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Abstract

In this paper, we present an empirical study with the research purpose to de-
termine the opinions of future teachers on experiential learning outside the
classroom in the cemetery. We define experiential learning as learning that
combines a person’s sensory and emotional experience, thinking, analysis and
action into a whole. When planning learning activities of experiential learn-
ing outside the classroom, it is necessary to focus on a place that can contrib-
ute significantly to a richer learning experience. One of the possible places
could be a cemetery. The research sample included 65 students from the last
academic year studying primary education at the Faculty of Education of the
University of Maribor in Slovenia. The research was conducted in March
2020. The results showed that students associate the word “cemetery” with
death, candle, grave and funeral. However, the phrase “teaching at the ceme-
tery” is considered innovative and inappropriate. Most students have no per-
sonal experience of teaching in cemeteries. The answers to the question about
the appropriateness of teaching at the cemetery are equally divided. Social
studies are considered the most appropriate subject for teaching at the ceme-
tery, and sports is the least appropriate. The students also feel that they are
not qualified enough to teach outside the classroom.

Keywords

Primary School, Teaching, Learning, Environment, Cemetery, Future
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1. Introduction

Current trends in teaching, which promote an active role of students in the
learning approach, require highly qualified teachers. It is therefore necessary to
train future teachers adequately at all levels of education. Highly qualified teach-
ers will be able to choose and select appropriate teaching forms, methods and
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strategies. They will also be able to plan and implement experiential learning out-
side the classroom in a diverse environment. In our paper, we focus on students
in the 4th year of their faculty studies. These are the students who will later teach
the youngest primary school pupils from the 1st to the 5th year of their primary
studies.

In the theoretical part of the paper, we first introduce experiential learning,
with the emphasis on teaching outside the classroom. We will focus on the ceme-
tery as a place where students can learn about the social, cultural and natural en-
vironment. In the empirical part of this paper, we present a study carried out in
March 2020, in which all students of their last year, 4th year, of primary educa-
tion at the Faculty of Education of the University of Maribor participated.

In the past, children learned and prepared themselves for life by watching and
imitating the adults in their daily tasks. However, as the school system became
increasingly organised and institutionalised, teaching and education became more
and more distant from life and work. At school, the emphasis was on rules and
laws that were not always related to the pupils’ own experiences. It was precisely
this distance from real life that made it necessary to update the principle of the
vitality of teaching. This is best expressed in experiential teaching and learning

(Blazi¢, Ivanu$ Grmek, Kramar, & Strmdnik, 2003).

1.1. Experiential Learning outside the Classroom

Experiential learning can be defined as learning that seeks to connect a person’s
sensory and emotional experience, thinking, analysing, and acting into a whole.
A comprehensive personal experience plays a central role in experiential learn-
ing. The result of experiential learning is the knowledge that an individual ac-
quires with his or her involvement (Wurdinger & Carlson, 2010). We can talk
about experiential learning in any learning where the student is in direct contact
with the reality he is studying, which is the complete opposite of traditional pas-
sive learning. At the same time, we must pay attention to the fact that not every
learning based on life experiences is necessarily reliable knowledge (Marenti¢
Pozarnik et al., 2019).

Experiential learning can also be done outside the classroom, on-site. When
planning learning activities, it is necessary to focus on a location that can con-
tribute significantly to a richer learning experience. When planning the learning
process itself, not only what we learn is essential, but also how and where we
learn. It is necessary to ask ourselves what we want to achieve, how we will achieve
it, where we can create these conditions and why this is so. The experiences we
have outside the classroom are more authentic and better understood than those
we have in the classroom (Waite, 2017). Outdoor learning is defined as what
happens outside the walls of closed rooms. It should provide students with more
memorable and exciting learning experiences and encourage excitement, interest
and motivation to learn. It is often used for objects or topics that require specific
illustrations to help to understand. In general, outdoor learning offers opportu-

nities for use in many subjects because it supports the holistic development of
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children (Harris, 2017). Fieldwork defines the learning skills and activities of all
students outside the classroom, so that the implementation of outdoor learning
varies significantly in time, from a few minutes to a few days (Kolenc Kolnik,
2007). From the point of view of the sustainability of knowledge, fieldwork is
more efficient than other forms of work, simply because fieldwork involves more
sensorimotor functions than, for example, simple listening (Cresnar 2011). Cor-
nell (1994) wrote that direct personal experience facilitates memory, which is
more deeply rooted in memory. Nature requires us to use all the senses, i.e. feel-
ing, smelling, tasting, seeing and hearing.

Although teaching outside the classroom looks more playful and less binding,
it is a form of deliberately focused and organised student-centred education (Waite,
2019). The organisation of outdoor lessons requires a lot of knowledge and ex-
perience, preparation, and safety measures from the teacher. According to Bor-
sos et al. (2018), the prerequisite for successful outdoor learning is that the teacher
is aware of the reason for conducting outdoor lessons, that he or she knows the
place well and has prepared appropriate tasks to guide the learning process. In
this way, the teacher can successfully realise active learning, because otherwise
outdoor teaching will be similar to classroom teaching and the teacher will not
be able to take advantage of the motivating opportunities offered by outdoor

space.

1.2. The Educational Potential of Cemetery

The choice of the place where the lessons take place outside the classroom plays
an essential role in the learning process. Plibersek and Vrban (2019) wrote that a
cemetery could be used as an outdoor classroom. The cemetery can provide the
students with a powerful and unforgettable learning experience. The cemeteries
themselves tell the history of the towns and their inhabitants, the changing cus-
toms of different social classes and the fashion that can be deduced from the
memorial documents on the gravestones. The cemetery can be accepted as an
open-air museum, where you can learn a lot about the culture and history of the
place where the cemetery is located. We can find out which celebrities once lived
at this place and what their function and contribution to this place was. We as-
sociate them with the culture of the people and their customs, symbols and the
development of the place (Kear, 2009).

A visit to the cemetery offers teachers the opportunity to include primary his-
torical sources in their lessons, through which they learn about the history of

their own place.

2. Methodology
2.1. Purpose of the Study
The main research purpose in our study was to determine the opinions of future

teachers on experiential learning outside the classroom in the cemetery.

In our research we were interested in:
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- What are the most common student associations with the word “cemetery”
and “teaching at cemeteries”?

- How many times a year do students visit the cemetery?

- Have students ever visited a cemetery during their elementary education?

- Do students find the cemetery as a suitable place for primary school lessons,
and which subjects of primary school could be taught at cemeteries?

- Would students conduct teaching at the cemetery?

- Do the students feel qualified enough to teach in the cemetery?

2.2. The Basic Research Study

The study was based on a descriptive and non-experimental method of empirical
research. Since we did not implement any form of pedagogical experiment dur-
ing this research the most appropriate research method was descriptive statisti-
cal method of empirical research. It is typical for the descriptive research method
of empirical pedagogical research to teach by describing facts, relationships, and

processes without sample explanation.

2.3. Sample

The number of students, the future primary school teachers, who participated in
the convenience sample, was 65. Students were in their 4th year of Primary edu-
cation studies at the Faculty of Education at University of Maribor. This is their
last academic year for the first Bologna cycle. The research sample included all
4th year. These students, were selected because at the end of their studies they had

already participated in lessons on experiential learning and outdoor education.

2.4. Data Collection

After an extensive review of the literature and curricula for primary education,
we designed a questionnaire. The data for all variables were collected with this
questionnaire. We printed out the questionnaire and the 4th year primary edu-
cation students completed it anonymously. The questionnaire consisted of vari-
ous types of questions—dichotomous questions, close-ended, open-ended, Likert
scale. The data were collected in March 2020.

2.5. Data Analysis

The data obtained from the questionnaire were analysed using the SPSS statistics
programme. Data was processed using basic descriptive statistics, frequency dis-

tribution.

3. Results

3.1. Student Associations to the Cemetery and Classes at the
Cemetery

At the beginning of the questionnaire students had to write their first three asso-

ciations for the word “cemetery”. When analysing the data, we found that the
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students wrote 27 different associations. In the figure below we present the 10
most frequently written individual associations. Other associations were re-
corded only twice or once.

As shown in Figure 1, the death was written by up to 32 students and the
candle by 31 students. The grave was held by 21 students. It was followed by fu-
neral (15 students), flowers (13 students), sadness (11 students), tombstone (10
students), deceased (7 students), family (6 students) and church (3 students).

In addition, the students had to write down 3 of their first associations for the
phrase teaching in the cemetery. We have listed 71 different associations for this
phrase. Figure 2 shows the 10 associations most frequently chosen by the stu-
dents.

Figure 2 shows that there were not so many similar associations compared to
the word cemetery. The associations that most students (7) wrote on the word
phrase teaching in the cemetery are innovative and etiquette. What follows is an
inappropriate written by six students. Five students wrote down the following
associations: learning, sadness, interesting, death, tombstone and November 1st.
The silence was an association chosen by four students. All other 61 of total 71

associations were chosen by three or less students.
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Figure 1. Number (f) od respondents associations for the word “cemetery”.
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3.2. Visits of the Cemetery

How many times a year do students visit a cemetery?

The results showed that students visit the cemetery on average 14.03 times a
year, which means about once a month.

Table 1 shows that the maximum value we received was 104 times per year,
which means that at least one of the participating students goes to the cemetery
twice a week. However, at least one participating student stated that he never
goes to the cemetery.

Have students ever visited a cemetery during their elementary education?

We were interested to know whether the participating students had any per-
sonal experience with teaching at the cemetery. Therefore we asked students if
they had ever visited the cemetery as elementary school students during their
lessons in an organised way. Figure 3 shows that only 27.7% of them visited the
cemetery during their primary school years. So most of the students we asked
(72.30%) have no experience of teaching at the cemetery.

Those who had an experience of teaching at the cemetery during their pri-
mary school years were also asked what memories they had of this teaching. Ten
students have a positive memory of such a lesson. Seven students do not re-
member and cannot decide whether it was a positive or negative experience.
However, only one student has a negative memory of such a lesson. The other

students did not answer this question.

3.3. Carrying out the Lessons in the Cemetery

Do students find the cemetery a suitable place for primary school lessons?

In the next question, we were interested if the students find the cemetery a
suitable place for primary school lessons.

As can be seen in Figure 4, students’ responses are divided equally. Thirty-
three students, or 50.8% of the participating students, answered that they con-
sider the cemetery to be a suitable place for teaching. Thirty-two students, or
49.2% of the participating students, answered that the cemetery is not a suitable
place for teaching.

In which school subjects do the students think that the cemetery could be
used for teaching?

When asked this question, the students indicated, in the case of an individual
subject taught at the elementary level, whether or not they could teach that sub-
ject at the cemetery.

Figure 5 shows that the majority of students, 64, i.e. 98.5% of all respondents,
stated that lessons at the cemetery could be conducted in the subject Social
Studies. The majority of students believe that the lessons at the cemetery could
also be conducted in the subjects Environmental Studies (55 pupils, 84.6%), art
and language (49 students). Only a few students would teach sport at the ceme-
tery (6 pupils, 9.2%). However, students were most indecisive in the natural sci-
ences: up to 20, or 30.8% of all participants, stated that they could not define

themselves.
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Table 1. Number of respondents’ cemetery visits per year.

N Minimum  Maximum Mean Std. deviation

Number of visits per year 65 0 104 14.03 17.803

mYES = NO

Figure 3. Structural percentage (f%) of respondents’ experiences of visiting
cemeteries in their primary school.

m YES m NO

Figure 4. Structural percentage (f%) of respondents’ answers on whether
they consider cemetery to be a suitable place for teaching.
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Environmental Studies
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Music
Arts
Foreign Language

Language
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Sports
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Figure 5. Graph of the structural percentages (f%) of respondents’ opinions of learning
possibilities in cemetery by each subject.
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Would students conduct classes in the cemetery?

In addition, students indicated on a scale of 1 to 5 whether they would be
teachers who would perform some lessons at the cemetery. Where 1 meant no,
definitely not and 5 meant definitely yes—I would teach at a cemetery. The data
are shown in Table 2.

Table 2 shows that the majority of students (38.5%) on the scale indicated
that they would probably not teach in a cemetery. 30.8% of the students sur-
veyed stated that they did not know and could not decide whether they would
teach at a cemetery. 21.5% of the students would most likely teach at a cemetery
and 6.2% of the students interviewed would teach at a cemetery. However, two

of the surveyed students (3.1%) would certainly not teach at a cemetery.

3.4. Qualification of the Students

At the end of the questionnaire, students evaluated on a 5-point scale, whether
they think they are sufficiently qualified to teach in the cemetery.

Table 3 shows that the majority of students (32.3%) think that they are not
sufficiently qualified to teach at the cemetery. 30.8% of the participating students
could not identify themselves, so they feel neither qualified nor incompetent.
21.5% of the students believe that they are partially qualified and 6.2% of the
students believe that they are qualified to teach at the cemetery. At the end of
their undergraduate studies, 9.2% of the participating students believe that they

are not at all qualified for teaching at the cemetery.

Table 2. Students answers on whether they would perform teaching in the cemetery.

Answers f %
1 (No, definitely not) 2 3.1%
2 (Probably not) 25 38.5%
3 (Neutral) 20 30.8%
4 (Maybe yes) 14 21.5%
5 (Definitely yes) 4 6.2%
Total 65 100.0%

Table 3. Students answers on whether they think they are qualified to teach in the ceme-

tery.
Answers f %

1 Not qualified at all 6 9.2%

2 Not sufficiently qualified 21 32.3%

3 Neither unqualified, neither qualified 20 30.8%

4 Partially qualified 14 21.5%

5 Qualified 4 6.2%
Total 65 100.0%
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4. Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate the attitude of students of primary edu-
cation in their last year of undergraduate studies towards the cemetery and
teaching outside the classroom in the cemetery. During the research, we asked
them about their associations with the word cemetery and results show that the
words death, candle and grave occur in most cases. Words that we associate with
mourning, sadness and farewell. None of the students’ listed anything in con-
nection with our research topic, which leads us to believe that the students do
not see the cemetery as a place and opportunity for education. The associations
with the phrase learning in the cemetery confirmed our assumption that this
topic is not close to students and that it is not something familiar to them. The
associations that most students wrote with the phrase cemetery lessons are in-
novative and etiquette, so we can assume that students believe that learning
about the word cemetery would mean for students that the school prepares and
teaches etiquette in the cemetery. Nevertheless, the word innovative suggests more
advanced thinking, at least for a few students. Another important information is
the inappropriate association written by the third-highest number of students.
We conclude that there are a few students who find the lessons at the cemetery
inappropriate.

Concerning conducting lessons outside the classroom at the cemetery, the re-
sults show that half of the participating students consider the cemetery a suitable
place for lessons. Choosing from an array of school subjects, almost all students
believe that Social Studies lessons could be held at the cemetery. The lowest
number of students see the possibility of holding lessons at the cemetery in the
subject of sports, which is a reasonable answer to be expected given the appro-
priate behaviour at the cemetery, which requires peaceful and quiet activities. The
content that can be discussed at cemeteries covers several areas and can be well
interdisciplinary. Topics of history, geography, culture, visual arts and music are
suitable for discussion at the cemetery. Of course, also the contents of Social
Studies, where we suggest the treatment of customs and habits, the culture of
behaviour at the cemetery and the handling of religious symbols. The pupils can
also achieve the goals of mathematics in the cemetery, i.e. they can arrange natural
numbers according to size, count, combine different mathematical operations,
measure, etc.

A visit to the cemetery offers teachers the opportunity to incorporate primary
historical resources into their lessons, through which they learn about the his-
tory of their own place. We give an example of gravestones that not only have a
function but provide information about dates of birth and death, family names,
family relationships and contain various records and expressions that give an in-
sight into life in the past. The motives on the gravestones are a form of popular
expression in the past and have a deeper symbolic function. A cemetery is a
place that is usually easily accessible as it is located in almost any place or com-

munity, and entry is free and does not require any particular funding.
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Despite the fact that teaching outside the classroom is often mentioned as a
positive phenomenon, there are still too few teachers and schools that provide
only classroom teaching. Due to the demand for academic knowledge and skills,
teachers often focus on tests, learning outcomes, curriculum goals and effective
methods of achieving these goals, which they pursue in the classroom, as they
perceive outdoor teaching as a more time-consuming method (Skaugen &
Fiskum, 2015).

The results show that most of the students would not conduct any lessons
outside the classroom in a cemetery. No less than a third of the pupils are still
undecided about conducting lessons at the cemetery. From the results of the
question, which show that students do not feel qualified to teach at the cemetery,
we can conclude that insufficient qualification is possibly one of the reasons why
they would not choose to teach at the cemetery. It is also a disadvantage that
most of the students have no personal experience of teaching at the cemetery
from their primary school days.

Indeed, teaching outdoors is physically and mentally demanding. It is crucial
to ensure that the teacher’s efforts are not in vain, as there are good reasons to
teach outdoors (Bilton, 2010). As an example of good practice in cemeteries, in
Slovenia, there is the Pobrezje cemetery, which is managed by Pogrebno podjetje
Maribor d.d. There it is possible to explore the cemetery with the help of mobile
learning platforms ARtour (ASCE, b.d.). The application guides the user through
significant graves and exciting places in the cemetery. The user of ARTour has
three thematic paths available in Slovenian and English language, through which
teachers and pupils can also explore professional symbols, religious symbols and
symbols of destiny. Pogrebno podjetje Maribor d.d. offers schools a variety of
educational programs for educational purposes. One of the programs is a cul-
tural day, where students learn about history and art in stories through symbols,
celebrities and events.

It depends on the qualifications and expertise whether the teachers will even
recognise the possibilities of teaching at the cemetery and consequently decide to
do so. The results of the research showed that 32.8% of the students believe that
they are not sufficiently qualified, and 9.2% that they are not qualified at all for
teaching at the cemetery. It is also important to note that 30.8% of the students
could not decide whether they are sufficiently qualified or not. As these are stu-
dents in their final year of study, it can be summarised that there is a tendency
that students do not acquire sufficient knowledge for teaching at the cemetery
during their studies. Here is the lack in our research, that we did not include an
additional question in the questionnaire and investigated whether the students
feel qualified to teach outside the classroom in a different environment. The ques-
tion arises whether the cemetery as the chosen location for teaching outside the
classroom is the element through which the students feel insufficiently educated
and whether their answers would be different if they were asked, for example,

about teaching outside the classroom in the forest. The fact is, that the contents
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of learning outside the classroom are included in several subjects of the primary
education of the Faculty of Education in Maribor. Nowhere is the cemetery ex-
plicitly mentioned as a possible place for lessons.

As one of the possibilities of training students for teaching outside the class-
room, the Faculty of Education in Maribor offers students the elective subject
Activities outside the classroom in the Environmental and Social Studies. This
subject aims to familiarise students with the basics of teaching outside the class-
room and to train them for transfer into practice. This subject can be taken by
the students of the first cycle study program Primary education at the Faculty of
Education of the University of Maribor. The content of the subject deals, among
other things, with didactic approaches, methods of evaluation, planning, prepa-
ration and implementation of the teaching of environmental and social studies
outside the classroom. An excursion is also used among the methods and forms
of teaching students.

5. Conclusion

Based on the findings of this research paper, we expect that the experts will be
able to adapt the methods of primary education studies and plan additional
training for teachers in service and for future teachers. Based on the findings, an
update of the curricula for future primary school teachers can be written. Expe-
riential learning plays an essential role in teacher training. What students learn
and apply in different subject areas during their studies, they try to apply later in
class. For this reason, Koro$ec, Ambrozi¢ Dolinsek and Hus (2009) and Cresnar
(2011) also find that it makes sense for students to gain as much experience as
possible with experiential learning during their studies. Students would acquire
in-depth knowledge in a variety of subject areas. Experience with various sup-
portive methods of experiential learning would help to make better use of the
knowledge later in class. At the same time, knowledge about experiential learn-
ing outside the classroom could mean a more varied combination and implemen-
tation of activities later in practice. Our research can be a valuable addition when
planning additional and broader research on a very interesting topic of experi-

ential learning, especially experiential learning outside the classroom.
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