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Introduction 

The world around us is increasingly open. We have access to more and more information and 

more and more diverse experiences. This book is designed for people who impart new 

knowledge and experience to learners of all ages in an out-of-school and information-rich 

environment. Such environments can be museums, libraries and science education centres, as 

well as hobby schools and groups. The book focuses on the characteristics of learning and the 

techniques of managing learning in open learning environments. Therefore, it can also help 

parents and teachers in general education schools who would like to know more about what is 

happening in other learning environments and how to best relate their own activities to what is 

being organized in these environments.  
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The book is divided into five chapters. The first chapter focuses on what is meant by an open 

learning environment and highlights the abundance of information and new experiences as the 

key features of an open learning environment. Whereas until now such a dimension of openness 

has been associated with digital learning environments, an increasing amount of information 

must now be taken into account in all environments. The more complex the environment, the 

more a person needs the support of an expert to learn in it. Supporting learning is a purposeful 

activity, and in order to be successful, it must take into account certain general patterns that are 

relevant at school, at home and in other places where learning is to take place.  

The second chapter of the book is dedicated to the principles of supporting learning. It 

explains how people can be motivated and involved in learning, and why it is important. It is 

emphasized that supporting each person's independence and the ability to formulate precise 

instructions and clear expectations are at the core of managing learning. By understanding and 

applying these principles, the teacher can plan more complex activities. For example, the 

principles of the implementation and integration of exploratory learning are discussed in this 

chapter.  

The third chapter addresses the practical methods of managing learning. More specifically, 

the necessity of setting clear goals and its connection with the choice of study topics and 

activities is explained. It is emphasised that both good goals and the learning content arising 

from these goals serve as the basis for planning and giving feedback. It describes in more detail 

how age-specific characteristics and group processes should be taken into account when 

managing learning and explains how to attune learners to learning. Extra attention has been 

paid to the methodology of compiling good learning instructions. Thus, this chapter focuses on 

both the direct methodology of managing learning and the activities before and after that.  

Museums, science education centres and other out-of-school learning environments have a 

number of specificities in the organization of learning, which are described in the fourth 

chapter. This part explains how to make sense of education in these environments and how to 

work together to create study programmes and the study according to these programmes.  

The fifth chapter of the book is devoted to the topics of planning and organizing field trips, 

because it is during the field trips that teachers of general education schools and educators at 

museums, science centres and other out-of-school learning environments can work together to 

better support students.  

 

To make the reading easy, each chapter begins with a brief summary of the key idea of this 

section. Chapters with a more practical approach (Chapters 3-5) provide relevant examples 

from the real life. The examples have been collected from teachers by the author (s) of the 

chapter and have been approved for use by the teachers. In addition, these chapters contain 

exercises that are mostly formulated as tasks for thinking, the answer to which lies in the 

immediately preceding text and in the key idea of the respective chapter.  

 

I hope you’ll enjoy reading the book and discover new perspectives. 

 

All the very best! 

 

Inge Timoštšuk 
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1. Different learning environments and the ways of learning in them 

In order to avoid misunderstandings and time spent, one should work with experts providing 

support and in an information-rich environment. This type of learning is known as 

experiential learning. 

People gain experiences everywhere through their daily activities: at school and at home, both 

in their free time and at work. At the same time, the acquisition of knowledge goes hand in 

hand with the acquisition of experiences. Thus, of course, a person learns everywhere, and in a 

very broad sense, any place where a person operates can be considered a learning environment. 

Such a broad interpretation of learning is the starting point for this chapter.  

We remember practical experiences and personally important things better, but the prerequisite 

for this is making sense of our actions. In order to avoid misunderstandings and save time spent 

on learning through experience, one should work with experts providing support and in an 

information-rich environment. This type of learning is known as experiential learning (Kolb 

2014).  

In addition to specific knowledge in some field and the related skills, personal and social skills 

and knowledge are also acquired through experiential learning.  

Learning from experience can be taught, and there are many practical techniques for doing so 

(see Chapters 2 to 5). However, in order to describe the activities that support learning, we need 

to establish more clarity in the vocabulary used. In this chapter, we will distinguish between 

different learning environments and open up the concept of non-formal, formal and open 

learning environments.  

 

1.1. The amount of information and the role of the teacher in managing it  

 

The learning environment is mostly information-rich and open to many influences. The 

teacher helps to decide which information is true; what is important and what is irrelevant; 

how to remember the necessary information; how to apply the obtained information. 

The environment from which people obtain new information and experiences has expanded 

enormously and very quickly. At the same time, a part of learning takes place quite randomly 

- during various practical activities or other experiences. For example, in addition to learning 

within the family, school-based knowledge, and extracurricular activities, information and 
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influences are obtained from the virtual space through mobile devices, communication 

platforms, and network-based databases; various science education centres and museums, as 

well as other institutions offering educational programs, are important places for learning. 

Increasingly, these different possibilities are not clearly distinguished in the chronological 

order, but the learner can be in the sphere of influence of several environments at the same 

time. For example, a visit to a museum can be accompanied by both online feedback of the 

social network and a search for additional data from parallel virtual collections. The amount 

of information can increase when learning from peers during pair or group work. Thus, the 

learning environment is usually very diverse and open to many influences over which we 

have only little control. The learner receives information from different sources, and this 

information is of very different quality and being organized at different levels.  

 

Thus, we consider the open learning environment as a general concept, which means an 

information-rich environment open to a large number of influences and enabling various 

activities.  

The varied information about something that is often available at the same time raises important 

questions for people. How to decide which information is true? What is important and what is 

irrelevant? How to remember the necessary information? How to apply the obtained 

information?  

Ideally, there is a person next to the learner who helps answer these questions, i.e. who supports 

learning (see Chapters 2 and 3). This person is in the role of the teacher.  

Family members as well as friends or other people important for the learner can teach. At 

schools and other institutions that are part of formal education, the role of the teacher in 

supporting the learner is very clearly defined and related to the expected learning outcomes of 

the national curricula (see, for example, the teacher's job description 

https://www.kutserarja/ctrl/en/Standardid/vaata/10719336). There is no such clear regulation 

elsewhere, and the person in the role of the teacher (mother, father, friend, museum educator, 

guide, etc.) is seemingly freer in their choices. At the same time, the responsibility of a person 

who has consciously taken on the role of the teacher in any situation is very big - the more 

complex the environment, the more help a person needs to cope with new information in a 

meaningful way. The role of the face-to-face teacher is becoming increasingly important, since 

without the support in a virtual environment and in a network-based or otherwise open learning 

environment, questions about the truthfulness and relevance of information and its application 

may remain unanswered.  
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Thus, the more information-rich the environment, the more the learner may need help. 

Therefore, museum educators and educators from other educational institutions should clearly 

embrace the role of the teacher.  

1.2. The classification of learning environments  

The classification of learning environments is a matter of agreement, and it is based on 

different objectives, arrangements and outcomes of learning. 

Concepts that are often used in quite different meanings by different groups of friends or 

institutions often cause problems in communication with each other. Such problems are mainly 

caused by translation words, which in the original language (mostly in English) denote a 

specific phenomenon in a certain context. One such word is ‘outdoor learning’, which is often 

used very loosely to denote any learning environment and teaching methodology used outside 

the classroom. Such free use of words is not practical, because the background to this concept 

is much more precise: the content of outdoor learning is learning in the so-called fresh air or in 

a natural environment without clear spatial boundaries. In such an environment, there are a 

number of practical principles and activities that can be applied in the context of general and 

hobby education as well as guided learning and leisure activities. For example, sensory 

experience, positive experiences and learning by doing are important in supporting learning in 

any environment. This does not mean that we have reason to call the implementation of these 

elements everywhere as outdoor learning. If we want to refer to the specific physical 

environment where learning takes place, we can also say exactly whether we are studying in a 

classroom, library, planetarium, schoolyard, museum, study trail, research center, forest, zoo 

or elsewhere.  

 

A similar problem arises in distinguishing between the fields of meaning of concepts when we 

talk about formal and non-formal learning and informal learning. With regard to these three 

concepts, there is a desire to denote two things at once: the different regulation of learning and 

the degree of its randomness. There is no reason to recommend the use of the concept of 

informal learning, because random learning from any experience is a phenomenon that 

accompanies all human activities in every environment.  

Thus, it is expedient to base the classification of learning environments on clear principles.  
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Traditionally, learning at school has been defined as formal education and learning outside 

school as non-formal education. Such a distinction based on opposition  derives from different 

learning objectives, different learning arrangements and different learning outcomes (see, for 

example, Bransford, Brown, Cocking 2000; Eraut 2000). Teaching in both kindergartens and 

general education schools is state-regulated, i.e. the content and the outcomes of learning and 

the general principles of the organization of studies are outlined in the regulation of the 

Government of the Republic of Estonia (see, e.g. The National Curriculum for Upper 

Secondary Schools 2011; The National Curriculum for Preschool Child Care Institutions 2008;  

The National Curriculum for Basic Schools 2011). Teaching at higher education and vocational 

education institutions is regulated by their own laws and norms (e.g. The Higher Education Act 

2019; The Higher Education Standard 2008).  

 

In non-formal education, however, learning is poorly regulated from the outside and offers a 

relatively large degree of freedom to the teacher working in this environment, but requires 

both a sense of responsibility and flexibility. The goal to be reached with the learners must be 

clear to the teacher; in this way, it is possible to offer the best activities to the learners and 

encourage them to take part in the activities (see Chapter 2; 3.1; 3.5).  

Most generally, learning in a non-formal learning environment can be characterized as follows: 

an expert selects the learning content and involves learners to explore a specific authentic 

environment (see, for example, Barron, Bell 2015). The authentic environment and the 

information based on the original sources are rich in details and offer the immediate joy of 

experience. In such a situation, an expert can best explain what is important and what is not, 

and how everything can become important and useful. In order to remember interesting 

information, it is necessary to reach the same wave length with the learners. In most cases, it is 

thought that this requires an innate talent or influence that is really beneficial. At the same time, 

well-functioning teaching techniques exist and can be used by everyone and one’s mastery in 

them can be increased (see Chapter 3).  

 

There is another simple way to differentiate between learning environments based on 

conflicting goals and practice: learning at school and learning out of school. In addition to 

formal education, such a distinction makes it possible to highlight learning with traditional,  

clearly defined curricula and with a clear organization of studies as a specific type of learning 
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at school (in Estonia, for example, music schools and art schools have fairly clearly defined 

curricula and organization of studies). At the same time, for example, the format of nature 

schools does not yet have such a shared understanding of the study content and organization of 

studies among those involved that it would be perceived as learning at school alongside learning 

at music schools and art schools.  

Out-of-school learning also takes place in practical daily activities. Clear examples of this kind 

of learning can be found in the world of children: mathematical knowledge about the 

relationship between a part and a whole is developed in young children by playing with peers, 

for example by sharing apples, regardless of the fact that the mathematical operations and 

symbols will only be studied at school. The meaning of the respective knowledge and the 

description of the operations are related to the vocabulary and conscious knowledge provided 

by school education (read more in e.g. Nunes 2010). In a similar way, nature schools or other 

systemically active hobby groups can be called non-formal schools. Students learn to formulate 

and describe what they have experienced with the help of an expert - a shared understanding 

and vocabulary is created.  

 

1.3. The access to various open learning environments 

 

The unequal access to out-of-school learning environments creates a gap in experiences that 

affects career choices in society and people’s favourite activities.  

One of the hallmarks of success of the Estonian general education is the general high level of 

learning outcomes, regardless of the children's socio-economic background and place of 

residence (PISA 2019). It is different with interest-based out-of-school education: not all 

students have equal access to places of study that interest them. Outside formal education, you 

should ideally be able to choose what, when, where and how to study. The basis for making 

choices should be a person's interest in a particular field. In the long run, interest-based learning 

choices affect career choices and favourite activities, and thus the functioning and sustainability 

of society. The more places there are where teachers also work to help organize and connect 

new information, the more people will receive an education that suits their interests.  
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Unfortunately, access to out-of-school and teacher-guided learning environments is uneven in 

Estonia and around the world. There are more such environments in urban centres and less in 

the countryside. Access is also hampered by the economic situation, as participation in such 

education is often costly. In order to reduce such inequalities, i.e. the experience gap (which 

may be reflected in both underdevelopment and lower academic success), consideration should 

be given to extending the existing authentic learning environments, such as museums, research 

centres and science schools, to the online environment. With the support of a teacher, taking 

virtual museum tours or solving web-based interactive learning tasks is a valuable opportunity 

to apply and develop one’s interest. A hobby group working at any institution can enrich its 

activities with the help of such opportunities. Although interactive tools for learning are not 

very traditional or widespread, they are subject to the same principles as support for learning 

in general.  

From a practical point of view, field trips organized by teachers also help to reduce the 

experience gap, but in addition to the possibilities they offer, there are a number of limitations 

in their implementation. Ways to overcome these limitations are discussed in Chapter 5.  
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2. The principles of supporting learning in an open learning environment 

 

In an open learning environment, the involvement of learners, support for their independence 

and precise guidelines for acquiring knowledge are very important.  

The modern learning environment outside the classroom is usually very diverse and open to 

many uncontrollable influences - the learner receives information from different sources, and 

this information is of different quality and at different levels of organization (see also Chapter 

1.1). In such an environment, some principles and methodological approaches are particularly 

relevant. This chapter highlights the importance of involving learners, supporting their 

independence and providing precise instructions, and the importance of expressing clear 

expectations by the teacher. The application of the respective principles through exploratory 

learning and integration are discussed.  

 

2.1. Engaging the learners 

In order to learn in a complex environment, learners need to be engaged in the activities. 

There are many ways to get involved, but not every way to get involved leads to deep 

learning. One may be emotionally involved, i.e. enjoy the situation; can be actively involved - 

do what is asked; can be cognitively involved, i.e. different senses are captured during 

learning and the attention remains on the things being learned and what is learned is 

remembered and can be thought about in different contexts. Ideally, these three forms of 

involvement should appear simultaneously in the course of learning. Unfortunately, this is 

difficult to achieve. It is known that without cognitive involvement, long-term learning does 

not take place. Thus, there is no reason to assume that whenever children seem to be having a 

good time and are taking part  in what is offered by the teacher they also learn. Simply put, 

not every experience involves the acquisition of new, useful and long-lasting knowledge or 

skill (i.e. deep learning). At the same time, many random details can stay in the memory for a 

short time.  

Thus, in order to learn from experience in a complex, information-rich environment, learning 

must be supported, i.e. students should be taught how to learn  (see Chapter 1.1). The most 

important tasks of a teacher are supporting the learner's independence and providing clear 

instructions.  
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2.2. Supporting the independence of learners 

 

Knowing the interests, needs and personal goals of the learners helps to creating motivation 

for learning and supports independence in learning.  

 

The learner’s autonomy has been discussed in more detail in the professional literature; it means 

both the learner's independence and his or her independence from outside influences. For 

example, a student has the ability to perform a research task in a noisy museum environment. 

Autonomy is related to motivation: the higher the internal motivation, the greater the autonomy 

in learning. Motivation can be created earlier in school lessons or by relating what takes place 

on the site to student's daily life interests or previous experiences. A motivated learner is able 

to work better and more purposefully in new and complex situations and achieve better results.  

 

The teacher supports people's autonomy if he / she takes into account their personal interests, 

needs, preferences and personal goals, offers them appropriate activities and manageable  

tasks (see e.g. Jang et al. 2010). People who act as teachers in open and information-rich 

environments should provide learners with choices and involve them in the planning of 

activities. This could include the selection of sub-topics of the tasks (e.g. the opportunity to 

choose which exhibits to tackle in the museum lesson), the choice of the source for new 

content (the opportunity to decide whether to complete the task based on the oral talk or the 

description of the exhibit), the participation in the decision-making about how to+ generalise 

the information obtained (either the summary would include the questions that emerged 

during the museum lesson and that are planned to be studied further or a concept map of the 

acquired knowledge is prepared). The choice of all activities related to the topic should be 

discussed with the learners and their preferences should be taken into account (e.g. if the 

participants wanted to draw museum exhibits instead of listening to their detailed description, 

they could do so). Practical activities, including the conducting of experiments, also increase 

the feeling of independence (see Tröbst et al. 2016). That is why, for example, people 

participating in hobby groups are mostly active and committed. Working together and taking 

others into account helps to create a sense of belonging that can last a long time, usually 

strongly supporting professional choices.  

Evoking personal understandings, prior knowledge or explanations on the topic can be used as 

a way to support expertise and independence (see, for example, Tröbst et al. 2016 on nature). 

Discussing about such insights in a non-judgmental manner enables the learners to feel that 

their thoughts are important. This in turn enforces the willingness to work together. Thus, all 
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educators in an open learning environment can support learning if they are interested in the 

learners' views, support their initiatives, offer choice, encourage, do not demand or order things, 

and allow students to act in their own way (cf. Stroet et al. 2013).  

It is also considered important to dedicate one's time to listening to students, giving students 

time to act independently, leaving students time to talk, directing them as close as possible to 

the study materials, encouraging students with meaningful feedback, explaining 

recommendations or instructions, responding to their questions. The opposite of supporting 

autonomy is seen in controlling behaviour, such as prescribing only the right answers or 

solutions, giving instructions as commands, using must-phrases, and constantly asking 

verifiable questions (see also Reeve, Jang 2006). However, the offer of independence is not an 

all-encompassing unlimited freedom, but must be accompanied by precise instructions.  

 

2.3. The importance of detailed instructions and clear expectations 

 

Without detailed instructions, any practical activities can severely interfere with perception, 

attention, memory and thinking. This can be especially problematic in a very information-rich 

learning environment. 

 

If learners have been given clear expectations and are provided with guidance and feedback 

supportive of learning, they can focus on tasks, adapt their behaviour to the circumstances and 

avoid chaos when moving from one activity to another (Jang et al. 2010). Thus, learners must 

be continuously given clear expectations, and the educators should be consistent and 

predictable, providing practical help and support, and adapting their activities to the level of 

students (including age and interest).  

 

It is important to have and provide precise instructions for practical work or observations, 

including, for example, instructions for the use of museum exhibits, because clear learning 

instructions strongly contribute to cognitive involvement (cf. Chapters 2.1; 3,4; Tröbst et al. 

2016). Any practical activities without clear guidance can severely interfere with perception, 

attention, memory and thinking. This can be particularly problematic in a very information-

rich and very open learning environment. If there are contradictions, expectations and goals 

are not clearly stated and it is not explained by what means the outcomes should be achieved, 

learning may not take place and in a particularly confusing situation, information may be 
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remembered incorrectly or some previous correct piece of knowledge may start to be 

questioned. There may also be a reluctance to the content of  what is being learned (see 

Chapter 3 for examples from real life). It has been said that students of teachers who give 

precise instructions and express clear expectations have more positive learning outcomes and 

a  greater commitment to activities compared to students of teachers who teach chaotically 

(see, for example, Näkk, Timoštšuk 2018; Poom-Valickis et al. 2016; Timoštšuk 2017).  

2.4. Typical methods: exploratory learning and the implementation of integration 

 

Exploratory learning 

Exploratory learning supports the modelling of scientific thinking, and thus, what has been 

learned is remembered better, but the amount of knowledge acquired may be less than 

expected. 

At the beginning of exploratory learning, learners are asked or allowed to form an open-ended 

question, to which they will find answers in the course of their exploratory activities. With this 

in mind, it is easy to see that the exploratory view of learning is at least as old as Socrates, who 

guided his students to new knowledge through questions (read more in Bates 2016). Even then, 

the focus was on the development of knowledge and the learner's active participation, not on 

learning things by heart or on the passive intake of knowledge. J. Dewey reiterated the need to 

stimulate the learner’s activeness in the middle of the last century, emphasizing that the 

development of knowledge in learning is similar to the process of developing science (ibid). 

Thus, exploratory learning is modelled upon scientific thinking and is by no means a new 

phenomenon. It must be borne in mind that this approach varies considerably by age. The main 

difference is in the age-appropriateness of the question being asked and in which activities are 

suitable for reaching the answers. Preschoolers can reach answers through simple practical 

experiences, but a child in the second stage of basic school can already analyse the results of 

multi-stage observations. In addition, subject-specific research practices come into play in the 

third stage of basic school and upper secondary school (e.g. different data sets and reasoning 

are used in history and physics). Thus, it is age-appropriate to start the exploratory approach at 

an early stage and gradually reach the full cycle of the so-called exploratory learning.  

 

One cycle of exploratory learning includes an overview of what is already known and what is 

still to be learned; the formulation of such an assumption that can be verified in the course of 

activities and the formulation of explanations based on the data collected (Windschitl, 

Thimpson, Braaten 2008; see also Pedaste et al. 2015). Such a systematic position is also 

provided for in the curricula of formal education. In out-of-school and non-formal learning, 

completing the full cycle of exploratory learning is often difficult due to the lack of time, but 

in many cases it is still applicable. For example, an exploratory approach requires similar steps 

to be taken not only in the course of practical activities, but also in the search for answers to 
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questions that arise in discussions. Thus, in an open and information-rich environment, it would 

make sense to build the learning about new objects in  the form of a conversation, not as a story.  

According to the share of participation of the person in the role of a teacher, the research process 

can be distinguished as:  

1) clearly structured (both the questions and the process have been pre-determined by the 

teacher);  

2) directed research (the question has predetermined, but the learners must decide how to reach 

an answer); 

 3)  an open or authentic study (the learners formulate the question themselves and how to reach 

an answer) (Loyens, Rikers 2017).  

Thus, every teacher can decide on the basis of the time and other possibilities given to them 

how clearly they could or should lead this process.  

 

 

Weakly directed and unstructured exploratory learning has been criticized. Every teacher 

should always provide relevant and clear learning instructions and information that fully and 

accurately describes the phenomenon being learned, so that the development of knowledge can 

be well supported. You can read more about compiling learning instructions in Chapter 3.4.  

Thus, exploratory learning is subject to the same rules as supporting the learner in general 

(including the requirement to support the learner’s autonomy and the need for clear guidance; 

see Chapters 2.2 and 2.3). That is why good teachers of Estonian general education schools are 

quite bold to use elements of such learning in their work. For example, it is clear in 

kindergartens (Timoštšuk 2018a) and in the first grade of basic school (Timoštšuk 2018b); 

when children are actively involved in such activities, they are more interested in what they 

have learned and will remember it longer. 

 

Thematic learning or the implementation of integration 

Thinking is about the senses, memory and emotions. Therefore, it is important to address 

simultaneously or integrate different but related topics.  

Thinking is about the senses, memory and emotions. That is why it is important to address 

simultaneously or integrate different but related topics. Specifically, any learning content 

inevitably evokes thoughts and feelings in the learner that depend on the learner's prior 

knowledge and experiences. Positive experiences and emotions support learning, while 

negative ones hinder it (Pekrun et al. 2011). The learner can be helped to cope with diverse 

thoughts and feelings by highlighting and organizing the different connections that have 

emerged. Activities that support integration include making connections. with everyday life 

(helping to attract and retain interest), using analogies and metaphors (supporting the formation 
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of diverse connections), asking questions and raising issues and finding solutions (developing 

reasoning skills and the ability to work with data); highlighting conflicting examples (helps to 

understand that the environment is diverse and changing) (read more, e.g. Barnes 2015). Thus, 

in an open and information-rich learning environment, it is necessary to avoid boundaries 

between subjects and fields of research. Rather, bridges should be consciously created between 

them.  
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3.  The techniques to support learning in an open learning environment 

 

 

If you don’t have a plan for your students, they’ll have a plan for you. (Teachers’ proverb) 

Although new knowledge is acquired everywhere, people talk and think about learning and 

supporting it differently. To support learners in learning outside the classroom, school teachers 

and others in the role of the teacher should generally share insights into supporting effective, 

experiential and meaningful learning and use similar vocabulary when talking about learning. 

Sometimes school teachers and the employees of other educational and cultural institutions do 

not understand each other precisely because different languages are used when talking about 

learning (Vesterinen et al. 2017). Think about the system of numbering floors in the UK and 

the US, for example. 

For example, in this handbook, we use two concepts that sound similar but do not overlap to 

describe organized learning outside the classroom: field trip and study program. A field trip 

refers to curriculum-related learning that takes place outside the classroom (previously, a field 

excursion was also used as a parallel term for a field trip). Learning is a rather broad concept, 

including moving from one place to another (e.g. from school to library), but also visiting such 

destinations where learners are not offered activities organized by a third party (e.g. a research 

centre), e.g. learning organized by the school teacher himself/herself in a marketplace or in the 

school garden). The term ‘field trip’ is used in this text to refer to learning outside the classroom 

in a more general way and, above all, from the point of view of the school teacher.  

 

From the point of view of people working in museums, science education centres and similar 

institutions, a more practical way of learning as well as a way better defined by time and space 

is the study program (memory institutions usually call it a museum lesson) organized or 

prepared by an educator in the respective environment (a guide, supervisor, head of programme, 

head of visits, pedagogue, hiking guide, teacher or other professional educator). This means 

that in this handbook the term ‘study programme’ is used to refer to a specific supervised and 

time-limited learning provided by a museum, research centre or similar institution to a school 

or kindergarten group.  

 

In summary, it can be said that the study program may or may not be part of a field trip 

organized by a school teacher, but for each study program that takes place outside the 

classroom, but it is the field trip  that brings students to the study programme.  
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It should be noted that study programs are methodologically very diverse,  and as a result, 

various activities are also called workshops, study rooms, laboratories, science theatres, 

walking lectures, excursions, guest lessons, museum lessons and museum lessons, educational 

programs, microscope lessons, archive lessons, meetings with scientists, nature trips and 

discovery trips (and this list is far from exhaustive). A good child has several names, but the 

general patterns of learning and teaching that are at the heart of this chapter apply no matter 

how we name the  study  programme.  

In particular, this chapter explains the importance of setting goals, choosing a well-thought-out 

topic, taking into account the individuality of learners and tuning in to learning. Here are also 

tips for creating clear learning guidelines, supporting collaboration skills, guiding learning and 

providing effective feedback.  

 

3.1. Setting goals 

 

Clear goals support learning. Learning objectives in formal education derive largely from the 

national curriculum, but jointly set and reasoned objecties are more meanigful to learners. 

Teachers’ goals for learning outside the classroom are significantly influenced by what they 

value in extracurricular learning. 

An example from the real life.  A field trip that has not been thought through does not 

lead to goals. 

The biology teacher tells the 7th grade class teacher that since plants are now being studied in 

biology, the class could go to the botanical garden. A conscientious class teacher takes the 

children to the botanical garden next week during the class teacher’s lesson. Students walk 

through the house and yard, chat with each other and are happy about a different school day. In  

The biology teacher and the class teacher decide to repeat the visit in a couple of months. This 

time they think it through more thoroughly, involve the geography teacher and divide the 

students into teams. They choose the climatic zones whose vegetation can be explored in the 

botanical garden. The class teacher, who is a native language teacher by profession, looks for 

excerpts from travelogues to these places in the world, and students can choose the form of 

creative writing that suits them to reflect on their experiences. After this visit, the students 

enthusiastically share their impressions of the plants and the environmental conditions suitable 

for them, the environmental problems of different places, the possible effects of climate change 

on the vegetation and ask each other meaningful questions. (Adjusted description of an 

experience)  
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Based on the previous example, it can be seen that the basis of meaningful learning is the 

meaningful planning of learning, which starts with setting goals and sharing them with students. 

In this experience story, the students studied in the botanical garden, but they were still taught 

by school teachers, because no out-of-school experts were involved, and the field trip took 

place without a study program organized by a third party.  

The aim of learning is the planned result of learning (learning outcome).  For example, the aim 

is for students to be able to describe and compare the vegetation of different climate zones. In 

other words, the goal of learning is to achieve a learning outcome. Depending on the length of 

learning, there are two types of goals: long-term and short-term goals (Cohen et al. 2010). 

Long-term goals serve as the basis of the curricula of educational institutions, determining the 

content of their general curriculum or educational program while taking into account the social 

and individual needs. At the same time, achieving short-term goals is the starting point for 

developing work plans and specific activities (e.g. a study program or a lesson). Two aspects 

are important in setting goals: clarity and a learner-centred approach. Learner-centred goals 

provide students with information about the value and usefulness of the learning content (see 

also Chapter 2.3) (Assor, Kaplan, Roth 2002).  

When teachers are asked why they take their students out of school, the most important reasons 

are the opportunity to support the goals of the curriculum, provide students with new, exciting 

and memorable learning experiences (broaden their horizons), support students' interest and 

motivation in certain subjects or areas, break routines, support lifelong learning, reward 

students and / or meet the school’s demands (Kisiel 2005).  

It is noteworthy, however, that although teachers emphasize the links between the curriculum 

and the study programme in making choices, they judge the success of the field trip mainly by 

whether the students enjoyed the experience, and linking it to the curriculum may not be well 

thought out in practice (Anderson, Kisiel, Storksdieck 2006; Kisiel 2005). This way of thinking, 

in turn, places greater responsibility on educators in museums and other institutions, who must 

ensure that both the goals of the curriculum highlighted in marketing materials and the 

educational experience of students and school teachers are achieved during the study program.  

However, students are known to have a fairly good understanding of their teacher's agenda and 

their expectations of field trips are realistic (Eshach 2007). Of course, the previous experience 

- or lack thereof - also adds colour to the students' expectations. For example, it is known that 

the visitors’ perception of themselves (their identity) and the context (e.g. the company they 

visit the museum with or the reason for the visit) influence their choices and what they 

experience and learn there (Leinhardt, Knutson 2004). Therefore, creating positive expectations 

and an understanding of the situation are important. If the teacher and students have a clear 

understanding of the aims and organization of the field trip and the students can get involved 

in setting the goal, they can act more independently during the visit, feel involved and the field 

trip is more meaningful for them (see also Chapter 2.1; Patrick, Mathews, Tunnicliffe 2013). 

Clear goals do not, of course, preclude unexpected learning situations: accidental learning is 

one of the values of an open learning environment (see Chapter 1.1).  

 

An exercise. Written-down goals and actual goals 
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The goals of the study programmes are usually highlighted in promotional materials, but 

teachers often feel that they did not get what was promised. There may be many reasons for 

this discrepancy: for example, the volume of promotional material may not allow you to write 

down the activities accurately enough, or the teacher has set very clear goals for the field trip 

and the ready-made product does not fit well into his or her plans.  

1. Recall situations where the actual results of the field trip differed significantly from the 

planned objectives. (For example, the plan was to get to know the circulatory system, but the 

students' experiences of nosebleeds and wounds ended in spontaneous first aid training, etc.) 

What was the reason for the discrepancy? 

2. Look for the descriptions and analysis of the programs on the websites of three learning 

environments that are unfamiliar to you:  

1) are the objectives clear, specific and realistic; 

2) are the objectives in accordance with the national curriculum;  

3) have the objectives been formulated based on the learner;  

4) are the goals consistent and based on the learners.  

 

3.2.  The selection of topics and activities 

 

Methods that require activeness from learners help to remember what they have learned 

better. It is important to find a balance between explaining and discovering, as partially 

structured and thematically comprehensive field trips are the most effective ones. 

An example from the real life. A rich and thematically comprehensive learning 

experience. 

 “I was on a class excursion with my students in Southern Estonia. Unplanned, we ended up in 

a very interesting place, the Hellenurme working watermill that was being renovated. The 

hostess of the mill was hospitable and very knowledgeable. She spoke interestingly about the 

history of the old mill, the idea to renovate it, and the best thing was that the mill was put into 

work in honour of our visit. We were invited to the mill and the hostess introduced all the 

grinding machines thoroughly. We learned a lot: we saw the processing of the grain into flour, 

semolina, grits through the four floors of the mill.  

In addition, it turned out that the hostess of the mill is interested in literature, so she also 

associated her stories with proverbs and sayings about flour or something related to it. For 

example, she asked the students if they knew what was meant by the sayings "Kindness like 

grain, increases by sowing” or “A blind pigeon may sometimes find a grain of wheat”. She also 

told the stories about mills in a very exciting manner. The tour ended in the kitchen of the mill, 

where hot bread baked by the hostess herself was offered, and we also received bread-making 

instructions from there. A very educational visit in many ways: history, industry, production, 

traditional vocabulary… and definitely something else. The students were very interested and 

asked questions. Later, I thought that somehow everyone was good and polite - this is not 
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always the case in the school building. Great experience! ” (Maiu Hiis, native language teacher 

in Hiiumaa)  

The example above demonstrates well that the thematically comprehensive approach of the 

study programme supports learning. Variety is good, but there must also be time to delve into 

the topic and make connections within a limited time period. In order for the eclecticism and 

abundance of information not to become an obstacle for students during the field trip (see also 

Chapter 1.1), choices must be made both in terms of content and methods. In this experience 

story, the term the teacher used is a class excursion, usually referring to quarterly or year-end 

field trips, the main purpose of which may not be to learn something additional about a specific 

topic, but to broaden the general horizon, support the team spirit and learning motivation and 

to revise things. Such field trips are also characterized by the fact that the students visit several 

different places in a short period of time (e.g. the sights of Southern Estonia).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The pyramid of learning (Cohen et al 2004) 

In an open learning environment, there are many options for choosing topics and activities, so 

the teacher can also take into account the students' attitudes and preferences when planning 

their learning. At the same time, when planning activities, it is important to follow the principle 

of high-functioning and resting mode of the brain and the learning pyramid (Figure 1).  

The brain works on the principle of high-functioning and resting mode. At the beginning of 

learning, the brain functions at an all-time high - during this period, students learn the most. 

Then the brain needs rest, and at the end, there is another high level of learning (Cohen et al. 

2004). Thus, when planning learning, it should be taken into account that learning is not 

intensive throughout the whole study time, and the longer the unit of learning, the longer the 

brain needs rest. In view of the above, teachers can plan active activities for peak times and 

passive activities for rest periods. In the context of field trips, it has been observed that partially 
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structured field trips work best - those where the opportunity for organized learning and 

independent discovery is balanced (DeWitt, Storksdieck 2008).  

Figure 1 shows that the more senses involved in learning, the more learning is remembered. If 

what is learned is practiced immediately, a very large part of the learned knowledge is stored. 

In order not to lose knowledge acquired short-term, it must be practiced and remembered (see 

Chapter 4.4). In addition, students are more deeply involved in the lessons when teachers enable 

meaningful choices regarding different activities (read more in Reeve 2016; Chapter 2.1).  

When learning outside the classroom, it is necessary to make sense of what is seen and 

experienced by discussing it together. Discussing things together is one of the most common 

ways to reason. Although Johannes Käis already in the first half of the previous century 

emphasised free discussion between students and teachers as the best learning method (Käis 

2018), it does not always work as planned. During the field trip, the reason for difficulties 

during the first meeting of the guide and the group may also be that the free discussion or, in 

other words, a meaningful discussion is not a common practice for the learners. However, such 

analytical skills, called critical thinking, can be easily practiced in a museum or research center. 

A good way to do this is to tell and replay stories (see, for example, Uppin, Timoštšuk 2019) 

and discuss them (Bonney, Sternberg 2017; Uppin, Timoštšuk 2019). Various tools can be used 

to start a discussion: question cards, role play, rewording concepts (alias), using historical 

sources as a starting point for discussion in the context of memory institutions (e.g. by studying 

the burial gifts of the Vikings, students can discuss about the essence of the Viking culture and 

attempt to understand the choices of the people in that time (Endacott, Sturtz 2015)). It is 

important that learners feel involved in the discussion (see Chapter 2.1).  

 

Although the curriculum distinguishes between subject fields and the specific subjects in these 

fields, there is a general trend to pay more attention to the integration of subject fields and to 

comprehensive thematic learning or general education (see, for example, Cohen et al. 2010). 

From the school level III onwards, when the class is no longer mainly under one class teacher, 

subject teachers generally do not have as good a picture of the students' overall learning 

experience as in primary school, and references to integration must be quite clear in the 

curriculum descriptions (see Chapter 4.4 for more information about the implementation of the 

thematic approach).  

Exercise. Balance between explanations and discovery  

When teaching outside the classroom, choices must inevitably be made whether to focus on 

playful discovery or explanation, to place more emphasis on discussion or individual reflection, 

and so on. Undoubtedly, every teacher's style is different. Some tend to be more exploratory 

and experimental, while others naturally value academically theoretical discussion. Above all, 

however, it is important that the topic and the method are chosen carefully and based on the 

learner.  

1. Remember if you have experienced during the field trips that students have little opportunity 

to explore by themselves and the whole process is built on listening to explanations. Why were 

such choices made?  

2. Recall field trips where you felt that the emphasis was only on free discovery, but there was 

little explanation. Why were such choices made?  
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3. What do you think influences how well students adopt one method or another when learning 

outside the classroom?  

4. What methods do you think would be well suited for learning outside the classroom? Why?  

 

3.3. Taking into account the specifics of age groups 

 

All learners want to be independent in an age-appropriate way, but the ability of learners of 

different ages to think in an abstract manner, listen to explanations or to express their ideas 

is different.  

 

An example from the real life. Not a very age-appropriate attitude towards 1st grade 

students. 

"My 1st grade and I went to a national park to get acquainted with the swamp, with the moss 

and other plants. [---] The target group of the field trip was pre-school children and the first 

school level, where the content of studies was adjusted according to age. The field trip took 

place in the second month of the 1st grade (October). The level of the class was very uneven: 

some could read, some did not even know the letters. The part of the study programme  

conducted indoors was too long for the 1st grade students (and I can't hide it- for me too!). The 

study programme included worksheets that required my endless help to complete (which was 

also understandable because learning letters and sounds had only just begun). We did not 

complete the worksheets on the spot. The end result of the field trip was that the children were 

no longer motivated or energetic when it was time to go find and look at the things on the 

worksheet for real. In fact, I was no longer motivated because we were all tired. Writing was a 

very demanding job. The institution also waited for feedback some time later and gave them a 

modest but honest answer.” (Estonian teacher's experience) 

The experience story in this chapter reveals both the age-inappropriate structure of the study 

program and the inflexibility in taking into account the needs of the students. Often, it is even  

more important than the age to look at the specific group being taught and to adapt one’s 

communication style and tasks to their needs. All learners want to be independent in an age-

appropriate way. The three-year-old wants to put on a sweater by himself/herself, the 30-year-

old wants to choose a pension fund, the 13-year-old prefers to choose a teammate in teamwork 

and a backpack that is cool.  

 

However, there is a general age specificity associated with the stages of human development. 

For example, Erik Erikson has divided human development into stages, which in his approach 

provide a window for the development of certain personality traits. For children aged 3 to 6, 

the key issue is purposefulness, and if they are offered age-appropriate choices and new skills 

to practice rather than  focus on mistakes, and  a clear framework, their initiative develops; if 
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they are constantly and in every way denied and their initiative is suppressed, they will 

develop the sense of guilt and insecurity. The central aspiration of children aged 6–11 is 

competence, and then the child develops the ability to work hard or a feeling of inferiority, 

depending on the conditions. Teenagers develop in themselves loyalty, and they work with 

the interactions of identity and roles. The main issue for young adults is love. During this 

stage they enforce experiences of intimacy or isolation. The trait developed in the middle age 

is care and after that wisdom. (Erikson 1963)  

 

According to E. Erikson's theory, it is therefore necessary to encourage preschoolers and offer 

them activities that have a concrete result. It is important for primary school children to be 

entrusted with activities in which they can act independently and take age-appropriate 

responsibilities. When working with teenagers, it is particularly important to pay attention to 

relationships and provide opportunities to shape one's identity (from introducing career 

options to the opportunity to address issues that interest them in learning activities).  

 

According to Piaget's levels of cognitive development, young children develop sensory-motor 

skills, i.e. they learn through the senses and reflexes (Krull 2018). The ideas of 2-7-year-olds 

are based on their own perceptions, and they do not imagine that others may have  perceptions 

different from them. At this age, children begin to use symbols to denote events and objects, 

generalize based on their limited experience, and are usually able to focus on one variable at a 

time (pre-operative period). Primary school children aged 6–12 think specifically (period of 

specific operations): explain their thought processes, but limit themselves to familiar events 

and objects (generally they do not yet think conceptually). Teenagers and older children (from 

the age of 11) develop abstract thinking, they can think hypothetically (period of formal 

operations). (ibid) However, abstract thinking is still complex, supported by the alternation of 

abstract theory and examples, such as explaining the philosophy of Cubism through the analysis 

of a cubist painting (Willingham 2012).  

These stages of development explain how the experiences of young children and adults through 

which they make sense of learning differ. The connections created by children are sometimes 

more accidental than those by adults (the guide: “This show is about the Vikings” - a child: 

“But teacher, did you know I got a cat yesterday?”). Adults reflect on a longer life experience 

and identity (the guide: “This show is from the Vikings ”- an adult:“ I have visited the Viking 

Museum in Norway! ”). One way or another, time should always be set aside for listening to 

and discussing experiences.  

In addition, it is worth noting that preschoolers may be intimidated by a loud and very straight-

forward communication style, but it may well be suitable for adolescents. Foreign words, dates 

and technical terms must be kept to a minimum for learners of all ages, and as prior knowledge 

may not be strictly age-related, it is worth finding out about prior knowledge by asking 

questions when meeting with a group.  

The length of the study program also depends on both the age and the nature of the activities. 

For example, in a lecture format, a listener of any age cannot listen to explanations in a focused 

way for significantly longer than 20 minutes; however, alternating the lecture with activities 
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that involve movement, the use of different senses, games and freedom of action, the group's 

attention can be kept much longer. Longer breaks are definitely needed for programs that last 

for the whole school day.  It is customary for activities aimed at preschool children not to last 

longer than 45 minutes, and this is due, among other things, to the organization of the day at 

Estonian kindergartens.  

 

Exercise. Communication levels  

Regardless of age, we choose in any communication roles that may not support us. The levels 

of communication described by Eric Berne and the analysis based on them are very well known 

(Berne 1964). He distinguishes the following communication roles:  

• a child (“I want!” “I do not intend!”);  

• a parent (“You have to!” “It is wrong!”);  

• an adult (“We need to find a mutually acceptable agreement”). 

Of course, the child, the parent and the adult are conditional and generalized roles here, which 

does not indicate the general inability of the parents to engage in a meaningful dialogue with 

their children. This playful generalization allows people to analyse their behaviour in crisis 

situations by using simple categories. Effective and respectful communication is based on 

analytical adult communication that considers consequences, and it is therefore worth being 

attentive when a teacher begs the students for good behaviour (takes the level of the  and 

suppresses the role of the parent) or commands, moralizes, prohibits unreasonably (takes the 

level of the parent and pushes the child into the role of a baby having a tantrum). 

1. Discuss why it is important that the communication between teacher and student is not based 

on prohibitions, commands, begging, or moods, but on reasoned conversation and common 

agreements, including also the communication with the youngest students.  

2. Discuss how it would feel for you as an adult learner to be in a situation where an educator 

from a museum or similar institution would forbid participants in a tour group to share 

experiences, tell everyone to look only at the exhibits and threaten to send those who disturb 

home.  

3. Discuss why preschoolers and primary school children also need to be able to act 

independently on their own and why they need to be involved in discussions, even if their prior 

knowledge is limited and the connections made are not always in line with the topic.  

4. Discuss why it is necessary to discuss abstract topics with teenagers and have them look for 

parallels with events and life stories of people.  
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3.4. Preparation of study guides/learning instructions 

 

Giving clear instructions avoids problems with the planned work and helps to participate in 

activities. Written work instructions should encourage meaningful discussion, focus and 

observation (experiencing) not control behaviour. The environment itself also contain a 

wealth of information and work instructions, and this can either support learning during a 

field trip or make it more confusing.  

An example from the real life. Not every worksheet makes students work. 

 “My class (4th grade) and I went to a science education centre, and the topic of the program 

was related to the environment. The children worked in groups (5-6 people) and had worksheets 

on tablets. In my opinion, the first problem was the size of the groups, because in almost every 

group there were 2-3 people who worked and 2-3 people who just walked around in the centre 

and played with the exhibits. Also, some questions and tasks about physics were too 

complicated and difficult, because there is no physics in the 4th grade yet. Another problem 

was that the tablets did not work properly and some questions had to be answered several times. 

In my opinion, ordinary paper worksheets are still better. Unfortunately, as a teacher, I cannot 

say that this field trip was a success. Although the children liked the centre and the field trip, 

because they did not sit at the school desks all day.” (Estonian teacher's experience)  

When learning outside the classroom, learners often act either independently or in teams 

without the constant direct guidance of a school teacher or another person in the role of the 

teacher. Such independent activities need clear guidance and agreements. Above, the school 

teacher shared her experience of doing thigs where the learning instructions were neither age-

appropriate nor supportive of learning in general. It is useful for both the teacher and the 

learners to devote some time before independent work to jointly review the tasks and see what 

the teacher expects from the students. It enables the teacher to share tips and suggestions, and 

the learners can immediately ask questions, which prevents chaos. If the students are attuned 

to learning and all have a common understanding of the tasks, the teacher can direct them to 

independent work. 

A learning instruction or work task is a work order given orally or in writing that is always 

related to the learning objectives. Clear learning instructions support learners’ independence 

by creating a clear framework for learning. Learning instructions must be presented to learners 

in an age-appropriate, clear and comprehensible manner. The more the students has to 

remember various things, the less he/she is able to focus on thinking actively while working.  

When compiling the learning instructions, the amount of information the student has to work 

with  should be monitored (Sweller 1988). For example, if a task has two related information 

units, it is unlikely to be a burdensome task. However, if there are more information units in 

the task, then it is an intensive task, in which case the information units are better remembered 

by a visual presentation, such as a picture that explains the relationships between different 

information units (ibid). Thus, listening to the guide and simultaneously filling in a worksheet 
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by checking boxes can interfere with learning (because you have to constantly remember the 

questions, actively search for  answers in the guide’s talk and write them down), while taking 

notes of the guide’s talk can support learning (the learners have only two different types of task 

and  they can focus on the topic of the conversation). Thus, work instructions should ideally 

also reduce the students' tension that they forget something important. When moving in an 

unfamiliar environment, diagrams and maps and reminders about the organization of the field 

trip, such as the time and place of meeting the teacher after group work, are of great help 

(Patrick, Mathews, Tunnicliffe 2013). 

The Advantages and disadvantages of using a worksheet  

Although the usual and preferred position of teachers when learning outside the classroom is 

to compile a worksheet of all activities, where the collected data or correct answers on various 

topics should be written, this is by no means the only option, and often it is not the best option 

(see also Kisiel 2007). Of course, a worksheet-type of instruction that requires writing need not 

be ruled out, since a well-designed worksheet that gives students choices encourages topic-

related discussion and enables to focus on what is most important (Mortensen, Smart 2007). 

However, there are other ways to manage learning. Instead of text-based tasks, you can collect 

photos of meaningful facts, specific objects (especially when moving in nature), hints 

previously hidden in the environment (as an orienteering game) or complete a map / diagram, 

enter data into various digital solutions, etc. Regardless of the form, it is important that the 

learning instruction enables learners to act independently, so that they do not depend on the 

teacher's additional explanations or would not feel incompetent (see Chapters 2.1–2.3). 

The following is a combination of Johannes Käis'  advice on preparing a learning instruction to 

support individual work (Käis 2018) with the principles of relevant work instructions in the 

context of field trips (DeWitt, Storksdieck 2008; Kisiel 2007; Mortensen, Smart 2007). A good 

work instruction used in an open learning environment is characterized by the following 

features: 

1) clear wording and specific content that enables the student to act independently;  

2) the existence of short explanations, necessary numerical data, word explanations, etc., which 

saves the student's time;  

3) naming of necessary tools, e.g. books, maps, test equipment, page numbers, topic-related 

rooms, billboards, mobile applications, exhibits, etc.;  

4) the possibility to choose work tasks. For example, a student can choose which exhibit to 

study, solve two simple or one complex task. Students' motivation is supported by the inclusion 

of the most popular exhibits, especially those that can be explored with the whole group;  

5) low time pressure. The worksheet should not contain too many tasks (low activity), but rather 

the student should be given the opportunity to study and make sense of the exhibits of interest 

if necessary;  

6) the age- and ability- appropriateness of the tasks;  

7) diversity and subject matter of tasks. It would be good if the museum educator and the school 

teacher used similar vocabulary. Diversity is also expressed in the fact that in addition to 

thinking, the student has to apply different senses - this is a particularly common and effective 

practice when moving in nature;  

8) limitation to the most important and thematic integrity. Better analyse two exhibits 

thoroughly rather than search for the correct answers for 20 exhibits. The text entered by the 
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student should also be limited (keywords and outlines can be used for questions that require 

discussion) so that valuable time is spent on experiencing an exciting environment and  topical 

discussion rather than writing on a worksheet;  

9) an instruction for the task that does not allow writing down something from a book or 

information boards. A good worksheet directs students to observe and analyse objects (exhibits, 

natural objects, etc.) rather than look for verbatim, factual, written answers;  

10) tasks for thinking that must be solved and also checked in the discussion. Outside the 

classroom, a large share of the students' activities is very social; their conversation can be easily 

directed with good discussion questions to draw their attention to the exhibits and the stories 

behind them;  

11) a summarizing and consolidating task “I will remember” at the end of the instruction. When 

studying outside the classroom, this can be easily done as a separate activity at the end of the 

field trip, but it is important that students have time to make sense of their immediate experience 

on their own;  

12) organizational clarity: the students are given an approximate time to complete the activity. 

If necessary, the check times and meeting places are also specified.  In an unfamiliar place it is 

also advisable to include a map or a plan in the work instructions. 

 

Multimeedia, interaktiivsed eksponaadid ja tekstid ekspositsioonis 

Multimedia, interactive exhibits and texts in the exhibition   

Ka ekspositsioon sisaldab õpijuhiseid, seega tuleb multimeedias, seinatekstides, 

interaktiivsete eksponaatide selgitustes ja mujal tähelepanu pöörata selgele esitlusviisile. 

The exhibition also contains study instructions; thus, in multimedia, wall texts, explanations 

of interactive exhibits and elsewhere, attention must be paid to clear presentation. 

The charm and uniqueness of learning environments different from the classroom lies above 

all in what cannot be experienced in the classroom (DeWitt, Storksdieck 2008). During the 

field trips, students often have to get acquainted with and interpret exhibits or natural objects 

with the help of texts and multimedia (text + image; text + a video; text + chart, etc.) on their 

own or with a group. Therefore, it is essential that the text or multimedia studied without an 

intermediator would make sense to the reader. All the more so as there are museums or centres 

where the only or main way of communicating with the observer is through multimedia, virtual 

or augmented reality solutions (there are no physical artifacts or staff to explain things).  

 

Although it is known that combining images and words generally enables deeper learning, 

not all ways to illustrate text are equally effective. The simple principles that support 

learning in creating multimedia learning content are the following (Mayer 2017):  

1) focusing on the cross-cutting theme and coherence of the text in order to reduce the 

number of irrelevant or less related images and text;  

2) emphasizing the important - highlighting the most important words and pictures;  
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3) avoiding redundancy - it is not necessary to add more text to the screen with explanatory 

graphs, and in the case of a video with sound, it is not necessary to add text either, unless  

the aim is to ensure simultaneous access for different target groups. Duplicate text draws 

attention elsewhere;  

4) spatial connection – the text accompanying a chart, image, scheme, exhibit, etc. must 

be close to respective item, so that it is clear which text goes together with which visual;  

5) temporal connection - in the case of a video, it is important that the respective visuals 

and concepts are visible simultaneously.  

The quality of texts in expositions and study materials is often difficult for a stranger and 

uneven due to the large team of authors (Ravelli 1996). Historically, the structure of the 

exhibitions has been primarily scientific-theoretical (ibid), and in the field of culture, with a so-

called osmotic goal: it was thought that being in the middle of gorgeous, beautiful and orderly 

things soaks a person in something sublime (Leinhardt, Knutson 2004). Scientific and complex 

explanations have been aimed at the educated adult interested in the subject matter, not at a 

child or a person with limited language skills, interests, skills or background knowledge 

(Ravelli 1996).  

Today, however, museums and science education centres are engaging and personal, open to 

the most diverse audiences, and the role of these environments as those linking and integrating 

society is increasingly emphasized (Ravelli 1996; Sandell 2003). Thus, the text or multimedia 

accompanying exhibits should be comprehensible, accessible and engaging for all (Serrel 

2015).  

All learners are supported by the combination of text and multimedia presented as 

comprehensible subchapters (Mayer 2017). The text with a sound could be conversational and 

personal, presented in a friendly tone and embodied on the screen in an inviting manner, not 

overly scientific and abstract (Mayer 2017; Mayer, Fennel, Farmewr, Campbell 2004). There 

is no need to fear that some topics are too complicated for the listener-viewer without prior 

preparation; the dialogue is ensured by a clear presentation; too simple a text scares frequent 

visitors (Serrel 2015). In many museums, it has become customary to create a separate level of 

experience, the so-called children's trail, which is playful and stops only at selected exhibits. 

The children's trail allows one to practice an independent museum visit or organize activities 

without any worksheets or other written material, because the trail itself is a tool.  

In the case of interactive exhibits (or by choosing a suitable activity and place for demonstration 

on a nature trip), it is suggested that they should be explored and used by several people at 

once, mixing up children and adults, and they should not be too simple, but enable discussion 

and support focus. (Borun, Dritsas 1997).  

 

Exercise. More independence for the learner requires trust and good planning 

0 
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The worksheet “Needles and Cones” from RMK Sagadi Nature School, which is filled in with 

a supervisor while walking in the dendropark.  

1. Do you think that the worksheet also follows the recommendations highlighted in this 

chapter? Please explain!  

2. How should the teacher prepare students for this activity?  

3. How could supervising be adapted based on the students’ preparation?  

4. What kind of environmental information (multimedia, texts, digital solutions, real objects, 

etc.) could students use to complete this worksheet as independently as possible?  

5. How can the supervisor make this task as exciting and meaningful as possible for the 

students?  

6. What supervising activities might not support learning?  

3.5. Preparing the learners for learning  

 

Learning begins with arousing interest and recalling past experiences. Clear goals and good 

preparation also help to focus better in an unfamiliar environment. 

An example from the real life. Tuning a broken instrument requires creativity  

In the third week of September, the museum educator starts a study program introducing 

archaeology to 10th grade students. She tries to get their attention with a thematically relevant 

discussion (at school the students are currently studying the exact same topic), makes different 

jokes, but no one laughs and few join the conversation. Most have never been to this museum 

before, and students say they know nothing about archaeology. One of the couples is 

completely separated from the group and flirts in the hidden corners of the exhibition room, but 

not all the students in the class know each other's names yet. When the museum educator asks 
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how they prepared for the field trip, some of the more active students say they were simply 

informed via e-school that they needed to go to the museum by that time. There is no school 

teacher with the class.  

The museum educator decides to change the strategy and distributes sticky notepapers to all 

students and asks them to move around the exhibition and mark the three most exciting exhibits. 

After that, she asks the students to highlight what interests them in the exhibition and links the 

planned topics to the exhibits marked by the students. In the course of the conversation, it turns 

out that several people have found old objects in the country place while digging or have 

watched real life series about history. (An adjusted description of a novice study program 

leader)  

Ways need to be found to engage learners before embarking on the learning content and to 

prepare them for learning (see Chapter 3.2). This is especially needed in environments where 

students are not in their usual place of study, i.e. the classroom, but are surrounded by many 

new and exciting things. As demonstrated in the example above, the same preparation 

techniques may not work in all situations. When meeting learners for the first time, it is difficult 

to predict their attitudes, and each person in the role of the teacher must be flexible enough to 

make learning meaningful. All parties involved in the learning will also benefit from agreeing 

on a code of conduct and from guiding each other to follow it.  

Learning something new is about attaching new knowledge to the existing understandings, as 

if combining puzzle pieces into your thought patterns; in other words, we construct our 

knowledge, not receive it in a ready-made way. Therefore, before introducing new material, it 

is very important to give students the opportunity to recall and share their previous experience 

and knowledge of the field they are studying and to prepare themselves the topic they are 

learning. It is no coincidence that children often want to share their own experiences, since their 

personal stories help them to create meaning. 

The learners' interest is expressed in the fact that they are involved, for example, in an activity, 

goal or object at the level of emotions and they think along (Hidi, Renninger, Krapp 2004; 

Krapp, Prenzel 2011). Students show great interest when, for example, asking questions, 

wanting to share their experiences, making connections with their daily lives, showing 

initiative, being consistent in case of difficulties, etc. (see Chapter 2). If the teacher has 

successfully aroused the students' interest, they will most likely be deeply involved in the 

lessons or other activities, and the learning content will be better remembered (see Chapter 2.1). 

To arouse interest, the teacher can, based on the topic, ask an intriguing question or a riddle, 

show a video, pictures, listen to a song, sound, etc. However, the interest aroused at the 

beginning of the activity can quickly disappear if further learning is monotonous and teacher-

centred. The teacher should plan alternating activities to maintain interest and involvement, 

discussions about students' perceptions and experiences, opportunities for collaboration or 

practical activities, and be sure to provide meaningful feedback. The teacher should use 
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techniques that signal to students that the teacher is interested in what is happening to them and 

that he/she is supporting students.  

 

The phenomenon of a new environment 

In a new environment, it is easier to focus when the field trip has been well prepared. 

The more novel the environment, the more difficult it is for students to focus on a specific 

intended activity (Eshach 2007). During a well-prepared field trip, students feel more 

comfortable, enjoy the visit more and remember more (ibid). As good preparation reduces the 

anxiety related to a novel environment and helps students to adjust to learning in the new 

environment, students are advised to familiarize themselves with the place of visit (e.g. by 

exploring the museum's website) and the activities they will undertake there. Appropriate 

background knowledge must be ensured and the skills needed to learn outside the classroom, 

such as pair work or presentation be practiced (ibid). 

There are also digital environments where you can better prepare for a field trip, for example, 

in the field of nature education, you can use the Environmental Compass 

(www.keskkonnakompass.ee) to establish goals for the visit. The websites of educational 

institutions should have a wealth of pictures and videos specifically for schoolchildren. 

Handouts with a house plan or trail map, which students can already read at school, would also 

be of great help. Videos of a personal nature are suitable for kindergarten and primary school 

students, where the guides who actually work in the house introduce the usual course of 

learning and the peculiarities of the environment in a simple manner and in their mother tongue. 

Exercise. How to arouse interest? 

Imagine the role of a study program leader introducing the biography of Amandus Adamson. 

He/she faces a group that is not prepared for a field trip at all. They do not know where they 

are or why they are there; all they know is that they have to be there. The students are 

accompanied by a physical education teacher who also knows nothing about the background of 

the course. How do you solve the situation to ensure a memorable and educational field trip  

for the students?  

1. What activities would help to get students interested?   

2. What activities should be avoided?  

3. How can anxiety about novelty be reduced?  

4. How can digital technologies and environments be used to engage students?  

5. How can you direct students to discuss and work in groups?  

 

3.6. Developing and supporting learners’ cooperation skills 
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Learning is a social activity and working in a group both motivates and develops learners. An 

effective task for a team has clear common goals, and the effort of all team members is 

important.  

An example from the real life. Will the one who is the most conscientious win? 

Keit, who is in the 6th grade, complains at home to his father that biology is pointless. The 

father is surprised because he knows that Keit has liked animals since she was a child and she 

spends hours watching the activities of different animals every time he visits the zoo and wants 

to discuss this issue with his parents at length. It turns out that the class had spent a biology 

class at the zoo. There, they had to fill out worksheets in teams of six, but most groups had 1-

2 more conscientious students. The worksheet was full of facts and contained long gaps about 

different animals throughout the zoo. Each group was given only one piece of paper, all groups 

solved the same task and the answers could be written from the information boards. The 

students, who found the worksheet boring, just walked around, spent time in a café or on the 

phone, and left earlier because the teacher did not set up a joint discussion round and asked to 

take the worksheets to school. Keit had conscientiously answered all the questions, but was 

very sad because she could not look at any animals thoroughly. As all her classmates went 

away, she could not share her exciting knowledge of their behaviour. (Adjusted description of 

an experience) 

Learning together is natural for people, and talking and discussing with each other is one of the 

most effective forms of learning, as highlighted in the previous chapters. However, as the above 

experience shows, teamwork is not always effective and requires well-thought-out work 

instructions to activate all group members. A good starting point is to direct learners to activities 

that lead to a success when doing them together. Lev Vygotsky has described learning in which 

one has to consider one's immediate developmental zone, i.e. some tasks are so difficult that 

we cannot solve them alone, but we can do them when someone or something helps us (e.g. a 

toddler can put a more complex puzzle together with an older brother or sister (Vygotski 2016).  

 

Students spend quite a significant amount of time on learning together, so it is inevitable that 

students in the same class will influence each other's attitudes towards learning, towards 

different topics, and also towards each other. Effective teamwork requires patient practice and 

a trusting relationship between the teacher and the student. In classes where the teacher has 

created a work-focused atmosphere and learning is valued and supported, it is likely that 

students encourage their peers to learn and thus support each other (Juvonen, Knifsend 2016). 

The positive impact of group work on the development of students’ character and supportive 

classroom relationships has long been emphasized, and it is known that group work enables the 

teacher to involve students simultaneously in various activities based on their interests and 

abilities (Käis 2018).  

Before starting cooperation, the teacher must state the purpose of the cooperation, which may 

be group-based or based on the individual learning of the group members. The teacher tells the 

students what he/she expects from the work, what are the possible roles of the learners and the 
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time limit of the work. When forming groups or pairs, care should be taken to bring together 

learners of different levels so that students with a high level of interest and involvement could 

inspire the others. Groupmates can have independent roles and tasks, or they all perform the 

same task. During the work, it is important that the teacher is available to the learners, monitors 

what is happening and, if necessary, instructs them. Teacher’s support and guidance are 

especially needed in such group work where learners need to familiarize themselves with the 

new material or activities on their own; poorly supported exploratory learning does not produce 

the expected results (Hmelo-Silver, Duncan, Chinn 2007). After the cooperation, it is useful for 

the learners to get feedback from the teacher both on the performance of the group and the 

cooperation in the group. Cooperation may be assessed or recognized on the basis of joint 

performance or individual contributions to cooperation. 

In conclusion, it is beneficial for all to have a common understanding of effective teamwork. 

Here, the teacher can explain the principles of group work (Slavin 2017):  

1) the group has common goals;  

2) each group member also has individual responsibility (part of the grade of group work is 

formed on the basis of the individual task);  

3) all students and groups have an equal chance to succeed (joint outcome and equal division 

of labour);  

4) competition within a team should be avoided; if  competition is created, then between teams;  

5) there are roles divided in the group; no one is there without a role and no one is completely 

dominant;  

6) the specific needs of the group members have been taken into account (if necessary, some 

group or student will receive additional support). 

  

Exercise. Supporting cooperation skills 

 

Think about a specific study programme that included students’ cooperation and discuss it with 

your colleagues:  

1) whether a (written) co-operation guide (e.g. a search game for groups) facilitates discussion, 

co-operation and effort by all team members;  

2) whether and how the cooperation in this study program supports:  

(a) the motivation of the student;  

(b) good relations between students;  

(c) the development of students' thinking and understanding of complex concepts;  

(d) solving a more complex task than the students in the group would have been able to 

do individually; 

3) what the educator leading the study program could ask the teacher for background 

information before meeting the class so that the cooperation in this study program would work; 

4) what the teacher could do to better prepare the students for a specific study program.  
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 3.7. Managing learning 

 

Many behavioral problems can be prevented by a detailed action plan and jointly negotiated 

agreements on behaviour. 

An example from the real life. Good relations are not achieved based on prejudices. 

Fifth grade students have come to the art museum to study. They are received by a guide who 

first expresses her resentment with them in a loud and demanding voice. When the teacher asks 

why she is shouting at the children, the guide replies that students at this age usually do not 

know how to behave anyway, so she just prevents bad situations. The sulky guide then gives a 

30-minute complicated lecture, during which students have to stand in a poorly lit area of the 

exhibition where there no painting can be looked at properly. When some student tries to walk 

away, the guide raises her voice angrily. As the teacher tries to make the experience more 

interesting for the children and gives examples or explains more complex concepts, the guide 

becomes irritated and says, “This program is for students, not for teachers!” After the lecture, 

the students get a worksheet with a crossword where they have to write the names of all the 

artists exhibited. "For that, the teacher will give you a grade," says the guide and leaves.  

Afterwards, the students express the opinion that they would never want to go to any museum 

again (Adjusted description of an experience) 

Managing learning starts from the moment students first meet the person in the role of the 

teacher. At the same time, this is a challenge that teachers face on a daily basis, especially when 

groups of students alternate and students of different ages have to be taught one after another 

(see Chapter 3.3 on age specifics). In the chapter's story about the experience, learning is 

hampered by the prejudices of the guide (who is in this situation in the role of the teacher): she 

does not take into account the specific students in front of her, but her previous bad experiences 

and probably her inability to manage students' behaviour in a more constructive manner. 

Managing learning consists of the ways that the teacher uses to create a learning environment 

academically, socially and emotionally (see Chapter 1.1; Evertson, Weinstein 2013). Among 

other things, planning and problem prevention are important. 

 

In the context of learning outside the classroom, the teacher is already familiar with his or her 

students, but an educational specialist teaching in an out-of-school learning environment 

usually meets the group for the first time. The behaviour of the learners at the first meeting is 

definitely different from the way they behave with the teachers they already know. Before 

meeting students for the first time, it is worth thinking about:  

1) what I know about the group that helps me to prepare better (group size, age, agreements 

with the teacher, etc.);  

2) what to do if learners work at a different pace than expected;  
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3) how to manage behavioural problems;  

4) how to manage learning without control-based instruction;  

5) what to do if students do not have the necessary tools for working;  

6) how to remain calm and confident regardless of the situation.  

An established, trusting, and at the same time demanding relationship between teachers and 

students makes it possible to deal with more complex learning tasks that require greater 

independence from learners. If the teacher and the students do not work well together, a skilled 

teacher may have the required experience to engage the students in a constructive manner. 

Estonian teachers have highlighted as an important aspect of their field trips the opportunity to 

get to know their students better and to enable students to communicate with each other in order 

to improve their mutual relationships (Kink 2013).  

 

Exercise. Agreements for effective and safe learning 

Being outside the classroom can easily lead to situations that students have never experienced 

before and that do not include previous agreements on and practices of behaviour, e.g. when 

going to the museum, can one go to the museum shop or can one eat in the theatre, or  crossing 

an unregulated crosswalk or whether the photos taken of classmates on a forest trip can be 

upload on social media without their permission. 

A very common agreement that educators make with students is something like the following: 

"I'm moving in front of everybody and we're talking one by one!" This sums up the fact that 

the new environment is best known to the teacher there, who takes responsibility for all the 

group members and also suggests that asking questions is welcomed but shouting between each 

other is not part of group discussions. There are also other ways of doing things, and in most 

cases, every teacher has made some sort of agreement with the students. It is not uncommon 

for a teacher to line the children in front of him/her and call them to order before entering the 

museum: "You will listen to what the guide is saying, and if I hear ONE sound, we will NEVER 

go to the museum again!" Imagine now a well-meaning museum educator try to engage the 

students in forms of learning based on discussions. 

1. Does managing students’ behaviour outside the classroom differ from everyday school 

work? How does it differ? 

2. What agreements regarding behaviour have you used with students when learning outside 

the classroom?  

3. What agreements regarding behaviour apply both in and outside the classroom?  

4. What effective agreements have you seen teachers make with students?  

5. Have you supported the study program leaders in managing the class, and how?  

3.8.  Drawing conclusions and giving feedback 
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. Giving thorough feedback and drawing conclusions help to consolidate new knowledge. 

Feedback can be given both by the teacher and the study programme manager as well as by 

students to each other, to the teacher and to themselves.  

An example from the real life. "It was a good overview, but what were we doing there?" 

The teacher went with his/her 2nd grade students to get an idea of the exciting history of the 

popular centre. During the study program, the educator of the centre introduced a couple of 

people related to the place during an overview tour, but the children did not have time to engage 

in an exciting and interactive environment. As time passed quickly, the centre's educator 

decided to omit the concluding part altogether and abruptly stopped pointing to the clock: "Now 

it is the time to meet the next group, " Worksheets with post-visit activities were distributed to 

the students, but in their teacher’s opinion, these were not very well connected with the 

exhibition or the activities that were organised with students. The school teacher looked for an 

opportunity to discuss the matter with the centre's educator, but the latter said that it was not 

her business because she did not compile these programs, and she was also in a hurry, and led 

the teacher to a guestbook near the ticket office. The teacher, who still had to manage her 

students and get on the bus with them, was puzzled by this attitude. She left and decided never 

to go to that place again. (Adjusted description of an experience)  

 

Learning becomes meaningful when we make sense of it. Even a very active and engaging 

lesson will not bear fruit in the long run if it does not end with a meaningful conclusion and the 

students cannot make sense of their new knowledge and skills. In the case of this chapter's story 

about an experience, both students and teachers were likely disappointed at the end of the field 

trip, as learning seemed to stop somehow in the middle. At the same time, even from a 

methodologically questionable field trip, valuable conclusions could be drawn with the help of 

a good summary and the reflection of students' experiences. Therefore, when planning a field 

trip, it is important to allow time for both mutual feedback and summaries.  

Providing supportive feedback to students  

Teacher’s feedback provides important information to students about the learning progress. If 

a student-based goal has been set for the lesson (see chapter 3.1), students can work towards it 

with the help of the teacher, and it is important that the teacher provides feedback on achieving 

the goal both during the lesson and at the end of the activity. The purpose of meaningful 

feedback is to support learning motivation, as students learn about their own strengths and 

weaknesses. This is necessary for students to become independent learners who can manage 

their own learning 

The teacher must distinguish between feedback on students' learning and students’ behaviour. 

If there is a need to provide feedback on inappropriate behaviour, it is advisable to use a non-

judgemental description and  the so-called I-messages and to avoid communication barriers 

(see e.g. Gordon 2006). For example, instead of saying, “Is there nothing better for you to do 

than sneak around the house? If you don't do this task, your whole group will get a bad grade! 

"(The sentence contains an unnecessary rhetorical question as well as a threat and does not 
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allow for a dialogue), you could say instead: “I can see that you’re no longer working together 

with your group and that you’re busy with things other than those that we agreed upon earlier. 

I am worried that your group will have a hard time solving this task without you and you will 

be deprived of exciting new knowledge.” Managing learning was also discussed in more detail 

in Chapter 3.7. 

However, when feedback is given to students' learning, it should be assumed that praise or 

praise or criticism in itself is not very helpful, but it is effective to describe a successful work 

and highlight the choices that led to it. For example, instead of simply saying “Right, very 

good!” Or “Well done!”, the feedback could be more specific: “You have thought through your 

answer, formulated it clearly, and highlighted both the pros and cons. It seems that you were 

helped by the fact that you were not in a hurry, you took the time to get acquainted with the 

information stands and discuss with each other.” Instead of saying “Wrong!” or “ Yes, but… 

”, it is worth highlighting the strategy and effort, e.g. “It seems to me that you took time for the 

first task and you have not completed that task ” or “This answer should be elaborated. The 

direction is right, but something is missing. Does anyone want to clarify this answer?” 

Regardless of the way feedback is given, the teacher needs to be careful when commenting on 

students' learning, because even a small comment can mean a lot to students. 

Asking students yes- or no-questions is in itself quite a teacher-centred method, but due to the 

short time frame, such an intensive form of discussion management is often used during field 

trips. However, if the whole conversation with students is built on a series of such short-answer 

questions, it can feel tiring and controlling, so the teacher should always think carefully about 

whether he/she uses short-answer questions to support learning, gather feedback or actually 

check students’ behaviour.  

Deeper learning is supported by the ability of students to address different types of questions. 

Benjamin Bloom's so-called Bloom taxonomy is widely used. As early as the 1950s, Bloom 

divided learning into types based on increasing abstraction (see also Chapter 3.2, which 

discusses the development of abstract thinking): simpler questions are more specific, while 

more complex ones require synthesis and analysis (Krull 2018). To this day, it is debated how 

activities at a more complex level should be ranked, which is a sign that this is a practical, but 

undoubtedly conditional, division. Bloom's taxonomy can be used successfully to plan learning 

as well as to summarize and gather feedback. It would be important to find a balance between 

different types of activities based on the objectives and the students.  

 

Students often receive feedback on their strengths and weaknesses through marks, but 

numerical marks are not usually given in a museum or on a forest trail. If teachers wish to 

evaluate students for what they have done during the field trip, whether in a formative or 

numerical manner, then students should know before the field trip how the marking or 

assessment will be formed. 
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Gathering feedback from students 

The feedback from students on the study program and its leader enables to assess whether the 

activities and their supervision were interesting, age-appropriate and otherwise relevant. 

Feedback can be collected in different ways. For example, students are often asked to rate 

lessons with the thumb sign (if the thumb is pointing up, they were very satisfied with the lesson 

or activity, when it is pointing down, they  were not; options in-between are also possible and 

the instructor can randomly have students comment on their answers)  or gather regular 

feedback at the end of the field trip by paper-based or digital questionnaires (it only makes 

sense to do this if the data is also being analysed on an ongoing basis). 

At the same time, you always get feedback by closely observing the activities. The students' 

body language already gives a remote idea of whether the group work is progressing or whether 

the students are very confused. This presupposes that the learning is planned so that students 

can be observed during the activities, i.e. that the person performing the activities is in the same 

room, he/she is sincerely interested in the students' behaviour and is not busy with other tasks 

during group work. Asking questions during the work and asking students to reflect some of 

his/her explanations in their own words or to illustrate them with an example also gives the 

instructor an idea of whether the explanation he/she has chosen is understandable to the 

students. 

Drawing a conclusion 

It is important that the students think about how the new experience and knowledge fit into 

their current thinking pattern, reflects their experiences and feelings and share them with their 

peers. There are many different ways to draw conclusions, and the best methods are those that 

provide the student with inspiring thoughts for longer than the school lesson. The most common 

and quickest way to summarize a topic or lesson is to ask students during the discussion to 

highlight what for them the most important new knowledge and skills were. If students do not 

name the things that the teacher expected, it is not worthwhile to be angry at them, but to accept 

the students' authentic experience and to think about what might be done differently next time. 

If it turns out that the students have acquired some misconceptions or some very important 

topic remained unclear, it is possible to make corrections in the conclusion - this, however, 

presupposes that enough time has been left for concluding.  

In order for all students to be able to reflect on their experiences and new knowledge 

individually, in addition to the joint discussion, creative written tasks are suitable: essays, 

drawings, searching for connections with their daily life (e.g. after visiting a history museum, 

the students have to find things at home that belong to that historical period or ask their older 

relatives to tell them stories about their life). Some teachers have the habit of keeping an 

experience diary, which is a notebook in which the student writes in a free form or in a form 

set by the teacher about all of his/her cultural experiences. Very often, individual worksheets 

are used to make conclusions, and the instructions for this type of work are provided in Chapter 

3.4.  

 



40 

 

Exercise. Feedback and conclusions in the study programme. 

 

In the experience story described at the beginning of the chapter, the head of the study program 

did not give students feedback or summarize what they had learned at the end of the program. 

Try to find a positive scenario for the described events. 

1. Give examples of feedback from the teacher and the head of the study programme that  

1) inspires students to make an effort;  

2) creates defiance in students;  

3) directs students to give supportive feedback to each other;  

4) directs students to analyse themselves. 

2. What kind of activities could have been done at the end of the study program and later in the 

classroom to make the visit more meaningful and memorable for the students?  

 

4. Study programmes in museums, visitor centres and other out-of-school learning 

environments 

You move fast alone, but together you reach farther (Proverb) 

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of the design of study programmes and to 

offer possibilities for closer cooperation between teachers and educators in museums, visitor 

centres and other out-of-school learning environments. 

When designing study programs, it is necessary to make clear the purpose of educational work 

aimed at kindergartens and schools in a broader sense. After all, any organization that develops 

study programs for children in schools or kindergartens is quite free to decide what to focus on. 

For example, the main goal may be to introduce the subject in general, to support the 

development of a scientific worldview, to provide knowledge related to a specific topic, to 

show the importance of history, and to enforce a more general life-affirming and 

environmentally friendly behaviour. In addition, it must be ensured that the proposed study 

programs and other activities related to formal education are relevant for the target group and 

are broadly in line with the principles of the national curriculum 

In some ways, the design of a study programme is a hybrid of planning based on the general 

objectives of the curriculum and growing out of the content or specific topic (exhibition, 

collections) (Mazur 2010). This means that the designers of study programs must at the same 

time take into account the expectations and practices of the target group (students, teachers) as 

well as of the cultural institution that employs them; the expectations of the different 

participants and what is described in the curriculum may not always coincide.  

 

Interpreting the national curriculum, especially without practical work experience at school can 

be challenging. The curricula of Estonian pre-school, basic school and upper secondary school 

are by nature learner-centred and allow considerable flexibility in the learning outcomes and 
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the choice of topics. According to the Basic Schools and Upper Secondary Schools Act, the 

focus is on the student's mental, physical, moral, social and emotional development, self-

fulfilment and the formation of a science-based worldview (National Curriculum  for Basic 

School 2011). However, this is a fairly broad objective, and the teacher is the key person 

entrusted with interpreting the curriculum and making the best choices for the learners, 

including organizing field trips. Thus, teachers are also important partners for educators in other 

learning environments in designing curricula.  

Read more about the objectives and learning outcomes:  

1) the national curriculum of b the basic school: https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/129082014020;  

2) the national curriculum of the upper secondary school: 

https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/114022018009;  

3) the national curriculum of the pre-school child care institutions: 

https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/12970917.  

 

4.1. Making sense of educational work 

 

Well-planned objectives make it easier to design study programmes and to communicate with 

the target group. Every provider of study programs should understand what, to whom and 

why is offered 

An example from the real life. A troublesome guest from another department 

The curator, project manager, collection holders and researchers of the new exhibition are 

holding a meeting when there is a soft knock on the door. The museum pedagogue who 

organizes educational work enters and asks: "Can I join?" The researchers shrug their shoulders 

in surprise and the curator rolls her eyes, but says: "I don't understand exactly why you need to 

know what we're doing at this stage, but if you have to…" The pedagogue explains that the 

exhibition will open in a week and the marketing team is waiting the descriptions of study 

programs and the names of people talking at lecture evenings, but it is very difficult for her to 

provide these things if she only knows the title of the exhibition. In addition, she needs to be in 

the role of the teacher in front of children at the exhibition soon and to be engaging and 

convincing regarding the topic. Resigned, the curator makes room at the table, and his silence 

clearly speaks, "Is nothing sacred anymore?" (Adjusted description of an experience) 

Although some institutions already reflect education as an objective in their name (e.g. the 

Environmental Education Centre), many are still looking for a balance between collecting, 

preserving, researching and mediating, or providing experiences and educating. As the example 

shows, some institutions still do not involve educators in content creation, unlike other experts, 

https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/129082014020
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or the sales pressure does not give them enough time to test their thoughts and to involve 

teachers. Although at the conceptual level, everybody considers educational work important, 

many institutions still lack cross-organizational and visitor-focused educational goals and well-

thought-out strategies for achieving them.  

Well-planned objectives and an action plan make it easier to design, advertise and implement 

study programs, so it is worth investing time and energy in developing an educational strategy. 

Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, a spokesperson for museum education, has proposed a framework for 

general learning outcomes to make sense of learning in museums, libraries, archives and other 

learning environments and to assess its impact. The visitor experience should, among other 

things, influence a person's knowledge, skills and attitudes, provide an experience, touch 

personally, inspire and activate (Hooper-Greenhill 2007). The general learning outcomes can 

be used to make sense of the whole mediation activities of a museum (in addition to study 

programs, family visits, workshops, thematic excursions, lecture evenings, etc.) and to collect 

feedback from participants.  

Exercise. Why we do what we do? 

If the goals of the educational work are not yet clear, one can ask the following questions for 

self-reflection:  

1) why we offer curriculum-related study programs for kindergarten and school groups, and 

why we think it is important that children come to study with us;  

2) what is the specificity of the educational activities of our institution and whether we make 

sufficient use of the uniqueness of our place, exhibits, collections, stories and people;  

3) what visitor experience we want to offer to our listeners and viewers. For example, the 

purpose of a science theatre may be not only to provide an emotional experience, but also 

to learn more about new scientific concepts. The choice and the resulting interaction with 

the audience should not be accidental;  

4) what a participant in a study program should learn, know and value by the end of the 

study program. For example, is it enough to learn five species of mushrooms, when the 

students do not develop interest in richness species and does not want to apply the new 

knowledge in their life?  

5) whether our educational activities take into account the learner's point of view. Are we 

looking for a dialogue with the audience or do we want to impose our understanding on 

them?  

 

4.2. Organizing cooperation 

 

Participating in study programmes and being part of their design are just two of the many 

ways in which schools and kindergartens can cooperate with museums and similar 
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institutions. Effective cooperation is based on good information exchange and a flexible 

attitude towards the wishes of teachers and students.  

An example from the real life.  The cooperation of a museum, field specialists and subject 

teachers took students to Lapland 

In cooperation with the Estonian Polar Foundation, the Estonian Maritime Museum and the 

association of geography teachers in Tallinn, the Estonian Polar Club organized an engaging 

and demanding polar quiz at the Seaplane Harbour, the aim of which was to raise students’ 

interest in human-created environmental problems and to introduce career choices that provide 

ways to tackle these problems.  The main prize of the quiz was the opportunity to take part in 

a polar expedition in Scandinavia. The quiz was popular: 258 students from 46 schools from 

all over Estonia participated in the preliminary online round, and the best 34 received the 

invitation to the second round of the quiz. "The second round of the quiz took place in three 

parts: a multiple-choice test, individual questions based on reading and analysing an article, 

and group work, where the team had to mark a suitable hiking route and answer other practical 

questions." The quiz and the polar expedition received much positive feedback from the subject 

teachers, students and people interested in geography, and it was decided to continue to 

organize it in the future. (Uppin, Kaup, Savomägi, Raidla, Müürsepp 2017) 

There are many good examples in Estonia of good co-operation between different museums, 

nature education centres and other institutions and schools offering educational programs, but 

the general trend seems to be that neither teachers nor other educators have enough time or 

preparation to make the most of out-of-school learning opportunities. In some places, co-

operation has been reduced to customer-provider relationships, and the majority of students 

come into contact with open museums and other information-rich open learning environments 

through standard on-demand study programs, and in some institutions teachers cannot organize 

study programmes that they have prepared themselves.  

At the same time, many study programmes are still characterized by fact-based explanations, 

vocabulary that is too specific for learners, lack of individualisation, closed (factual) questions 

that do not require too much thinking or understanding from students, and disregard for 

students' experiences (Eshach 2007; Griffin 2004).  

In addition, there is reason to believe that although students' academic performance in Estonia 

is less related to the socio-economic background than in the OECD countries on average (PISA 

2019), differences in school cultures are so great that even students in seemingly similar schools 

experience learning differently (Uppin, Timoštšuk 2019), and therefore need a flexible 

approach from the heads of study programmes. For example, some classes may be familiar with 

exploratory learning, while for others it may be so new that they need very strong support to 

cope with seemingly age-appropriate tasks. All this means that teachers and other educators 

need to work even more meaningfully together and learn from each other's strengths. 

Recommendations for promoting co-operation between out-of-school learning environments 

and schools:  

1) boldly test new forms of cooperation and activities for individual learners (supervision 

of research and creative work, subject competitions, hobby groups, solutions for 
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students with special needs, etc.) as well as new forms of cooperation and activities for 

groups (innovative study programs, project days, hobby trips, learning games (incl. 

digital) , which can be organized outside institutions, also  joint activities across 

institutions, cross - school cooperation projects, traveling exhibitions, etc.)  

2) find long-term partners (e.g. test classes or partner schools) with whom to test and 

develop new study programs (it is not possible to maintain a continuous and long-term 

cooperation relationship with all schools and classes);  

3) be open to offers of co-operation outside the institution in order to create such new 

value based on the experts, exposition and collections of the institution that they have 

not come up with before;  

4) share good practices in the teachers’ magazine and other media in the field of education; 

5) share good practices described in detail and interesting learning materials in blogs, 

videos and other channels;  

6) organize trainings seminars across educational fields, both thematic (“Medieval 

Estonia”) and general (“Supervision of group work outside the classroom”) that would  

bring people from different fields together and help to find common vocabulary and 

understanding;  

7) involve more and more teachers, other institutions and out-of-school experts in the 

designing, testing and development of study programs (there are good examples 

from almost all major Estonian museums)  

 

How to ensure flexibility important for student groups? 

Only consistent communication between teachers and the heads of study programs enables to 

flexibly consider the expectations of different parties. 

Each group is unique and brings with it surprises: once there are many more students in the 

class than registered, it turns out that the teacher has not come together with the class at all or 

has ordered another program for another age level and, of course, in another language. 

Sometimes everything is as it was agreed, but for these students the study program chosen does 

not fit for some other random reason. The simplest and most common ways to ensure clear 

information exchange and flexibility are as follows. 

1. The descriptions of study programmes and materials for activities before and after are 

available to teachers. Teachers can communicate with the educator of the institution and 

ask for additional information and specify their expectations. The materials are on the 

website (or in an e-schoolbag, etc.) and they are always sent as a reminder with the order 

confirmation. In addition to questions regarding the content, teachers are also interested in 

information about the institution's practices, such as whether the food they bring can be eaten 

on site, what the opening time is, whether teachers are expected to move with the group, 

how to get there by public transport, and so on. 
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2. The details of the group are specified during each order (e.g. the size of the group, the 

language of instruction, special needs to be taken into account, etc.), all communication is 

not be based on a rigid automatic reservation system or telephone call without a reminder. 

3. Study programmes are adapted to the specificities of the groups. Joint classes, language 

immersion classes, award tours with participants from several counties, the start and end 

times of the program depending on bus or train schedule, special content requests, 

information needed to support students with special needs (e.g. audio guides for all children, 

text in block letters, places to have a seat every 20 minutes, etc.) are just a few examples of 

situations where some flexibility is needed in the interests of students. It is worth considering 

the possibility of dividing all groups of more than 20 members between several instructors 

in order to avoid a situation where it is almost impossible for some students to take part in 

the activities. 

4. There is a substitute educator in case the study program has been booked incorrectly, 

and interesting thematic tours or other instructional materials that can be worked with  

independently have been prepared for emergencies. 

5. Study materials and programs are modular. Within the same objectives or learning 

outcomes, you can choose tasks at different levels of difficulty and add or remove activities 

without compromising the overall experience.  

6. If necessary, the special interests of students are taken into account. For example, an 

educational game in a museum of modern art may follow strictly defined thematic tours, but 

may also be based on the group's hobbies and questions about the world. 

7. The willingness to carry out completely unprecedented activities together with school 

teachers. This presupposes consistent work with one's community as described in this 

chapter - listening to teachers and students and taking their needs into account.  

 

Exercise. What can we learn about cooperation from the example of Tartu Nature House? 

“For more than 20 years, we have offered students in Tartu Nature House, park and various 

study trails study programs complementing the general education curriculum. We made the 

first attempts in 1996, when we offered the opportunity to 4th -6th grade students to come to the 

study day in Kulbilohu forest near the town of Elva. The forest day lasted for 4–5 school lessons 

and made it possible to integrate nature education with, among other things, the development 

of skills in mathematics, physical education and cooperation. 

Many class teachers immediately accepted the offer and were thrilled. There were also doubts 

among teachers that there was no time to waste a school day. However, as the information from 

the teachers who had participated in the forest day about the content of learning and the 

satisfaction of children spread, the interest grew. It was very important that the students were 

actively involved during the whole learning activity, i.e, the program, and had to complete tasks 

that they could manage. This principle still applies today. 
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While in 2013 we supervised 189 programs (with the length of 2-4 school lessons) for 2,177 

students, then in 2019, there were 490 programs for 9,447 students. Our success story is 

certainly related to the principles that learning must correspond to the school curriculum, 

expand the school's possibilities in some ways and involve students in active learning. 

When designing the study programme, we always ask ourselves why teachers should come out 

of school with their students. The answer must show how the programme we offer complements 

everyday learning at school and what the added value is that the school cannot offer, but we 

can. For example, it is a special learning environment (forest, bog, water body, winter garden, 

etc.) or there are special learning tools (digital tools with a corresponding program, authentic 

fish, plants, mushrooms, animals, etc.) or also special learning methods.  

Program supervisors always ask for feedback from children and the educator at the end of the 

program and consider both constructive criticism and good suggestions. The easiest way to get 

feedback from younger students is in the final circle, where the so-called talking egg (such as 

an egg of the ostrich) or a talking stick (a special twig) can be moved around. Each child who 

has the talking egg shares at least one new piece of knowledge or an experience that he or she 

acquired during the program. The teacher always participates in this circle, and in the end the 

says what he or she noticed and learned. 

For older students from the 4th grade, we give the so-called + and - page, where students write 

on the + side of the page what they liked very much, and on the - side that they did not like and 

how things could be done better. It is worth asking students for suggestions, not just for 

criticism. Older students respond individually at the end of the study program, but the teacher 

completes the answer sheet based on the individual responses.  

Teachers can provide written feedback. These feedback forms have become shorter and more 

specific over time. When asking for feedback, we have always considered why we ask for 

something and how we can use it to improve and develop our work. For example, it has been 

proposed to shorten the introduction to the topic, as it is difficult for children with special 

educational needs to concentrate for more than 10 minutes. With such a group, the supervisor 

changes the methodology and uses different active activities more often. There are several 

schools for children with special educational needs in Tartu, whose students have participated 

in programmes organized by the nature house for many years. 

The result of longer-term cooperation is that we receive information from the school about the 

special needs of children, and that supervisors are able to take this into account when 

preparing and managing programs. The teachers who participates in the program with the 

students is always involved in the learning  by helping students, and if they are not science 

teachers, they sometimes complete the tasks with great interest. The feedback is 

overwhelmingly positive, and schools want even more programs than can be offered. The 

decisive factor is funding, not the question of finding time. ” (Helle Kont, Head of Educational 

Programs, Tartu Nature House)  

1. What kind of cooperation takes place with teachers in the development of study programs in 

Tartu Nature House (of course, this description of cooperation is not exhaustive due to 

limitations to printed text)? As a hint, you can think of the following categories: feedback, 

program development, designing new programs, testing study programs, taking into account 

the specifics of the group.  

 

2. In addition to study programs, what other educational activities, to your knowledge, are 

offered by the out-of-school learning environments? 
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3. Why is the flexibility of study program providers important for cooperation? 

4. What kind of cooperation between schools and other learning environments do you lack the 

most in your work?  

   

4.3. The implementation of study programmes 

 

The heads of study programmes are the key people, and their preparation, work experience 

and in-service training ensure the good quality of study programs. The development of the 

heads of study programmes is greatly suppported by the opportunity to observe experienced 

colleagues and consistent self-analysis. 

An example from the real life. Exploratory learning with an experienced teacher.  

"I go to field trips with my class very often. My favourite was the nature tour to Keila-Joa and 

the seaside. The field trip was successful thanks to an experienced and professional tour guide, 

who gave the children (1st grade) the opportunity to run around and discover nature by 

themselves, but also set rules to follow and provided relevant knowledge about plants and 

animals. The students would remember the wild garlic for the rest of their lives because the 

tour guide asked them to touch, taste and smell it. They could dine on warm rocks and play 

with algae by the sea, they learned to make wreaths from flowers, and after lying in the grass, 

they learned to look for ticks, and this skill was applied immediately. The children also 

remember this field trip in the 2nd grade, because they were not asked to walk one after the 

other and explore certain things, but were allowed to run in nature and discover. ”(Sille 

Sündema, teacher in Harjumaa) 

Through the activities of the experts, the learning opportunities of the environment observed 

during the study program open up, and how well the specifics of the group are taken into 

account and individual suitable perspectives are found depends on their skills. Although we do 

not have very precise data on the professional training of Estonian study program managers, 

based on the master's thesis by Sireli Uusmaa and the study of the Environmental Board, it can 

be  claimed that about half of the study program managers do not have pedagogical education 

(Põim, Urb, Jaan 2012; Uusmaa 2012). Professional in-service training is also more about 

sharing skills from colleague to colleague. 

At the same time, the tasks of study program managers differ greatly by institution. In a small 

house museum, all the educational work - from the preparation of the program to the production 

of materials, marketing and organization - is often organized by one person. Large research 

centres or museums with several branches employ many people in different roles, and there 

may be several links between the teacher and the program manager (customer manager, 

program designer, trainer, etc.) and information may be lost in translation. The importance of 

common goals was discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.1.  
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In order for the booked study program to correspond to its description, be interesting, 

understandable and age-appropriate, regardless of who is in charge of it, the study program 

managers must be given the opportunity to educate themselves if necessary. In addition to 

training in the content of the field, attention should also be paid to helping learners with special 

needs, supporting culturally diverse groups and to language immersion methods. In the case of 

general pedagogical topics, it is worth looking at the in-service training offered by universities. 

If the head of the study program has a deep understanding of the development of the learners, 

he/she will be able to apply methods most appropriate to the situation and also make use of the 

tips heard from colleagues. A very strong impetus for the development of any teacher is the 

observation and analysis of an experienced colleague, which does not require large resources. 

Why not develop a good lesson description or a list of essential elements for self-analysis that 

would also allow newcomers to quickly understand what is the teaching culture that is valued 

in this institution. For self-education, see the recommended additional reading at the end of this 

handbook. 

Exercise. Opportunities for self-analysis  

Here are some mind games used by nature guides that allow educators from other learning 

environments to analyze their work. 

From a caricature to a character  

Sam H. Ham has presented different types of 

character mediating nature (based on a 

drawing by Jeff Egan) (Ham 2005): 

1) police officers - faithfully protect the 

local environment;  

2) machines - behave like gramophone 

records;  

3)  the omniscient – throw in many data;  

4) hosts - consciously try to create a 

friendly atmosphere that allows two-

way communication and offers 

people joy. 

Recall situations where you have acted like the characters listed above.  

1. What does the role you take in front of the group depend on?  

2. What could be the positive intention of the representative of each of the roles described?  

3. Which mediator are you looking for and why?  

 

 

Interpreting the environment 
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Mediating nature (e.g. by a nature guide) means introducing nature in a form that, in addition 

to sharing knowledge, shapes the understanding that humans are part of nature and that nature 

is the basis of economy and culture. Practical and emotional experiences of nature play an 

important role in mediating the natural environment.  

 

Nature education must be:  

1) attractive: helps keep attention;  

2) meaningful: is understandable and relevant;  

3) well-organized: easy to follow, does not require much effort from the audience;  

4) thematic: there is a message to be conveyed (Ham 2005). 

Think about the latest excursion or study program. Was it engaging, meaningful, well-

organized, and thematically comprehensive for learners? What is the easiest/hardest thing for 

you to ensure? What could be improved?  

 

4.4. A reminder for the design and practical organisation of study programs 

When designing a study programme, the activities preceding and following it must be 

considered, and the needs for teachers must be taken into account. An out-of-school study 

program should offer such experiences that are no available at school. 

An example from the real life.  The work of the conservator is complete chemistry! … 

And art! … And physics and so much more!  

Elle Lepik’s and Martin Saar's upper secondary school study program (museum lesson) "Art 

Researchers" in the branch of the Estonian Art Museum in the Niguliste Museum gave an 

integrative overview of the altar made in Hermen Rode's workshop and modern physical and 

chemical research methods of art works (Saar 2014). The lesson prepared by Elle Lepik was 

connected to career choices (introducing the work of a conservator/restorer as one of the 

possible fields of work for a specialist with education in chemistry). Special attention was paid 

to electromagnetic radiation (electromagnetic waves) and its use in research. The following 

were discussed: (visible) light - observation – objects depicted on the altar, the signs of aging 

of the work; infrared radiation - baseline drawing; ultraviolet radiation – the age of varnishes 

and paints; X - rays - painting layers, metal elements, metal parts. In addition, the program 

looked in more detail at X-ray fluorescence (XRF) spectrometry: "It can determine the content 

of many metallic elements and is therefore well suited to gather information on the pigments 

used on the altar (e.g. lead white, cinnabar, chalk, azurite, etc.)" (ibid.). Martin Saar also created 

age-appropriate worksheets for the museum lesson, taking into account the educational 

objectives of the upper secondary school- The aim of the worksheets was developing students' 

science literacy and systematic thinking and guiding students to understand the "importance of 

chemistry in technology and everyday life" (ibid.). 

This example demonstrates vividly the effectiveness of cooperation between teachers and 

educators in some out-of-school learning environments. Certainly, not only a good study 

program during the field trip is enough, but a memorable, meaningful and experiential field trip 

also requires well-thought-out pre- and post-activities (Behrendt, Franklin 2014; DeWitt, 

Storksdieck 2008). The lesson in the Niguliste Museum could not be organized without 
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thorough subject preparation, and what was learned would be thin if there were no references 

in later studies to what was done. Thus, a chain could be thought of as a model for effective 

learning (Figure 3): learning is logically linked to preparatory and concluding activities at 

school (see also Chapters 3.5 and 3.7).  

 

 

Figure 3. The model of effective learning as a chain: pre- and post-activities link learning 

with everyday school work into a logical whole. 

From the students' point of view, the study program can be an introduction, an extension or a 

summary of a new topic; still, learning outside the classroom needs a good framework. If the 

visit is an introduction to the topic (e.g. a writer will be studied), students should still have a 

general understanding of the context (e.g. they have read a poem by the author in the previous 

lesson or learned about the period of history in which the writer was active in history). In the 

case of a repetitive lesson, students must be able to share and synthesize the knowledge they 

have acquired. 

J. DeWitt and J. Osborne have suggested taking the teacher's perspective when preparing study 

programs, i.e. taking into account the teacher's time, the requirements of the curriculum, etc. 

(e.g. in what order some topics are traditionally studied). On the other hand, they have 

emphasized that out-of-school learning environments must themselves highlight the uniqueness 

of their learning environment, provide a supportive and methodologically rich structure (e.g. 

what to do before, during and after the field trip), create a concrete result for the study program 

(what is characteristic of exploratory learning; see Chapter 2.4), well-thought-out teaching 

materials (see Chapter 3.4 regarding learning instructions) and thematic integrity. (DeWitt, 

Osborne 2007).  

The thematic and integration-based approach (see also Chapters 2.4 and 3.2) works naturally 

in out-of-school learning environments, because different subject areas are fused together in 

the exposition and collections anyway. Therefore, when designing study programs, it is 

worthwhile to proceed primarily from the original subject matter of the learning environment. 

For example, learning about archaeology in a history museum requires not only history but also 

knowledge of zoology to distinguish human bones from the bones of other animals, or 

climatology to know what weather conditions prevailed 500 years ago and what species of 

pollen could be found in the soil of that era. No less important, however, are the competencies 

highlighted in the general section of the national curriculum, for example, the debate on hobby 

archaeology and discovery rewards can develop students' civic competences. 

Preceeding 
activity at 

school

Learning 
outside the 
classroom

Concluding 
activity at 

school
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In contrast, a thematically fragmented lesson does not support remembering and is tiring. For 

example, if students have to familiarize themselves with 30 essentially unrelated species in a 

zoo, they will not have a comprehensive understanding of any species or group of animals. 

However, a study of the biota of one specific geographical area using a few specific examples 

would enable to focus and integrate learning with other fields (e.g. discussing what happens in 

the natural habitat of species where animals are endangered).  

 

A reminder of a good field  trip 

Out-of-classroom learning is made effective by clear goals, good preparation, the 

consideration of students’ interests, support for communication, and partially structured 

activities that are content-wise well connected to everyday school work. 

S. Coll, R. Coll, D. Treagust, and P. Patrick et al. Have synthesized the literature on field trips 

and highlighted three important areas paying attention to which effective field trips can be 

organized (S. Coll, R. Coll, Treagust 2018a, 2018b; Patrick et al. 2013). 

I. Preparation by the teachers starts with timely planning and communication with 

different parties.  

1. Clear goals are set for the activity, related to other learning (and curriculum) and the 

necessary participants from the school (parents, colleagues, etc.) are involved. 

2. The teacher has become familiar with the place he/she wants to go with the students. If 

it is not possible to see the place first hand, one can study the website and other materials and 

communicate with the staff. If a study program is ordered, which is led by an educator of an 

institution, and not by the teacher himself / herself, one must delve into its content (read 

descriptions, attend the information brief, communicate with the organizer, etc.) and, if 

necessary, agree on special wishes with the local staff. 

3. Students (and, if necessary, their parents) have clear information about the goals of the 

field trip and the logistics. Together with the students, one can plan a route, search for the 

public transport schedule or even book a bus.  

 

II. For the student, meaningful learning experiences outside the classroom are related to 

the daily school work and curriculum and offer both independence and sufficient 

structure. 

1. The field trip is preceded by an introductory activity awakening prior knowledge 

or the visit is prepared for through various activities (e.g. students study adaptation for 

a month and then go to a nature museum to study the adaptations of different exhibited 

organisms). 
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2. Learning outside the classroom is most effective in a semi-structured manner, i.e. 

students have both free time and a variety of supervised activities, and they can make 

choices. The framework or structure concerns both the ways and the content of learning. 

Overstructured, overly detailed or thematically eclectic work instructions act as a means 

of controlling students’ behaviour and reduce motivation. Therefore, when developing 

work instructions, care should be taken to ensure that students have opportunities for 

choice and communication, and that written instructions facilitate observation, research 

and discussion. 

3. Meaningful learning in a non-formal environment contains research elements. 

Students search for and analyse information (observation skills are trained by 

researching real objects or creatures, not rewriting labels). 

4. The field trip is followed by concluding and reflexive activities at school. Students 

share their impressions, recall what was done and analyse the researched material. It is 

important to establish links with schoolwork.  

 

 

III. Meaningful activities enable students to direct their own learning and be social 

1. Students can communicate with each other. Addressing relevant topics is at least 

partly structured by social engagement (group work, etc.). 

2. Students are engaged in the organization of activities, they can have a say in the 

choice of destination, organization of the field trip and the choice of goals (e.g. what 

exhibition they are going to visit, how much free time they have, where lunch is eaten, 

etc.). 

3. Students can provide input to the content of the activities to make it more personal 

and meaningful for them (e.g. students of a music school may want to go on a tour of 

the Theater and Music Museum so that the guide will introduce their musical 

instruments to them), students can make choices during the activities (e.g. choose 

exhibits to get acquainted with, etc.). As repeatedly emphasized in this handbook, both 

students and teachers value and remember the emotional experiences of learning outside 

the classroom, the opportunity to act independently and things that differ from regular 

schoolwork. 

It is very important for both students and teachers that learning outside the classroom is 

experiential (Anderson et al. 2006). Affective connections (great emotions, excitement, etc.) 

resulting from the material learnt or from the learning activities support learning and memory 

(Pekrun 1992) and promote, among other things, historical thinking, and encourage imagining 

what it would be like to be in someone else's skin (Endacott, Brooks 2013). 
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When studying outside the classroom, there is no point in doing the things that are done or 

could be done in the classroom. It is necessary to make maximum use of the unique possibilities 

of the place of study. In the out-of-school learning environment, the main focus should be on 

the exhibits and their stories, or on the use of interactive exhibits that enable students to explore 

some phenomenon (not explaining their content in the form of a long lecture while standing 

next to them, and not allowing children to experiment by themselves by referring on the time 

limitations). When walking in nature, one should first of all be present, watch, observe, describe 

and share what is there, not search for things in mobile applications and books for what should 

be there. 

For an easier walk in the schoolyard one can limit things to much less, but even for self-

reflection, it is worthwhile from time to time to analyse and reflect on learning outside the 

classroom with colleagues and students taking into consideration their suggestion to see if all 

the important steps have been taken and what could be done differently next time. With 

experience, the teacher's skills and confidence grow; one should not be discouraged if 

everything does not go as planned the first time.  

Exercise. Does this study programme support the curriculum? 

This is a question that teachers have asked quite often both at school and out of school, although 

the question itself is strange. Does the curriculum need support? Maybe one should look for the 

consistency with the curriculum instead and try to support the learner? From teachers’ point of 

view, it is important that the description of the study programme makes clear who the target 

group is, what the topic of the study programme is, its general objectives or learning outcomes, 

possible integration elements, main methods (i.e. what students will do during the study 

programme) and all the practical issues for planning. 

Based on a clear and sufficiently detailed description, an experienced teacher can also find 

connections to the curriculum and link activities to learning. However, a vague or too short 

advertising text does not create trust. To ensure that the study programme is truly in line with 

the curriculum for the respective age, in designing and marketing a study programme one 

should take into account the objectives of the curriculum, the concept of learning and  the 

description of learning environment, competencies, the leading topics of the curriculum, the 

educational goals of the related subject fields, the learning outcomes and / or the content of 

learning ((including the key concepts and recommended practical work). Since subject teachers 

usually have a deeper understanding of the goals of their subject area, it is worth highlighting 

the possibilities of integration in the descriptions of study programs, as this encourages teachers 

to organize joint field trips (the example at the beginning of the chapter describes in depth a 

study programme involving chemistry, art history and related fields. The learning outcomes of 

several subjects could be reached at once while doing the described activities). 

To practice using the curriculum, choose an interesting study program. Open the national 

curriculum for the respective age group in your Internet browser and find the answers to the 

following questions.  

1. Does the description of the study program make clear the target group, topic, goals and 

methods? How could the description be improved?  

2. Did the study program that you looked at appear to be broadly in line with the national 

curriculum? Give your reasons.  
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3. Did the study program that you looked at, judging by the description, make it possible to 

offer students an experience that they would not be able to have in the classroom?  

4. What activities preceeding and following the study programme were mentioned in the 

description of the program? Were they sufficient to make the field trip work as a whole?  
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5. Planning a field trip from the teacher’s point of view 

 

 

If we teach students today as we were taught yesterday, we will rob our students of their future. 

(Proverb often attributed to John Dewey) 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the planning and organization of field 

trips. Although it has primarily been written with teachers in mind, it also provides information 

to other educators. 

As a first thing, the teacher should think about the purpose of the field trip, because different 

expectations are set for an award trip and a field trip that opens a subject field in depth. Only 

then can one start organizing. 

It is worth to remember that even a one-time learning experience in a new environment can 

leave a very deep impression on students, influencing their learning motivation and future 

career choices. Although field trips are useful and developing for all students, children from 

low-income families, especially those from rural areas, for whom it is more likely to be an 

unusual event, benefit most from every field trip (Greene, Kisida, Bowen 2014). Once learning 

outside the classroom has worked for the teacher, it inspires him/her to look for and experiment 

with similar opportunities over and over again.  

 

An examples from the real life. Instead of a half-wasted school day a whole day in 

museums. 

Since those who come from further away have to cancel all or most of the school day, arrange 

agreements between teachers regarding replacements and organize complex logistics in order 

to take part in a single study program, various museums have put their forces together to support 

teachers. In the project “Loud and clear”, students of the 1st and 2nd school level can spend a 

whole long school day in four different museums of Tallinn's Old Town (Usk, Naanu 2019). A 

thematically connected school day is full of activities for students. The lessons in different 

museums are methodologically diverse and allow, in addition to visiting the museums, to walk 

around the Old Town and get acquainted with its atmosphere. Depending on the topic, students 

can become scientists, nature researchers, puppeteers, writers, marine biologists, designers, 

historians or art historians and create something tangible together during the museum day (for 

example, on a school day called a day as the newspaper editor, a class newspaper will be done 

based on the field trip). In addition to the activities being linked to the national curriculum, 

museum educators emphasize: “In addition to providing knowledge and experience, 

participating museums pay close attention to what is important about life and being human. 

Participants learn to trust the moment they are in, to notice their peers and to make choices 

together even in difficult situations.” (ibid) 

Various institutions are increasingly trying to offer new formats to make teachers' lives a little 

easier, as there are many practical issues involved in organizing field trips. One such example 
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– a museum day, which covers the whole school day - is also highlighted at the beginning of 

the chapter. However, the organization of learning outside of school depends, to a large extent, 

on the unique culture of the educational institution, unwritten and written rules, agreements and 

practices.  

 

The effect of differences in school culture 

The practices and rules of a school or another child care institution have a significant effect 

on how often field trips are organised and how difficult it is for the organizing teacher 

In some educational institutions, the diversification of learning environments in digital, natural 

and cultural environments is strongly encouraged. There are schools where one of the tasks of 

a secretary or some other administrative employee is to organize field trips (incl. booking study 

programs, finding additional funding, etc.). Teachers' employment contracts may even 

prescribe how often they should study with students outside the classroom. At the same time, 

there are also institutions where the teacher is allowed to take students out of the house only at 

the end of the school year or a period, or where finding a substitute  teachers is so difficult that 

it is not possible to go out of the school building. In such schools, an active teacher may even 

be asked, "Do you even learn anything when you go out so much?" 

However, the national curriculum states that learning can take place outside the classroom and 

that there are no legal obstacles to broadening the learning environment. One effective way to 

find like-minded people and inspire each other is to share good practice. For example, photos 

of successful field trips, quotes from excited students, and the student work created as a result 

of the field trip can inspire even those who  lack experience so far.  

Exercise. Sharing good practice with colleagues 

Ask a colleague:  

1) what exciting learning environments he/she has recently visited; 

2) where he/ she finds information on the organization of field trips;  

3) what the undiscovered opportunities of our community/settlement are;  

4) which preliminary activities and reflection exercises he/she has used before and after the 

field trips;  

5) what kind of regular experience diaries or other tools meant for out-of-school learning 

teachers use in their classes;  

6) which field trips are for study and which rather end-of-year award trips. Should spring class 

excursions be related to the curriculum?  

 

Where can one find exciting and affordable ways to enrich learning?  
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Clear marketing of study visist helps teachers make the best choices for their students. In 

order to diversify learning without major expenses, it is worthwile to actively collect 

information and to network. 

Estonian teachers prefer to receive information through mailing lists and participation in 

information days (Uusmaa 2012). As there are many choices and it is difficult to make decisions 

on the basis of the website alone, more advanced museums, science education centres and 

others are well represented at various educational fairs, conferences, etc., and also organize 

field trips for teachers and introduction days. Field trips for teachers are particularly effective 

because they allow the teacher to get a clear idea of the study programme, and in addition to 

the written goals, teachers can also experience it emotionally (Anderson et al. 2006). 

Organizing joint information events is convenient for teachers and provides a good overview. 

Descriptions of study programs online, at fairs, in mailing lists and other information materials 

should be easily accessible, in a clear language, without exaggerations and sufficiently 

thorough (see also the exercise in Chapter 4.4). It is natural that if interested, the teacher can 

get additional information about the study program and have a say in the details of presenting 

the study program to students. 

Since teachers have different skills in finding support or networking, here are some suggestions 

on how to save on the costs of a field trip so that different financial opportunities within and 

outside the classroom do not become an obstacle to learning outside the classroom. 

1. Participate in information days, keep track of mailing lists (see also chapter 4.4). Many free 

study programs and opportunities to join projects are offered within marketing campaigns. 

Various  information days across organizations take place in the autumn, and information is 

shared on the websites of larger institutions.  

2. Explore the options in your area. Maybe you can organize a very good study trip to some 

local company. They probably do not have an experienced guide at work, but an enthusiastic 

expert can also offer exciting experiences, and many companies have developed both guest 

lessons and tours, as information is part of their mission.  

 Guidelines of the Estonian Research Agency for cooperation between companies and 

schools: https://www.etag.ee/koostoo/koolide-ettevotete-koostoo/ 

3. Use various virtual environments to create a bridge between the classroom and other exciting 

places. The Museum of London, for example, offers the opportunity to have a Skype 

conversation with an ancient Roman who is a professional actor dressed in antique clothes. 

Estonian museums and other out-of-school educational institutions are also looking for 

opportunities to reach learners in innovative ways. 

 Information on the museums of memory institutions under the administration of the 

Ministry of Culture can be found in the information system of museums at 
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www.muis.ee. Many institutions offering study programs also have their own web 

pages or time blogs on education.  

 The environmental education database managed by the Environmental Board brings 

together the providers environmental education (study programs, study materials, 

videos, information days) (www.keskkonnaharidus.ee). 

 Some non-profit organizations also offer study programs and create study materials, 

for example, the website of MTÜ Mondo provides study materials for world 

education (workbooks, films, games, but also training courses) to illustrate 

environmental and social sciences.  

 Out-of-school learning environments have also started to add their content to the 

environments of learning material used by teachers (e.g. the digital learning 

repository at e-koolikott.ee). 

4. Invite guests. Many educational and cultural institutions offer lessons that they organize on-

site at school (museum in a suitcase, etc.). These are often cheaper for students and 

sometimes even free (e.g. the guest lessons and also e-guest lessons by the Back to School 

network). Such lessons are well suited for activities before and after the main lesson.  

5. Get involved and get started. Various Estonian and European project funding opportunities 

help to cover the costs of field trips for a longer period of time.  

• Entrepreneurial schools have much experience in obtaining funding. Learn from good 

examples: https://evkool.ee/ettevotlik-kool/. 

6. Talk to people and ask for a discount or sponsorship if necessary.  

 

How to really prepare for a field trip? 

If the field trip takes students further away from the kindergarten or school, more adults 

should accompany the groups. It is important that all participants receive accurate 

information about the trip in due time. 

According to Estonian practice, groups of students should be accompanied by one adult for 

every ten students, and by one adult for every six children in the case of preschoolers. The 

accompanying people can be teachers, support staff at school or parents, the main thing being 

that they are safe adults. The rest of the school staff (e.g. the head teacher) must be informed 

about going away from school and/or the information must be shared in an agreed-upon form 

on the intranet, notice board, etc. Even in a fire escape training exercise, a missing class can 

create much confusion. 

The question of who is responsible for students is difficult to answer. It depends on many 

factors (including the age of the students). The golden rule is that the student is primarily 

responsible for himself / herself, but the teacher is also the official accompanying person even 

when the role of the teacher is taken over for some time by the educator of the institution where 

the field trip takes place. Special agreements are always possible, but it is generally assumed 

http://www.keskkonnaharidus.ee/
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that the teacher does not, for example, spend time in a café during a science theatre workshop, 

but accompanies his/her students in activities. However, this in no way justifies an incompetent 

program manager. 

An excerpt from the circular of the Minister of Education Tõnis Lukas (14.06.1999):  

“For each excursion, study trip or hike, the school principal appoints a responsible person. 

Students in grades I-VI  are accompanied by one adult for every 10 students and  students in 

grades VII-IX students are accompanied by one adult for every 15 students. The number of 

adults accompanying upper secondary school students is determined by the school depending 

on the route and destination. The principal shall be responsible for instructing all participants in 

the excursion, study trip or hike."  

What should be included in the information material for students, parents and 

accompanying persons? 

1. All students should have the telephone number of the teacher in charge (or the 

accompanying person), the agenda, and, if the place is further away, the address of the 

designated meeting place or a mark on the map. Kindergarten children must wear reflective 

vests when walking in the city and they must be in adults’ sight at all times. Still, in addition 

to the emergency rescue number 112,  preschoolers should also know by  heart the phone 

number of at least one of their caregivers .  

2. All parents should have the telephone number of the teacher in charge, the agenda (if the 

field trip does not start or end at school or if its time is outside the daily schedule, e.g. if 

parents have to pick up students somewhere or the  students have to wait for the school bus 

for a long time). 

3. All people accompanying the group should have the telephone number of the teacher in 

charge, the agenda, the list of students with their telephone numbers, and, if the place is 

further away, the address of the designated meeting place or a mark on the map.  

4. The teacher in charge should have the telephone numbers of all the participating students, 

their parents and other adults accompanying the group, the agenda with the contacts of 

relevant people and institutions (incl. the contacts of the bus driver, the institutions to be 

visited, the catering, etc.). A more detailed information leaflet should be prepared for longer 

trips into another town, lasting for several days, taking place at the end of a study period or 

the school year. Whenever possible, all payments should be made electronically and, if 

necessary, only a letter of guarantee should be taken along, which saves time. As in teachers’ 

work in general, it is worth brushing up knowledge of first aid also in the light of field trips.  

Exercise. Finding out about teachers’ cooperation partners and collecting experiences 

Teachers are never alone in organizing a field trip. They are surrounded by many interested 

parties, who are usually ready to offer their help, be it moral support in the form of advice and 

encouragement, or practical help in finding funding, ordering a bus, and so on. 
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1. Add to the below figure the specific names of people working at potential partners and 

organizations who could help you organize field trips. 

2. Talk to three other teachers and ask for their advice and tips to make the organization of the 

field trips smoother and safer. Compare their observations with your own experiences and 

make a short reminder for yourself that you can use when organizing field trips.  

 

 

 

 

Additional reading 

There is a bulk of literature in Estonian in the libraries that enriches the methodological 

knowhow, and teachers can also be asked for advice on this. In addition to the books and articles 

mentioned in the reference list, a selection of compulsory literature for the practical training of  

class teachers at Tallinn University has been added:  

 

 Buehl, D. (2002). Interaktiivõppe strateegiad klassiruumis. (The strategies of 

interactive learning in the  classroom). Tallinn: SA Omanäolise Kooli Arenduskeskus 

 Fisher, R. (2004). Õpetame lapsi õppima. (Teaching children to learn). Tartu: Atlex 

 Fisher, R. (2005). Õpetame lapsi mõtlema. (Teaching children to think). Tartu: Atlex 

 Ots, A. (2005). Üldoskused: õpilase areng ja selle soodustamine koolis. (General 

skills: the development of the students and its enhancement at school). Tartu Ülikooli 

Kirjastus 

 Pedastsaar, T. (1999). Õpi- ja õpetamisviisid. (Ways of teaching and learning). Tartu: 

Vali Press 

 Õppimine ja õpetamine esimeses ja teises kooliastmes (2010). (Learing and teaching 

in the first and second school stage). E. Kikas (Ed.). Tallinn 

Parents
Local 

community

Muud head 
inimesed

Colleagues

Specialists at 
the local 

government

Specialists at 
educational and 

cultural 
institutions

Students
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 Õppimine ja õpetamine kolmandas kooliastmes. Üldpädevused ja nende arendamine 

(2013). (Learning and teaching in the third school stage. General competences and 

their development). E. Kikas, A. Toomela (Eds.). Tallinn 

 Õppimine ja õpetamine koolieelses eas (2008). (Learning and teaching in the 

preschool stage). E. Kikas (Ed.). Tartu 

Among the earlier handbooks published by the Estonian Research Council some additional 

reading can be found: 

 Saart, K. (2019). Kvaliteetsem teadushuviharidus. (High-quality extracurricular 

science education).Tartu: SA Eesti Teadusagentuur: https://www.etag.ee/wp-

content/uploads/2019/09/Valmis_ETAg_Teadushuviharidus_170x240_veebi.pdf   

 Arenev teadushuviharidus. Õpime kogemustest (2015). (Developing extracurricular 

science education. Learning from experiences). K. Saart, S. Söömer (toim). Tartu: 

Kehittämiskeskus Opinkirjo ry ja Eesti Teadusagentuur: https://www.etag.ee/wp-

content/uploads/2014/01/teadushuvihariduse_raamat_veebi.pdf   
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