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Abstract. The development of the learning concept is not always discussed in the classroom. The 
application of this concept can be found in the nature school. This study aimed to find out the trends, 
opportunities, and challenges of the nature school. The research method employed was a systematic 
literature review with steps referring to the Durst & Edvardsson 2012 guidelines. The Scopus 
database in the last five years was used as the research data with three main keywords: Nature 
School, Forest School, and Eco-school. The search found 25 articles that matched the topic of the 
nature school, which were then analyzed. The results showed that the themes raised in the 25 articles 
positively impacted students, green environmental issues, teacher leadership in nature schools, and 
nature school practices. The research themes rarely discussed were teacher leadership and the issue 
of the nature school environment. This gap served as an excellent opportunity for researchers to 
research the themes. 
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A. INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, the concept of the nature school has grown and is in great demand (Cudworth 

& Lumber, 2021). Even in various countries, many nature schools have been established, such as in 

Iran (Burns & Manouchehri, 2021), England (Cudworth & Lumber, 2021; Harris, 2018; Whincup et 

al., 2021), Turkey (Bal & Kaya, 2020), Australia (Cumming & Nash, 2015), Indonesia (Nurlaili et al., 

2020; Salimi et al., 2021; Setiawati et al., 2019), Finland (Jeronen et al., 2009), Canada (Boileau & 

Dabaja, 2020), Norway (Alme & Reime, 2021) Scotland (O’Brien, 2009) and many other countries. 

This fact proves that nature schools have not only developed in several countries but have become a 

global educational trend. 

The development of nature schools as a learning trend does not always have to be done in the 

classroom (Sen et al., 2021). The learning can be done outdoors (Dabaja, 2021). This learning 

condition can positively impact students (Harris, 2018). Nature schools can also overcome concerns 

about children's lack of connection to the natural environment (Kemp, 2020). Therefore, it is hoped 

that there will be good impacts that arise from the nature school program. 

Nature-based alternative schools differ greatly from formal schools (Harjanti et al., 2019). 

The uniqueness of the Nature school compared to conventional schools is in the visual-spatial, 

kinesthetic, and naturalist elements. However, it does not mean that nature schools do not have a 

competency curriculum. Nature-based alternative schools hold positive values to foster 

independence early on, open creative awareness as widely as possible, and provide learning 
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cooperation (Hidayatul Mufidah, 2015). Teaching and learning activities in nature schools can raise 

awareness in children that learning is a fun activity (Yunansah et al., 2020). Learning in the open will 

instinctively create a pleasant atmosphere without pressure and far from boredom (Sagala et al., 

2019). This way, children's awareness will grow that learning is an exciting activity, and school will 

become synonymous with joy. Besides, students understanding of learning materials will be 

integrative, comprehensive, and applicable (Bal & Kaya, 2020). 

Nature is a source of knowledge and functions as a learning space, media, teaching materials, 

and learning objects (Rahmi & Salim, 2017). The concept of learning at the nature school applies to 

learn by doing system, where students are invited to go directly to see things related to the subject 

matter (Ilma Fitriya Hidayati, 2016). Students are free to explore natural materials available at the 

school, such as plants, animals, and so on (Hidayatul Mufidah, 2015). The learning process in nature 

schools refers to active learning methods. The active learning method is carried out by creating a 

different classroom atmosphere from schools in general. Thus, students are more active in learning 

by discussing, expressing opinions, and increasing interaction with teachers and peers (Sigalov, 

2010). According to Vygotsky (1978), learning will be more meaningful if it is done through social 

interaction, making students more active. Besides increasing social interaction, the nature schools 

learning atmosphere aims to make students directly experience what they learn. It means that the 

application of learning methods in nature schools is experiential learning (Jeronen et al., 2009). 

The nature school allows students to actively participate in experiments, investigations, and 

problem-solving and develop their understanding through physical and social interactions 

(Yunansah et al., 2020). The learning process that involves well-prepared outdoor activities can 

increase students' enthusiasm and awareness of learning. This method, in turn, improves students' 

long-term mental health (Aronsson et al., 2015). Nature schools offer practical learning by utilizing 

nature as a means or medium of learning. They allow students to develop their imagination, 

creativity, critical thinking, independence, and life skills (Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019). According 

to Dowdell et al. (2011) and Knight (2016), nature schools provide four main benefits, namely (1) 

developing creativity, collaborative action, problem-solving skills, and cognitive skills; (2) 

developing physical activity; (3) building good social interconnections, responsibilities, self-

confidence, and emotional control; and (4) developing negotiation and diplomacy skills as the cores 

of social skills. 

Previous research shows that students tend to be relaxed and can overcome fear in learning 

(Harris, 2021). Another study states that the nature school program can be an effective alternative 

pedagogy for students (Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019). Nature schools affect children’s self-

confidence, social skills, language and communication, motivation and concentration, physical skills, 

and knowledge and understanding (O’Brien & Murray, 2007). Students can feel various kinds of 

positive impacts regarding the nature of schools described in various studies. To find out more about 

this, conducting a systematic literature review related to nature schools is necessary. 

A systematic literature review on the nature school has been discussed previously in research 

(Garden & Downes, 2021). However, in this study, the systematic review only focused on studies 

conducted in England. Apart from this research, no other studies discuss a systematic review of 

nature schools. Moreover, there has been no systematic literature review on the nature school 

covering studies in more than one country. Therefore, there is very little research on this systematic 

review. Therefore, this study aims to present a global systematic review of nature schools. 
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B. METHODS 

The method used in this study was a systematic literature review by searching articles on the 

Scopus database (www.scopus.com). The search process involved several keywords in finding the 

right article. The keywords used were "nature school," "forest school," and "Eco-school." The steps of 

research are presented in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. Research Steps Based on the Durst & Edvardsson (2012) Guidelines. 

 

C. RESULT & DISCUSSION 

Research on nature schools has been discussed. Based on the search results using the Scopus 

database within the last five years, the researchers found 9581 articles in the TITLE-ABS-KEY 

category (nature AND school) and 848 articles in the TITLE-ABS-KEY category (forest AND school), 

46 articles in the TITLE-ABS category-KEY category (eco-school). The results were further filtered 

and found 188 articles in the TITLE category (nature AND school), 77 articles in the TITLE category 

(forest AND school), and 13 articles in the TITLE category (eco-school). The filtering process was 

done to find the suitability of which will be discussed about the nature school. The number of articles 

obtained was 25 articles. 

The searched articles were grouped with their respective themes. The first theme was the 

impact of nature schools on children. Several studies were found in the Scopus database discussing 

matters related to this theme. Table 1 presents the studies from the search results. 

Table 1. Articles on the Impacts of Nature School on Children 

No. Research Finding 

1 (Alme & Reime, 

2021) 

Education in nature kindergartens creates creativity and social 

inclusion in children. 

2 (Cerino, 2021) Forest schools provide an ideal environment to maintain 

independence and improve children's well-being. 

3 (Cudworth & 

Lumber, 2021) 

The nature school approach is more than just learning outside the 

classroom. It is also concerned with potential health, well-being, and 

pro-environmental outcomes. 

4 (Harris, 2021) Learning in nature allows children to relax, overcome fears, have fun, 

become one with nature, and develop an interest in locations.  

5 (Manner et al., 

2021) 

The nature school program positively affects students’ mood, self-

confidence, social skills, and social relationships. 

Determining focused area and searching for related literature

What are the 
areas related to 
nature schools?

Determining the inclusion and exclusion criteria

Articles focused 
on nature 
schools

Articles 
published within 
the last five 
years

Analyzing

Analyzing 
filtered articles

Writing

Presenting and 
describing  the 
search results
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6 (Salimi et al., 2021) Students have five aspects of social skills in nature schools, including 

cooperation, affirmation, responsibility, empathy, and self-control. 

7 (Tiplady & Menter, 

2021) 

Forest schools affect the emotional well-being of children and 

adolescents. 

8 (Nurwidodo et al., 

2020) 

The implementation of the nature school program has a positive 

impact on students' environmental literacy. There is also a tendency 

that the higher the students' scores, the better their environmental 

literacy level. 

9 (Coates & Pimlott-

Wilson, 2019) 

Nature schools contribute to children's social, cognitive, emotional, 

and physical development through experiential learning by playing.  

10 (Harris, 2018) Outdoor spaces provide opportunities for children and teachers to 

interact with a more flexible and responsive learning atmosphere. 

 

Besides the impacts on children, several studies also discuss environmental issues. Table 2 

contains the obtained research articles. 

Table 2. Environmental Issues 

No Research Findings 

1 (Burns & 

Manouchehri, 

2021) 

Nature schools show positive aspects, especially in a green 

environment, and are beneficial for students' personal learning and 

academic development. 

2 (Riastini et al., 

2019) 

The reputation of the National Eco-School does not guarantee a higher 

level of waste awareness among students than those from other 

schools. 

3 (Denan et al., 2018) Recommendations for green school design are presented based on site 

and building planning, climate, and the application of green 

technology. 

 

The themes regarding teacher leadership and nature school practices are shown in Tables 3 

and 4. 

Table 3. Teacher Leadership in Nature schools 

No Research Findings 

1 (Whincup et al., 

2021) 

This study uncovers ways to convince the general public about the 

values of nature schools and outdoor learning. 

2 (Zala-Mezö et al., 

2020) 

School leadership strategies seem to align with the quality of change: 

the more efficient the leadership strategy, the more change can be 

perceived. 

 

Table 4. Practice and Evaluation of Nature schools 

No Research Findings 

1 (Garden, 2022) The risks of outdoor learning practices can be overcome. 

2 (Harper & Obee, 

2021) 

Outdoor learning activities potentially risk children (falls and injuries). 

Teachers should supervise well and be involved in outdoor activities. 

3 (López-Alcarria et 

al., 2021) 

This research concerns teacher training practices related to 

environmental programs to create good environmental literacy. 
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No Research Findings 

4 (Bal & Kaya, 2020) Nature school provides a comprehensive learning environment and 

directs students to research, discover and learn. It ignites curiosity by 

presenting a unique learning environment. 

5 (Boileau & Dabaja, 

2020) 

Canadian Nature School programs vary in children's ages, outdoors 

types, funding sources, and schedules. There are challenges, such as 

finding suitable outdoor areas, outdoor safety, and lack of support from 

different stakeholders.  

6 (Dzerefos, 2020) A developed set of indicators was successfully used in the practice of 

nature schools.  

7 (Kemp, 2020) There is a potential mutually beneficial transformational relationship 

between the Nature School and the conventional school. However, it 

can only happen if teaching professionals are given the freedom to 

adapt the nature school approach to local contexts and needs. 

8 (Schröder et al., 

2020) 

Student participation in eco-school programs can be fostered through 

activities by adapting to the environment according to their needs and 

abilities, providing close teacher guidance, and building good student-

teacher relationships. 

9 (Boeve-de Pauw & 

Van Petegem, 

2018) 

Nature school programs give students a pro-environmental nature due 

to external factors, not their initiative. It also indirectly affects student 

learning outcomes. 

10 (Soeprijanto & 

Femalia, 2018) 

Cikeas Nature School is deeply concerned about environmental issues, 

character building, and entrepreneurship. The curriculum is in the 

form of thematic learning. 

 

Nature schools have been widely discussed in several studies. The final search result of 25 

articles was noteworthy. However, there was very little description of the nature schools. Most 

studies employed qualitative methods with interview and survey techniques to collect data. The 

research tended to be done on a small scale. The themes contained in table 1 are nature schools on 

students' social skills, nature schools in building a green environment, teacher leadership in nature 

schools, and nature school practices.  

 

Positive Impacts on Students 

Nature schools provide positive benefits for students. Research by (Salimi et al., 2021) reveals 

that learning outside the classroom affects children's social skills in cooperation, affirmation, 

responsibility, empathy, and self-control. The five aspects are obtained through social project-based 

teaching and habituation in daily learning. The supervising teacher should give the children as much 

freedom as possible. Without many limitations, students' creativity and experimental learning can 

be stimulated (Alme & Reime, 2021). Besides creativity, the nature of children's independence is also 

formed by the nature school environment. Open spaces, such as learning outside the classroom, affect 

students’ learning independence because the open environment allows children to make 

independent choices (Cerino, 2021).  

Research by (Cudworth & Lumber, 2021) explains that learning outside the classroom can 

also increase formal academic knowledge because learning outside the classroom can provide a new 

learning experience for students. It increases understanding of the learning material being taught. 

Also, it can improve psychological and social aspects (Howell et al., 2011) and happiness (Richardson 

et al., 2016). Talking about the psychological aspect, research by (Harris, 2021) reveals that routine 
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and repetitive activities in nature schools can make children relax, overcome their fear, have fun, 

connect with nature when they get to know it better, and develop an interest in the location. 

According to Ki Hadjar Dewantara, education is not entirely focused on intellectual aspects 

but must be balanced with other aspects (Mujito, 2014). Nature school goes along with this concept. 

Learning in nature schools teaches many aspects, such as character values, learning outside of the 

classroom teaches students to work together, empathize with each other, and so on. The educational 

values taught in nature schools are very diverse. The emphasis is more on the learning process and 

student behavior (Mujito, 2014). Learning does a lot of hands-on practice. The nature school values 

can be taught by doing outbound activities. Outbound activities can train social sensitivity, such as 

cooperation, tolerance, honesty, leadership, team development, and many others. 

 

Green Environment 

Nature schools are considered to create a green environment. Research by (Soeprijanto & 

Femalia, 2018) reveals a picture of a nature school with a green environment. The school owns a 

large green area. The classes are in the form of unobstructed huts with high walls. There are 

outbound locations that can be used weekly by students. The last is the green lab, a place for 

gardening, farming, and composting. These activities will train students to protect the environment 

and increase awareness of the importance of a green environment. 

The characteristics of nature schools lie in their variety of plants. Nature school becomes a 

new space to create a healthy environment. Creating a beautiful environment will affect the 

surrounding individuals, including students. Nature schools are considered effective in creating a 

relationship between children and nature (Burns & Manouchehri, 2021). This relationship also 

develops students' personality and academic potential because students are taught to protect the 

environment and create a sense of care for the environment. This condition affects the formation of 

students’ personalities which also affects their academic potential. The green environment issue is 

related to the socio-scientific aspect. The context of science and society gives students new 

knowledge that science is related to the real world. Learning in an open environment will provide 

students with an understanding of social problems related to scientific concepts. 

However, research by (Riastini et al., 2019) reveals something different. Children in nature 

schools have characteristics that are not much different from those who attend conventional schools 

regarding waste care. The causes might have been the family, teachers, and themselves. This study 

provides an opportunity to further examine how these factors affect children. 

 

Teacher Leadership in Nature Schools 

Nature schools have a basis that differentiates them from other conventional schools. Nature 

schools influence the learning process is the most important thing. Meanwhile, conventional schools 

focus more on targets, assessments, and results. This difference creates a pedagogical ideological 

conflict between nature schools and conventional schools.  

Research by (Whincup et al., 2021) reveals that the nature school principals who do not 

express their needs should use more flexible approaches. Their problems can be compromised values 

or the worries of not being liked because they cannot provide real nature schools. Teachers are 

challenged to implement the nature school and convince the audience that the school is good to 

implement. Research by (Zala-Mezö et al., 2020) highlighted that strategy is indispensable in nature 

schools’ leadership. This result is in line with the state of nature schools which are different from 

conventional schools. 
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There is limited research on this subject. This limitation provides an opportunity to conduct 

research highlighting how principals carry out their duties in nature schools and the differences 

between nature and conventional schools. 

 

Nature School Practice 

Nature schools' teaching and learning activities are different from most conventional schools. 

Learning activities are carried out outside the classroom. There are several programs in the nature 

school. According to research (Boileau & Dabaja, 2020), nature schools in Canada have various 

programs tailored to the age of students, types of outdoor settings, and others. The programs are 

varied, including summer camp programs, family programs, youth programs, full-day kindergarten 

programs, and many others. These programs support the novelty offered by nature schools. 

The difference between nature and conventional schools can be felt in the visual-spatial, 

naturalistic, and kinesthetic elements (Hati, 2017). Learning activities at nature schools are built with 

a more pleasant feeling because they are carried out in an open environment. Moreover, there is no 

pressure on learning, which is fun. In conventional schools, the learning process is carried out in the 

room and sometimes causes a sense of unpleasantness. However, this difference does not mean that 

nature schools do not have a competency curriculum like conventional schools.  

The nature school curriculum has a learner-focused learning approach. Then, the concept of 

a nature school makes the schoolyard and environment a laboratory and learning media for children 

to observe their surroundings (Soeprijanto & Femalia, 2018). The practice of the nature school 

involves a lot of observations. It can be understood that the learning process at the nature school is 

observing the surrounding environment. This concept is aligned with Bandura's learning theory, 

which believes that individuals can learn something from what they observe. The nature school 

presents many learning activities such as outbound, farming, and other activities. From these 

activities emerge character values that can be observed by students that can provide experience and 

learning for students. 

Nature school learning emphasizes more on student activity. Therefore, nature school is 

suitable for thematic learning. Thematic learning is done by looking at the process of student activity 

(Kulsum et al., 2016). Indirectly, the nature school has implemented thematic learning. Various 

challenges are faced in the practice of nature schools, like finding an open space.  

Based on the discussion, research on nature schools is still little explained. Only 25 relevant 

articles discuss the issue of nature schools. Most studies use research subjects in a small capacity. 

This weakness can be an opportunity for further research to use research subjects on a larger scale. 

With larger research subjects, it is hoped that the research data will be more effective and efficient. 

Apart from the subject of research, other research opportunities are research on the comparison 

between nature schools and conventional schools. 

Discussions on the comparison between nature schools and conventional schools are still 

very limited. There has been no research on this in the Scopus database. Therefore, there is a great 

opportunity to conduct such comparative research. Objects that can be compared between nature 

and conventional schools are technical learning, the environment, the impact on children, and many 

more. It is hoped that this comparative research can clarify how different nature schools are from 

conventional schools and what are the advantages that can be obtained from nature schools and 

conventional schools. Finally, the research can determine which school is more effective for students. 

Based on the analyzed articles, another research opportunity relates to teacher leadership in 

nature schools. This theme is very important to be developed further in research to see the leadership 

attitude that teachers must have in a nature school environment.  
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Another possible theme is environmental issues. Knowing the types of nature school 

buildings that are effective and efficient is very important. However, there are still few articles that 

discuss this theme. The discussion is still relatively general by just discussing the state of the school 

environment. It is necessary to research good buildings to be used as nature schools. 

D. CONCLUSION 

There are 25 articles that have been analyzed about nature schools. The themes raised in the 

25 articles are positive impacts on students, green environmental issues, teacher leadership in nature 

schools, and nature school practices. The research themes that are still very minimally discussed are 

the theme of teacher leadership and environmental issues. 
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