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Incorporating friluftsliv into a place-based cultural learning project in Essex


Project Description and Objectives

This paper will outline support for a potential community project in Essex with a place-based pedagogy, backing White’s belief (1998) of a pressing need for outdoor education to increase awareness of the culture of the land used for such learning – and Pierce and Telford’s opinion (2023) that a place pedagogy supports deeper, richer learning experiences. The project will also feature an emphasis on the principles of the Scandinavian place-based pedagogy friluftsliv to see them positively transferring to Essex, where interestingly the population has embedded Scandinavian DNA through medieval Anglo-Saxon, Viking and Norman invasion and migration (University of Bristol, 2020; Davis, 2025). Breivik (1979) supportively links friluftsliv back to the Viking age and their heartfelt need to expand their civilisation and explore across the North Sea to Britain and western Europe.

Working for ACL Essex, core provider of adult education courses in the county (2025), the project will partner with multiple local organisations with analogous interests and look at an area of south Essex from a historical, cultural and ecological perspective, encouraging participants to increase their connections to local places and subsequently look to get involved with the supporting bodies, as members or volunteers. The participants will be adults living in the south Essex area close to the learning locations around the town of Maldon, which has a rich Anglo-Saxon and Viking history.

Friluftsliv will be layered as a philosophical approach to this place-based project to get the participants closer to visited natural and human landscapes and more connected to where they live in Essex. Friluftsliv is variously defined as the simple life (Gurholt, 2005), free air life (Brookes and Dahle, 2007; Ferrier, 2020), life in the open air (Repp, 2004), nature free life (Loynes, 2007), or perhaps definitively as “open-air-life” by Visit Norway (2024). Its essence is hard enough to define (Gelter, 2000), enough so that Gurholt (2008, p. 59) labels it an “abstract concept”. History of its growth as a phenomenon is outlined further below, and although Brookes and Dahle (2007, p. 9) believe friluftsliv “cannot be simply uprooted and translated into different cultural, historical and geographical contexts”, this project draws encouragement from Gelter (2000) defining it as a concept found in outdoor people the world over.

It is an example of a place-based approach to outdoor education, an overarching pedagogy growing in popularity as a teaching approach (Sobel, 2013) and becoming established across learning environments, especially those with community focus. Called for by Mannion and Lynch (2016), who set out a seminal manifesto for place-responsive teaching, as a way of generating understanding of our life in the world, it has been driven out of necessity by modernity in our fast-changing world where so many people have lost connection to the places they inhabit or visit, and as a response to current challenges facing humanity such as climate change (Beames, 2016).

Wattchow and Brown (2011) are leading inspirations for this project and of the foundation concept of place as a pedagogical construct and describe how particular locations have an effect on people, being “suggestive of both the imaginative and physical reality of a location and its people” (2011, p. 19). Williams (2018, p. 14) adds that place is “where people respond to the opportunities and stimuli around them”. The aim accordingly with this project and paper is to put together a series of place-based learning opportunities that encompass what Beames (2015, p. 28) labelled “interactions between land, humans and broader ecosystems” – what he called “place-essential”, as the learning is directly related to the location it’s happening in – and following Williams’ (2018) suggestion of a three-pronged approach to developing a connection to places through increased understanding and awareness, by considering how current inhabitants live in a place, the different ways previous generations have, and future generations will do.

Eschewing the militaristic tradition underpinning twentieth century UK outdoor education (Brookes and Dahle, 2007), this place-based project features strong links to community (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012), going beyond fact-based field studies (Sobel, 2013), and deliberately remaining local for historical and cultural context integration (Roberts, 2018) rather than looking for an expedition away from home ground. The proposition is simply to build a sense of connection with the local landscape (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012).

This project’s place-based learning is not considered to be “outdoor education ‘lite’” (Wattchow and Brown, 2011, p. 198), and “provides outdoor experiences and learning opportunities that are real and meaningful” (Williams, 2018, p. 14), which the next section will look to outline in the project’s detail and execution.


Methodology and Implementation

The project would be run over five consecutive Saturdays around the Maldon area of south Essex with a manageable group of no more than 10 participants, looking to foster a matrix of connections (Wattchow and Brown, 2011) between the places, the course facilitators and the participants over a series of visits to the same locale (Harrison, 2010). Harrison’s mantra to “seek out local experts” (2010, p. 11) will motivate ACL Essex’s course leader to partner with several local organisations, detailed day-by-day below, to overcome an identified need to bring subject authorities to each session’s activity, also itself a tenet of friluftsliv practice (Glantz et al. 2021). The underlying belief is that in putting together a place-based project such as this it is important to find supporting individuals and organisations from the local area (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012) that allow the type of learning envisaged to chime with the places. The course leader will bring a sound understanding of friluftsliv and aim to impart its philosophy across all the days.

The repeat visits will seek to create participant attachment to “significant places” (Wattchow and Brown, 2011, pp. 55-71), walking and talking as a group to observe and question the natural and human interactions there (Williams, 2018), asking: what was happening in those places ‘then’? How have they changed over time? What was the environment like in the past, how would it felt to have been there during various time periods, and how is it changing for the future? And how do all feel connected to a shared heritage in the places?

The project will take on board the “landfull” framework outlined by Baker (2005, pp. 267-268) that actively connects students with learning places through deep awareness, interpreting land history and relating them to everyday life, as advocated too by Beames, Higgins and Nicol (2012). Here there is a synergy with the simple approach to the natural world in friluftsliv, detailed by Visit Norway (2024) as: connecting to the outdoors through group activities, in a variety of ways found in the project outline below; being inquisitive and learning; and giving back as a group, helping others to enjoy the outdoors. Glantz et al. (2021) believe that friluftsliv practice can provide a way of understanding the landscape and our relationship with it. Friluftsliv is not one specific activity (Dixon, 2023), so the variety undertaken in this project detailed in the day-by-day outline below justifies the approach.

Day 1

This features a walk and talk outside Maldon around the site of the Battle of Maldon in 991, where a Viking force landed on Northey Island and defeated the Saxons, killing their leader Byrhtnoth (Battlefields Trust, 2025) whose statue now prominently adorns Maldon promenade. The guest leader will be from The Essex Society of Archaeology and History (2025) with general historical knowledge of Essex and especially the Anglo-Saxons and Vikings.

The participants will consider human interactions with the landscape, through Roman and Anglo-Saxon times and after the Viking invasion, looking at local place names and language of the times, especially the Anglo-Saxon poem of the Battle of Maldon (University of Oxford, 1991). The day will promote a richer understanding of what shaped the place through history (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012).

Day 2

The participants will sail on the River Blackwater aboard an historic Thames barge from Maldon Quay, seeing the landscape and experiencing the Anglo-Saxon and Viking sites from an offshore perspective and feeling the human interaction with the place. The guest leaders will be the barge skipper, who knows the area’s history well, plus an Essex Wildlife Trust (2025) flora and fauna expert, in coastal birdlife especially.

The learning will focus on how the places were - the landscape, the wildlife of the river estuary, and human settlement - 1,000 years ago, and what it all might look like 100 years into an uncertain future on an Essex coast under severe threat from sea level rise due to climate change. This is all supported by Wattchow and Brown (2011, p. 65), who say “the empathetic visitor to a place is someone who searches for local meanings and seeks to gain a sense of a local place’s unique qualities”; and Orgill (2017, p. 14) in saying that “understanding those that came before us in a particular place and how they lived there and impacted upon it can give us a real appreciation of the place”.

Day 3 

This features a slow walking tour along the river promenade and up into Maldon, one of the oldest recorded towns in Essex (Visit Maldon, 2024). The participants will be joined by a Visit Maldon history and architecture guide. Place-based education can easily encompass both the natural and the built environment (Sobel, 2013), as can friluftsliv embrace the suburban (Glantz et al. 2021), allowing learners to appreciate how landscape and cultural traditions all intertwine and influence each other over time.

The session will incorporate an element of the psychogeographic walking approach adopted by Ally Standing (The New Art School, 2021), to bring increased awareness of the urban landscape and how the place feels; the participants considering the historical setting, on a hill with views of the river, the sea and to the battlefield.

Day 4

A friluftsliv-influenced change of activity will see the participants canoeing up the River Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation, to engender “sensory encounters” of the type Wattchow (2008, p. 14) describes when learners take on “slow flowing sections of rivers”, without having to focus heavily on technical skills in risky white water (Wattchow, 2006).

There will be some physical challenge in the paddling, which place-based programmes can still have according to Wattchow and Brown (2011), although skill acquisition will not be a primary goal of the exercise. A qualified leader from Maldon Canoe Club (2025) and a volunteer expert in riverside flora and fauna from Essex Field Club (2025) will join the party.

Day 5

The final session features walking along the riverside and into open countryside. A Lowland Leader (Mountain Training, 2025) with local wildlife knowledge and an expert from Essex Birdwatching Society (2025) will join the group. Participants will be map-free, asked to ‘bimble’ - walk aimlessly - to “open up the senses to allow the recalling of incidents, feelings and experiences” (Anderson, 2004, p. 258). Places are more than being just sites on a map (Gruenewald, 2003), and following Loynes’ thoughts this embraces an alternative of navigating without maps to create a different and more observant relationship with the landscape (2020).

The river valley, the water, and nature at hand will be the place-based focus. This area is the setting of The Peregrine (Baker, 1984), so descriptive of the Essex countryside and wildlife. The avian guide (the author was also a EBWS member) can help immerse participants in the place through recounting the story – akin to how Wattchow reports a personal friluftsliv experience in Norway (2007).

The aim across all the sessions is to try and create a connection that goes deeper, almost emotionally with the location as the result of a place-based approach. As Gruenewald (2003, p. 624) claims, “we have to listen to places and hear what they have to say both in and beyond human relationships and existence”. Observing and listening during the days will engender an affinity for place, what geographer Yi-Fu Tuan labelled topophilia (Our Earth, 2013), taking in the unique sights and sounds, smells, wildlife and feeling the places’ memories. Nevertheless, the group will be encouraged to take any opportunity to speak to local farmers, fishermen, paddlers, birdwatchers or anyone that can bring greater insight to their experience (Roberts, 2012).

The varied and numerous points of place-based engagement and types of learning throughout the project may allow greater ability to quantify the results (Harrison, 2010), while the mixed activities are akin to those found in a friluftsliv-style tour over several days (Bakke, 2019), areas of experimentation that will be explored as the project’s possible outcomes are interrogated below.


Critical Analysis

The aim of this project, through taking a place-based approach, is enriching the lives of the students, the communities they are learning in, and the places themselves in the future (Wattchow and Brown, 2011), to help tackle challenges faced by our fast-changing world. It is not concerned with character building, as in neo-Hahnian constructs of outdoor education experiences described by Brookes (2003a) centred on personal transformation of traits such as assertiveness and self-esteem (2003b) but, as he espouses, with building relationships with places instead. It is this project’s rationale, echoed by Mikaels (2018, p. 15), that inspiring curiosity in the locations through a place-responsive approach will come from “embodied engagement in and with the cultural, historical and ecological conditions of those places”. 

The students will learn to embrace friluftsliv as a concept practised in Scandinavia (Repp, 2004). The import of different cultures is commonplace in outdoor education according to French and Phillips (2018), backing the proposition that a friluftsliv ethos will work within this project, providing a pedagogical experience that responds to place (Wattchow, 2007). Framed and grown as a specifically Norwegian philosophy by some - although Swedes, Danes and Finns would disagree (Savage, 2017) - this project will show it can transfer across the North Sea to Essex, as the Vikings themselves did.

The participants will learn that Henrik Ibsen’s poem Paa Vidderne (On The Heights) was the first to mention the term friluftsliv in 1859 (Breivik, 1979; Gurholt, 2008; Dixon, 2023), and of the concept growing in Norway from the 1800s (Horgen, 2006). The latter source also explains that the British upper classes were largely to thank for bringing outdoor experience to Norway recreationally from the 1820s, expanding their playground into the country for mountain hiking, hunting and fishing. English-Norwegian crossovers surrounding friluftsliv’s history (Gasdel, 2007) support the project’s learning adoption aim, as does Breivik’s (1979) supposition that friluftsliv’s roots are in the England of the industrial revolution where workers looked to the free outdoors for their escape from urban grime.

The project will illustrate, as Johnston (2015) believes, that it’s easy to buy into the romantic tradition of friluftsliv itself, while interacting with locations and building long-lasting place connections. Gurholt (2008; 2016) attributes Romantic philosophies of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as inspirations for friluftsliv. Gelter (2000) sees it as a vehicle that has realised the ideas of romanticism, while Faarlund (2007) says its core values are that of the European romantic movement, saving nature from the forces of modernity. While romantic artists like Turner and Constable and poets such as Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats and Shelley (Learning Language Arts, 2022; Providence eLearning, 2013) sought an intense relationship with nature and an escape from modernising industrialisation (Philosophical Mindz, 2015) there is a link with friluftsliv in the mutual yearning for a simple life.

In terms of assessing the friluftsliv implementation, it is considered fair to agree with Brookes and Dahle (2007) that any differences in the cultural, historical and social as well as physical landscape between Scandinavia and Essex have to be taken into account. The challenge of this project is to inspire a friluftsliv-style awe in lowland spaces without the riskier activities of the glorified high altitudes (Macfarlane, 2003), as often vibrantly depicted in snowy Norwegian escapes to the mountains.

Friluftsliv used as a method can inspire, while it can be “a goal in itself, a life ideal” (Glantz et al. 2021, p. 227) that underpins ongoing environmental engagement – the essence of successful place-based education as well. The project is not concerned with academic or certified achievement, so that could make it hard to judge. One hoped-for measure will in cultivating stewardship in the community (Sobel, 2013), as to how it changes participants’ connections to and in response to the environment in all its forms. 

When this place-based education takes place in the participants’ local communities as here in Essex, it gives them the opportunity to eliminate any distancing felt to familiar places and reconnect for mutual benefit moving forward (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012). Our students will develop as residents by identifying and acting on issues that affect their communities (Beames, 2016).

Ease of access to the places visited is more likely to increase repeated visits, so feasibility and affordability will be enhanced as the learning locations are local rather than a distant residential base (Wattchow and Brown, 2011). Repeat visits to a place are important argue Towers and Loynes (2017), to allow knowledge sharing and greater understanding to grow. The project is aiming to reinforce the local, as a “kickback against globalisation and corporate capitalism” (Wattchow and Brown, 2011, p. 91) and the “more commercialised, skilled and risk-oriented activities” traditionally found, says Gurholt (2008), in English-speaking outdoor education; explicitly, the McDonaldisation of outdoor education experiences depicted by Loynes (1998), with overly commodified and heavily marketed uniform packages, which disconnect people from places and communities.

If delivered well the project will allow participants to realise an engagement with the landscape (Baker, 2005) as the places become more than just scenic backdrops. Baker proposed a “Landfull Framework” (p. 271), elements of which figure in the project and hopefully bring those sought-after connections, namely: having a deep awareness of surroundings, through highlighting unique cultural and environmental history of the places; facilitating personalised connections and feelings about the place; and bridging the gap to where participants live every day. This project resonates with the cultural identity of the places (Gruenewald, 2003), and an understanding of a social and natural landscape created over many generations of human interaction.

Becoming open mentally and spiritually to the power of the places will require vulnerability on behalf of the participants, as Wattchow and Brown (2011, p. 120) highlight, saying “it requires the absence of fear and a heightened sense of comfort in one’s surroundings; it is the near opposite of the popular ‘out of their comfort zone’ model of outdoor education”. There is case-study evidence (Wattchow and Brown, 2011, pp. 150-152) that activities don’t need to be high-risk to be deemed worthwhile and successful for the participants, backing up a hypothesis proposed by Loynes (1998). It would seem plausible to suggest that that might be judged on knowledge gained by the learners. And that can happen just as well in this kind of lower-risk place-based learning project, where the participant is free from fear, gains in confidence and is able to learn more readily in the absence of any adrenaline-fueled high-risk activities.

Taking time in a place is important, rather than rushing through it without awareness (Wattchow and Brown, 2011), in something approaching the practice of mindfulness. And although friluftsliv is often thought of as associated with high-octane sports such as skiing and winter mountaineering in Scandinavia, the activities don’t need to be so risky to impart meaning (Gurholt, 2005). A relationship between the learners and their surroundings, what Harrison calls “a way of being” (2010, p. 10), is important in this project, developing further and cultivating a sense of wonder as a product of a place-based learning approach that Warren and Wapotich (2009) believe is the successor to Rachel Carson’s environmental concepts of attentive experiences in the natural world that will help foster a strong sense of place when all reflect on the project after its conclusion.


Reflection and Recommendations

This paper has argued for enhancing the learning of the participants by highlighting the unique importance of the places visited (Williams, 2018) during their multi-day course, and ensuring that through exceptional facilitation there is a cross-curricular engagement through the types of engagement activities undertaken (Brown and Wattchow, 2016) that lead to ongoing place commitments. The project aims to form purposeful connections with the Essex places by learning about their history, urban and natural landscapes alike (Tan and Atencio, 2016).

The question here, on reflection, is how will the project be judged, and what are the extra benefits for or differences in the participants that are noticed as a result? There is a lack of research on the efficacy of place-based projects in the UK, as highlighted by Harrison (2010), and this one project cannot reverse that. A different approach to creating post-project understanding is perhaps through walking interviews during the final day of the project, as outlined by Lynch and Mannion (2016), to get a better understanding of how the participants felt about the places where the teaching took place.

Wattchow and Brown (2011, p. 152) believe the “crux” for any outdoor education programme advocates is the transference of knowledge from experiences outdoors to other aspects of participants’ daily life. As a place-responsive project this will produce recognisable active engagement with the location at the time of the learning and in future (Beames, 2015), with a hugely desired outcome being the participants’ willingness to try to transform that place for the better in the future (Harrison, 2010).

By bringing selected partners on board to share their expertise, this project would hope to encourage potential links between the learners and the guides, with opportunities to join the various partner organisations (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012) in differing capacities and take part in activities in and around Essex as a result. This could also involve tangible efforts to improve the environment, such as weeding in urban areas, or litter-picking in rural spaces, in line with Bowers’ assertion (2008) that “environmental restoration efforts should be a key part of place-based education”. The transfer appraisal or gauging the effectiveness of the project (Gass, 1999) in this case could be by judging participants’ future learning accomplishments as well as their organisational attachments.

Another important question is whether participants maintain a long-lasting connection between these placed-based experiences and everyday life on returning home? The project will also make participants think about how the places visited, and the issues arising from their learning experiences, are connected to other places locally, nationally, and perhaps globally in a web of complex historical, geographical, cultural and environmental issues (Beames, 2015).

It may be that producing reflective output across social and visual media would allow students to increase their thinking and connect beyond the local learning environment. And the project could require an extra class-based session to reflect on the experiences and develop “critical capacity” (Wattchow and Brown, 2011, p. 191) to assess the places visited, both in terms of studying available cultural media – such as maps, charts, websites, and historical documents – and through the participants creating and sharing with the group their own representations of place through journals containing general musings, poetry, drawings, and any photographs taken (Brown and Wattchow, 2016). Assessing such place-responsive reflection would be impactful on planning any future such projects.

That raises the question of whether five returning days in the place is enough to produce any significant and quantifiable results? The participants definitely need to reflect on the places and their cultural messages to connect with them (Gruenewald, 2003), and that would be enhanced by revisiting them for further study or through involvement with other organisations. Ideally, although not feasible in this project aimed at learners with limited free time, it would involve multi-day place visits with camping overnight, in the friluftsliv tradition, and as in case studies featured compellingly by Wattchow (2008) and Wattchow and Brown (2011). However, there is valuable evidence that a powerful sense of connection with place is possible even when visited for a limited period as long as the learning experiences are delivered in an impactful way (Wattchow and Brown, 2011).

For any follow-up project, especially if of longer duration, it would be good to invite a Norwegian Tourist Board guide, as well as an academic expert in friluftsliv and place-based pedagogy, to assist in leading the participants and help build their greater understanding of the philosophies and connections with the places visited.
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