain their thinking
process. At this stage, according to the student reflections, walking also generate a
comforting experience to overcome uneasy feelings while immersing oneself into
the surroundings. The initial walking during the trip builds a basis for shifting the
mindset from using static and fixed materials to following the materials (see also
Kontturi 2018). With the idea of activeness, students begin questioning the traces
and impact that their project might create regarding nature and the world.

According to political theorist Jane Bennett (2010, 56), craftspeople work with
creative and vital materialities. The forces and matters that are present in those
processes influence how craftspeople unite with materiality. In these unifications,
emotions and dialogical engagements play the primary role for practitioners to
make sense of their experiences and the world at large (Brink & Reddy 2020, 13).
This type of unification with materials was also evident in our study. The studied
examples showed that emotions play a key role in recognising how the practitioner
relates to their own practice and ideation. By following emotions emerging from
being with the natural environment, one can follow how their attitude is changing.

By focusing on the material interaction and following the flow, one can shift
one’s focus from goal-oriented thinking to process-oriented (Aktas� 2020, 95).
Embracing the processes of making highlights experiences co-emerging from inter-
acting with the materials. These experiences facilitate critically reviewing how prac-
tice relates to other elements, resulting in reflecting on the relationships with the
world (ibid.). Critically reviewing various relationships, such as the relationship
between human and materials, making processes, and the natural environment sup-
ports making sense of one’s own practice. When the maker studies various ele-
ments that contribute to the emergence of the outcome, they can identify the
ways in which they relate to these elements. In PEX, this shift was visible as stu-
dents go through an immersive learning process to understand, make sense of, and
challenge their personal approaches to creative practice. For instance, despite
working with clay for around a decade, Katrina worked with wild clay for the first
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time in this course and decided to keep exploring this aspect of the material in her
future practice.

Forest pedagogy initiated with the trip and assignments as well as being
immersed in nature creates a space where listening to the self and the surround-
ings become methods of working and handling unknown situations. By being in the
monumental presence of nature, one learns how to not merely listen to what the
mind says but also to give space to sensorial experiences and those things that
exist and surround us. Finding this personal balance occurs since the natural envi-
ronment can provide infinite possibilities and openness as well as restricted situa-
tions.

For instance, in the first assignment where students need to find a place any-
where in the entire forest, they search for a way to understand not to focus on
what they want but on how they relate. This shift requires recognising the external
world and the internal one and making sense of how they relate to each other.
After this recognition, one can accommodate the environment to think with it.
Such openness in nature is not always possible. Sometimes it can also be restric-
tive. For instance, in Paju’s case the rowan berries and wetness of the ground
became restrictions for them to think about how to attach these pieces together.
The restrictions became forces that led to new ways of thinking and working. For
Paju, these forces resulted in coming up with the idea of putting them in the oven
as a design solution and method.

While working for an outcome, a dialogue between the person, the material
and the environment in which the making takes place to entangle. Thus, the mate-
riality of all the elements involved in making affect the emergence of the process
and the outcome (M€akel€a & Aktas� 2022, 30). Through this entanglement, one fol-
lows how the process unfolds rather than dictating an expectation. This explorative
process leads students to go through a personal change that resembles growth.
For Katrina, the course worked as a platform for her to grow as an artist. She
relearned her own artistic practice from a new angle. In Paju’s project, the course
worked as a platform for them to find their own ways to connect to their practices
and thinking processes. By challenging some of the self-made decisions, such as
having multiple reflective diaries at the beginning of the course, Paju developed
ways of communicating in different ways. This self-challenge also supported
rethinking about preconceived ideas through actively reflecting and being open to
changes and finding ways to overcome material- or idea-related obstacles. Paju
experienced a change in their thinking and discovered new angles to relate to
themselves and other things.

Conclusions

In this article, learning is understood as an embodied and situated practice that
unfolds in various spaces and by following various human and nonhuman stake-
holders. By studying projects from a course and analysing two projects in depth,
we examined how being with the natural environment contributes to one’s learning
experiences about managing creative processes. The proposed concept of forest
pedagogy facilitated student growth and finding their own ways of relating to the
environment and their creative practice. Our article indicates that when learning
with the environment is used as a pedagogical approach, one can go beyond the
teacher and the curriculum content.
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In this article, we present the natural environment as a performative learning
space (see also M€akel€a & L€oyt€onen 2017, 255). By walking around and being with
the natural environment, the learning experience of the students was supported,
allowing them to immerse themselves in the course topic ground and understand
their thinking process from a personal viewpoint. This enables a deep learning
experience that is internalised and personalised. By using such approaches, learn-
ing becomes a more unpredictable and experimental process, opening up new,
emergent possibilities beyond those already known (see also M€akel€a & L€oyt€onen
2017, 255).

When acting in and with a natural environment, students learn to be sensitive
and recognise the interdependencies between human and nonhuman species, and
other things that together build up an ecosystem. When walking, they also become
aware of their presence as a part of this complex ecosystem, and the footprints
they leave (van der Lei & Lohmann 2022, 111). Thus, in this article we have pro-
posed forest pedagogy as a working concept that brings together walking, reflect-
ing, and making with the natural environment, materials and nonhumans as a way
of facilitating multifaceted personal learning experiences in the context of creative
practice. Further exploration on the topic can tackle how the experience of taking
this course might affect the environmental stewardship of the students in the
long term.
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