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Should ‘Environmental Education’ be an essential component of all ‘Outdoor Adventure Education’ programmes.

This essay will introduce the concepts of ‘Environmental Education’ and ‘Outdoor Adventure Education’ and discuss a cross section of programmes of varying levels and delivery types such as tertiary education and commercial/charitable activity centres. It will explore themes that inherently link them together, such as Experiential Learning and Sense of Place, and whether Environmental Education has any place in these sectors. 

It would be remiss to not include in any environmental debate the challenge we face of climate change. This essay will explore the idea that outdoor practitioners are well placed to help influence and change the attitudes of people as to how it affects them, and what they can do on a personal level to help mitigate its effects locally. It will also explore the necessity of outdoor practitioners needing embrace environmental education as a means of career security.

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) considers Environmental Education (EE) to be the ongoing and organised efforts to educate individuals on how to live sustainably. There is no limitation on demographics, size of groups or geographical location as it has consequences that affects the planet and all its inhabitants. The desired outcome is that individuals then come out with relevant knowledge to make informed decisions on their actions recognising how they may affect the environment – negatively or positively – further down the road. It often includes problem solving and direct action to build a connection to their environment to create a sense of ownership. Overall, EE seeks to holistically change attitudes by imparting the importance of protecting the environment for the benefit of all. 

To define Outdoor Adventure Education (OAE) its important to understand that the key term is ‘adventure’ and that context matters in how it describes OAE. Beames, Mackie and Atencio (2019) break this down by showing how its definition has changed over time. It suggests that adventure as an individual definition does not have the semantic precision to be useful without context. Taking inspiration from Colin Mortlock, they posit that adventure is “planned, challenging experiences that feature a degree of unpredictability and which demand certain physical and mental skills to undertake.” And to use this to define OAE - an experience in a natural, or naturally inspired environment that has an unpredictable element, with the gaining of physical and mental skills as the desired outcome.

Experiential Learning (EL) is a key feature in all OAE programmes as a method of delivery – or rather, how it is learned; especially at higher levels of education where the content can be more focussed on theory and less about the immediate training of future practitioners as its sole objective. EL as a theory comes educational philosopher John Dewey (1859 – 1952) who among his many accolades, is consider one of the founders of ‘pragmatism’. Pragmatism itself can be seen to be early version of EL as they are both focussed on experiences of the learner being the true source of education – in that outcomes can only be measured by how successful they are on affecting reality. (Field, n.d.) 

In 1938 Dewey published ‘Experience and Education’ a progressive text about education that had refined pragmatism to a workable theory of EL. This theory, though deceptively in description, becomes more complex in practice as it relies on the participant effectively utilising it – meaning that ideally, they should have some working knowledge of it in order to provide meaningful results. To truly learn, Dewey believed that the most rewarding experiences are those that allow the learner to solve problems and create meaning that is relevant to them. Taking ownership of the process allows the learner to become connected, resulting in a richer and stronger all-round experience. The EL process falls apart if the learner struggles to connect to either the subject or the process itself, if the experience is weak or poor, or if the person leading the learning struggles to effectively set the intended direction and desired outcomes. Thus, it is important that the teacher understands EL on a level that allows them to move away from more traditional approaches of giving knowledge and into a space that allows learners to lean on their own perspectives and approaches with time to reflect on the experience. The teacher then becomes more of a guide – a rung on a ladder filling in gaps as necessary. (Prouty, Panicucci, and Collinson, 2007, p. 34-35) Dr. Andy Williams believes that this is what differentiates between OAE courses at higher education level, and those that are focussed on developing practitioners through teaching and sharing technical practices such as National Governing Bodies (NGBs). He goes on to state that reflective practices are not necessarily a competency associated with NGBs, even though it is a key element of being a successful outdoor practitioner. (2006, p. 20-21)

David Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (ELC) is the perhaps the most actively used version in OAE settings. It’s four stages set out process that allows participants of an activity to make sense of their progression. It begins with the experience of doing something – Concrete Experience. Throwing a ball for example; a coach may demonstrate the act of throwing a ball and direct participants to copy. The competency of the participant is largely irrelevant, as they will always have a unique perspective of the experience. What matters is that the participant is then given time to review it – Reflective Observation. It’s at this stage the participant should be guided as necessary to observe their own actions. What, if anything went well? Why is that the case? What will be changed next time? How will it be changed? With these questions answered the participant should start to have formed a plan of attack for the next attempt – Abstract Conceptualisation. Though these questions form the spine of the plan, it’s also important to consider other relevant information. This may be from observing other participants or drawing from theoretical source material about the subject. This allows the participant to transfer their new insights to a fresh attempt at throwing the ball; dependant on their prior success, the coach may or may not have set a different objective. Active experimentation in new Contexts is about using the new insights to test progression. The participant considers all viable information, and this uses this to inform their next attempt at the objective. At this point the participant is ready to return to Concrete Experience and use their insights to further their skill. The cycle repeats through progression to further hone skills related to the initial objective. (Prouty, Panicucci, and Collinson, 2007, p. 36 -37)

Its usefulness truly comes into its own when it is actively reflected upon by individuals at the of each session of a planned programme. This helps participants manage their progression in such a way that not only are they able to look past failure as a traditional negative, but fashion it to find their own solution to the problem. ELC should be brought into play during sessions in bite-sized chunks, especially if there are multiple objectives being instructed. 
[bookmark: _Hlk25921445][bookmark: _GoBack]As in OAE, environmental educators try to instil a sense of ownership in learners by guiding them to situations and activities that will create a sense of relevancy to them. EL and by definition ELC only work if the learning is relevant to the learner. If it isn’t then its highly likely that it will be forgotten, or at the very least disregarded. Relevancy can be found if the learner feels a connection to either the subject, or to a place. This is especially important when considering a global issue such as climate change – it can feel too big of an issue for one person, or they don’t necessarily see how it immediately (or if at all) affects their lives. Issues need to be grounded in a manner that a person can relate to, or to put it another way learning through direct action.  The John Muir Award is a programme that seeks to address that by making it accessible for on, on a level that make its personal to the individual.

Though aimed at late primary school aged children, there is also a family award allowing for parents/guardians to get involved too. There is no upper age limit on the award as it is designed to be accessible to all. Various national OAE providers such as Outward Bound and the National Trust have joined the John Muir Trust to be able to deliver the awards alongside activities, especially on residential visits and long-term programmes – with it lending itself perfectly to school groups where the lessons learned can be filtered down through not just peers, but to wider friends and family. (FAQs, John Muir Trust) 

Research suggests that the optimal time for residential programmes to have a long-term affect on participants is four days, with longer durations being preferred. (Higgins and Nicol, 2002, p. 3) Perhaps then it is why the John Muir Award offers three levels of award; discover at 4 days (25+ hours), explorer at 8 days (50+ hours) conserver at 20 days over 6 months (125+ hours). Gilbertson et al (2006, p. 7 - 8) also state that the outdoor setting can present sequential topics of EE over a period measuring days or weeks. With thought experiments and questions being allowed to flow naturally off the back of relevant activities (the concept of ‘honey potting’ put against an environmental backdrop for example – is it better to continually use one area for climbing so that damage is limited to that area, or is it better to spread out climbing across a range of areas so that the damage while less, is spread out further? An instructor could then bring this beyond the boundaries of their time at the centre, and frame it against real world situations) it gives participants a chance to develop critical thinking skills that allow them to recognise environmental issues from their own cognizance. This, in terms of EE is considered to be a primary outcome as it develops their ability to manage their own behaviours towards the environment, leading to an environmentally literate citizen. 

The John Muir Award presents just one avenue, and arguably an incentive for participants to impart and learn respectively, how personal actions can affect the environment. This can only be positive. However, outdoor practitioners are well placed to include pro-environment messages alongside activities regardless of incentive and regardless of the participant demographic. Given that adventures tend to happen in wild (perceived, or otherwise) locations, there is an opportunity for practitioners to impart a sense of place on participants, by helping them create connections – or even re-establish past ones, to that environment. The more a person has a connection to something or somewhere, the stronger the urge is to protect it and see it flourish.  Finally, OAE careers of every type depend on there being a viable ‘outdoors’ for delivery to take place; so, on a purely personal level, finding ways to protect the climate in any small way helps not only to protect the climate but also potentially sustain and create jobs. Practitioners have a vested interest then, in promoting environmental education to not only educate their clientele, but also peers to ensure there remains environments for all to enjoy. 

(1829)
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