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Abstract - Sustainable lifestyle development is one of United Nations‘ goal in the hope that by 2030, all learners can learn to 

live a sustainable lifestyle.  To foster a sustainable lifestyle, the author had led a group of 12 students to a rainforest in 
Thailand in 2015, living and working in a sustainable village for 7 days.  The students came back with a change in attitude 
and behavior towards sustainable development.  Yet, to initiate experiential learning abroad is not an easy task.  This paper 
reviews the authors‘ experience and challenges in launching the first rainforest program to the students. 
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I. INTRODUCTION  

 

Many people in Macau are living a better life due to 

economic growth.  Dining out more often, buying 

what they want, travelling when they have time and 

so on is what many young people in Macau will do.  
When people who live in cities are used to their 

comfortable life, they are not aware that their 

unsustainable behavior is the result of resource 

scarity, pollution, climate change and even life 

threatening diasters, such as Tyhoon Hato that kills 

12 people in Macau. Not many young people are 

aware that their daily unsustainable lifestyle is 

contributing to climate change. Even they know, they 

are less likely to change their behavior.  A survey 

conducted in 2015 shows 1385 high school students 

claimed they only know a little about knowledge in 
environmental protection and that they ‗often and 

carelessly perform behavior that is not 

environmental‖ [1:23].  To find out what young 

people think about sustainable living, the world first 

global survey, The Global Survey for Sustainable 

Lifestyles was conducted with 8000 young people 

from 20 countries.  One of the key finding shows 

‗promoting research and education for sustainable 

lifestyles‘ is needed [22].  Researchers use different 

methods in promoting sustainable lifestyles and I tend 

to use rainforest as a way to foster sustainable 

behavior.  Numerous researchers such as Matthiessen 
(2007) and the others show connection with nature 

increased ―creativity, awareness, wellness, 

environmental sensitivity, development of ecological 

consciousness, a sense of awe and wonder about the 

natural world, and personal transformation‖ [14:10].   

 

II. NATURE AND SUSTAINABLE 

DEVELOPMENT 

 

―Sustainable lifestyles are patterns of action and 

consumption, used by people to affiliate and 
differentiate themselves from others, which: meet 

basic needs, provide a better quality of life, minimise 

the use of natural resources and emissions of waste 

and pollutants over the lifecycle, and do not 

jeopardise the needs of future generations‖ [3:48].  

Sustainable lifestyles is one of the sustainable 

development goals encouraged by UNESCO in the 

hope that all learners by 2030 can acquire the 

knowledge and skills needed to ―promote sustainable 
development, including, among others, through 

education for  sustainable development and 

sustainable lifestyles,…‖ [20:1] 

Researchers who use authentic natural site as a 

methodology in fostering behavior change lies in the 

fact that nature has its‘ transformative power.  Dirkx, 

Mezirow, & Cranton‘s (2006 ) study shows that 

transformation can occur through an intuitive and 

unconscious process [6], and Barlett‘s (2008) study 

shows a positive correlation between exposure to the 

beauty of nature and participants sustainability-
related household habits  [2]. To transform someone‘s 

behavior requires a change in the habits of mind 

which is ―a deep, structural shift in basic premises of 

thought, feelings, and actions.  It is a shift of 

consciousness that dramatically and permanently 

alters our way of being in the world‖ [21]. 

Researchers who study human relations in a natural 

environment include Gruenewald (2003), who argues 

for a combination of critical pedagogy and place-

based environmental education, in order to learn how 

to live ecologically; David Orr (1992; 2004), who 

studies how one can live well in a particular place and 
how societies can live sustainably through ―knowing, 

caring, and practical competence‖ [15 :92];  Ewert, 

Mitten & Overholt (2014) argues that to transform 

education and to develop critical thinking skills, 

student should be equipped ―to know and experience 

the natural environment, to care for both the 

environment and for those around them…‖ [7:166].  

Physical connection with the natural environment is 

important, and extensive research shows that people 

of all cultures and all ages have a strong preference 

for natural environments.  Plumwood (1991) claims: 
Special relationship with, care for, or empathy with 

particular aspects of nature as experiences rather than 

with nature as abstraction are essential to provide a 
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depth and type of concern that is not otherwise 

possible. Care and responsibility for particular 
animals, trees, and rivers that are known well, loved, 

and appropriately connected to the self are an 

important basis for acquiring a wider, more 

generalized concern  [17:7]. 

 

2.1 Experience 

Learning by doing as a way of knowledge delivery 

has existed for centuries and is valued by researchers 

such as Fleischer (2011), who claims sustainable 

lifestyle can be encouraged through practical 

knowledge of sustainability that focuses on the 

learning process [9].  Many researchers adopted 
Kolb‘s (2014) experiential learning cycle, according 

to which ―learning is best conceived as a process, not 

in terms of outcomes‖  [13:26].   

 

Kolb‘s cycle is more structured compared to his 

predecessors such as Dewey, Lewin and Piaget, that 

includes four stages cycle—concrete experience, 

reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and 

active experimentation.  The first stage includes prior 

knowledge and experience that can be applied to the 

real setting.  Through observing others and reflecting 
on the self, one goes through the second stage of 

reflective observation.  When one applies learning 

and idea that contradicts to one‘s ideology, one has 

reached the thrid stage.  The final stage occurs when 

one actually experiment with new ideas into their 

practice.  Many Chinese students in Macao are more 

conservative and the tradition of a teacher in guiding 

ones‘ learning is important in the Chinese culture but 

is missing in Kolb‘s cycle.  Because of this, Dewey‘s 

(1938) experiential learning theory that stresses the 

importance of the role of a teacher is important [5].  

 
In Dewey‘s experiential learning, knowledge is 

generated through the organization of the content and 

―instruction shall be made with the experience 

learners already have‖ [4:49].  The role of the teacher 

in designing suitable content for student to experience 

is as important as the knowledge students gain 

through the experience, as a wrong selection of 

content may lead to negative emotions or physical 

discomfort and deter students from further learning. 

Experience is more than having someone to go 

through something new but involves reflection of the 
self, as supported by Bandura (1995) that self-

observation, self-evaluation and self-reaction must 

occur when one is modeling.  Therefore, a well 

structured experience that encourage students self-

reflection is important in this study. 

 

III. METHODOLOGY   

 

The first rainforest experiential learning program was 

initiated in 2015 based on past researches of how 

nature can foster sustainable development and can 

transform someone to behave sustainably.  Nature 

and its‘ transformative power is evident in my 2017 

research title ‗The long term impact of a rainforest 
expereience on Chinese students‘ pro-environmental 

identity and behavior in Macau‘ that reviews 11 

themes of students‘ new sustainable behavior after 

their rainforest experience. This paper provide insight 

into how the first rainforest experiential learning was 

initiated and the challanges when initiating this 

program. 

 

IV. RAINFOREST PROGRAM INITIATION : 

THE EIGHT PHASES 

 

The eight phases of how a rainforest program is 
initiated is based on the authors‘ personal experience, 

the lack of funding and support from my institution, 

and my 12 students‘ experience in the 2015 rainforest 

program. 

 

Phase 1 – Locating an overseas program 

Service-learning is one type of experience that 

―address human and community needs together with 

structured opportunities intentionally designed to 

promote student learning and development‖ [11 :5] 

and is important in this study.  Without any funding 
and support, I need to find a program that is 

affordable.  I started with a Google search in August 

2014 and found the site worldwidehelpers.org.  This 

online platform provides a hub for many non-profit 

organizations offering different kinds of programs for 

people to serve and learn.  I had gone through the 

details of a large number of programs and locations 

for over a month.  During the search, I come across 

DinDang Natural Building Center, located in a 

tropical rainforest in Phato district, Chumphon 

Province, in Southern Thailand, an overnight bus ride 

from Bangkok is required.  I was immediately 
attracted by its website, filled with pictures of 

beautiful clay huts and their natural setting.  After 

evaluating the cost of the program, I decided to move 

to the next phase, to talk to the founder of DinDang 

for more details of his program. 

 

Phase 2 – Establishing mutual relationship with 

the founder of the program 

The importance of developing mutual relationship 

with the founder of DinDang is essential as the 

intention of the service is ―to equally benefit the 
provider and the recipient of the service as well as to 

ensure equal focus on both the service being provided 

and the learning that is occurring‖ [10].  I started 

exchanging emails with Rewat Thongbunchu or Bow, 

as what others call him with an official letter of the 

purpose of my research and the expected outcomes.  

Bow is very interested in my research and we had 

exchanged emails for several months regarding his 

program.  After weighting the pros and cons, I 

decided to meet Bow and to participate in his 

program in order to find out whether the program is 

suitable for my students. 
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Phase 3 – Going through the program personally    

Five days in DinDang, from July 1-5, 2015, living 
and working in a tropical rainforest, allowed me to 

immerse myself in the context and to develop 

―intimacy with the phenomenon through prolonged, 

firsthand exposure‖ [18 :64].  I was there with 14 

other helpers from England, Italy, France and 

Germany, and for 6 hours a day we were mixing clay 

and concrete, moving stones from the river nearby, 

planting trees in the mountain, sanding clay walls and 

working with bamboo.  I could not guarantee what 

impact this program would have on my students‘ 

sustinable lifestyle development, but my personal 

experience informed me that this program could well 
challenge my students to a critical reflection on their 

self, identity and behavior. 

 

Phase 4 – Promoting and conducting research of 

the program   

After I returned to Macao, I started to prepare what I 

needed to ensure the rainforest program could be 

carried out smoothly.  As I am the Spatial and 

Exhibition Design program leader in School of Arts, 

my purposive sampling targeted groups included all 

my students in this major.  There was a total of 40 
students and since the program in DinDang was self-

funded, I was not sure how many students were 

willing to participate; but I was aiming to have at 

least 12 students participate in order to meet ―3 to 15 

members‖ [16 :104] sampling size in a 

phenomenology research.   

 

To motivate students to their participate, in my 

power-point presentation to my 40 students at the end 

of August, 2015, during the first week of the Fall 

academic calendar, I applied two motivational 

techniques: triggered situational interest, and 
maintained situational interest.  I had also designed a 

questionnaire survey to find out how motivating the 

rainforest program was and why students chose to 

participate or not participate.  12 students were 

interested in participating and to find out why they 

were interested in the program, an interview was 

conducted with each of them individually.    

 

Phase 5 – Preparing students for the program   

After the interview, and given the expectation and 

reasons for participation of the 12 students, 4 pre-
departure meetings were held to ensure they were 

well equipped for the experience, both mentally and 

physically.  Since no funding was granted, I did not 

have any assistant to help me and therefore, all 12 

students need to take part in organizing the program.   

 

The first meeting was an introductory meeting in 

which all participants meet, discuss their roles and 

duties. Some of them volunteer to book tickets for the 

others, some research on hotels that we were going to 

stay and to book the rooms, others help to see if they 

can buy overnight bus ticket to the rainforest online.  

Students‘ role in the planning of the program is 

important as Kendall and associates‘ (1990) study 
shows that short-term service led by students is 

fruitful and peer led trips give students the 

opportunity ―to connect with the experience on a 

more meaningful level‖ [12 :4]. 

 

Phase 6 – Adjusting the program on site  

Students who live in Macau need to adap their seven 

days lives in the rainforest.  One example is the use of 

a hose.  Toilets in Southern Thailand have no trash 

bin, and paper down the toilet can‘t be flushed and 

will block the toilet.  When participants in this study 

were required to use a hose like the Thais, they could 
not adapt to the practice and felt discomfort and 

stress.  Our emotional system, which ―defines our 

basic personality early in life, is quite resistant to 

change‖ [19 :60] and the comfort of using toilet paper 

in Macau made students reject the use of Thai toilet 

hose.   

Although the use of a hose is not part of the learning 

content, my fear of participants‘ negative emotion 

triggered me to talk to the organizer and a plastic bag 

was hung inside the toilet so that participants could 

use toilet paper like they do in Macao.  As students 
need to work 6 hours a day for 5 working days, other 

adjustment made to the program includes a morning 

break on day 4 to give students a rest from the hard 

work. 

 

Phase 7 – Reflecting on the program 

As the sole researcher of this program, I had to look 

out for my 12 students from the time this program 

was initiated.  When we were in the rainforest, I had 

to work along with my students for 6 hours a day.  

Since the students were splitted up in groups working 

in different places, I had to move around the site, 
observing other students‘ behavior, taking field notes, 

taking pictures and videos from my mobile.  I also 

collected the 12 students onsite reflective journals as 

Eyler 2002 studies show students‘ reflection can help 

them develop cognitive and critical thinking  [8 :527-

528].   

 

After analyzing students‘ journal and conducting 

interviews with them, I find out the impact of the 

program on their sustainable lifestyle and personal 

development, as well as things that need to be 
improved if the program is to be conducted again in 

the future. 

 

Phase 8 – Refining the program 

Initiating the first rainforest program all by myself is 

not an easy task as it involves long hours of work and 

dedication.  I also need to use my own holiday, to pay 

for all my expanses in this program, and to conduct 

interviews and surveys.  If the program is to be 

carried out next time with no funding provided, 

training student leader to assist me is essential in 

order to reduce my workload.  Additional contents 
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could be added based on students interviews and this 

include learning the ecosystem and some adventure 
activities in the rainforest. 

 

V. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATION 

 

The success in motivating Chinese students to enroll 

in this self-funded experiential learning program lies 

in the fact that Chinese students want an international 

experience and to do what students across the world 

are doing.  They want to follow the trend and to be 

involved in something meaningful, but often this type 

of learning is overshadowed by the mainstream 

training of classroom learning.  Because of this, 
experiential learning abroad has not been encouraged 

in higher education institutions in Macao.  Experience 

that occurs in Macao and is similar to what I had in 

this study, is usually initiated by the instructor who 

sees the value of this type of learning.  

Many higher education institutions in the world offer 

a variety of short-term international learning 

experiences for their students, such as the ‗Reach 

Out‘ organization in Yale University that has led trips 

to over 35 countries.  I strongly recommend that 

funding and support should be given to instructors in 
designing, initiating and leading this kind of 

experience.  Higher education institutions also need 

to expand their collaboration not merely with 

universities across the world, but also with non-profit 

organizations, especially in the Asia Pacific, in order 

to provide more environmental learning experience 

for their students. 
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