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Facilitating Learning through Experience – Project Report
Introduction
Outdoor education programmes are designed around the belief that learning occurs through experience and reflection on those experiences (Priest & Gass, 1997). This is known as experiential education or learning. But who designs these experiences? Is it the children themselves? I have been working in outdoor education for a number of years and one thing has become apparent to me: although, as outdoor educators, we often focus on outcomes such as personal development, resilience, increased self-confidence and responsibility, the majority of programmes for young people are actually designed and implemented by adults. In fact, this could be said for education as a whole. In the mid-1900s, philosopher John Dewey referred to the fact that education had not really changed that much over the generations and that the system provided an education for children that was not necessarily relevant to their time (Dewey, 1938). This can still be said today, particularly in outdoor education, where perhaps we could be moving towards more current issues such as sustainability. Hill (2012) suggests that we need a shift in philosophy, values and understanding (p.19) as we are still designing our outdoor education programmes on 20th Century models which are detached from the environment and sustainability (p.15).
When we talk of sustainability and sustainable development we are often referring to the environment, but these terms have a much broader meaning than this. Jacobs (1999, in Wayman, 2019) suggests that there are six core areas to sustainability and these include how current activity can negatively impact future generations; the integration of the protection of the environment with economic development; better use of natural resources; the acceptance that wellbeing is about much more than just economic growth. In the Bruntland Report, the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) states that “sustainable development requires meeting the basic needs of all and extending to all the opportunity to fulfil their aspirations for a better life” (1987, p.16). Economist Amyarta Sen describes wealth as a means to the freedom to live the life you value. He suggests “economic growth cannot be sensibly treated as an end in itself. Development has to be more concerned with enhancing the lives we lead and the freedoms we enjoy” (1999). Sen believes that wellbeing is not about what you ‘have’ but what you can ‘be’ or ‘do’ (Hart, 2009, p.395). In terms of outdoor experiential education, the focus is predominantly on doing and being and not on having. Wayman (2019) states that outdoor educators are in a great position to focus on issues relating to sustainability and sustainable development. 
Looking specifically at wellbeing, autonomy, agency and empowerment can improve the development of young people (Beames & Brown, 2016; Daniel et al., 2014; Ryan & Deci, 2000). It is, however, important to recognise the level of autonomy given in order for it to be beneficial to learning (Stefanou et al., 2004, p.109). This comes down to the ability of those in charge of groups to facilitate and lead effectively. This project aimed to focus on the wellbeing element of sustainability through concentrating on choice and agency within an outdoor education programme. Differences in facilitation and leadership techniques were employed to enable this to happen.
Review of Relevant Literature
The term experiential learning started to become popular in the late 1900s and was used as a way of describing the relationship between experience and learning (Seaman, Brown & Quay, 2017, p.3).  John Dewey is often considered to be one of the forefathers of experiential education and what has laid the foundations for outdoor education as we know it today (Priest & Gass, 1997; Ord & Leather, 2018). Therefore, despite Dewey being a philosopher, he was, and still is, strongly associated with outdoor education. He held the belief that genuine education is achieved through experience, however he felt it important to note that not all experiences are educational as some may inhibit growth (Dewey, 1938). Dewey also believed that there was a social dimension to experience and the group, and often residential, element of outdoor education lends itself to this well (Ord & Leather, 2018). It is worth noting that it is unlikely that Dewey ever actually used the phrase ‘experiential learning’; it has been accredited to his philosophy posthumously (Seaman, Brown & Quay, 2017, p.3).
Shellman (2014, p.19) suggests that all education is about empowering learners and that experiential education is particularly effective at this, encouraging learners to think, feel and act. In order for education to be effective, however, those doing the educating need to be armed with the appropriate skills. Within outdoor education, many of the qualifications gained are leadership based and there is a significant difference between an educator and a leader (Smith & Penney, 2010, p.24). An outdoor educator must have many skills, including leadership, the ability to teach skills and facilitate group processes and the judgement and skills to keep the group safe (Smith & Penney, 2010, p.24). 
Tannenbaum and Schmidt (1973) came up with a continuum of possible behaviours that are available to leaders. This continuum went from making a decision and informing subordinates about it, to allowing subordinates to perform within pre-defined limits. Based on this continuum, Priest and Gass (1997) went on to suggest that there are three different styles of leadership: autocratic (telling or selling), democratic (testing or consulting), and abdicratic (joining or delegating). These create a continuum of decision making for the leader with autocratic implying complete power of decision making to the leader and abdicratic leaving all decisions to the group. In reality these two ends of the continuum are rarely relevant in practical terms as within outdoor education there nearly always needs to be involvement from both the leader and the group (Priest & Gass, 1997). Where on the continuum the leader sits may depend on their orientation towards the task to be achieved or to the relationships within the group (Priest & Gass, 1997). For example, if the focus is getting the group across a busy road safely then the orientation will be on the task and the leadership style will likely be autocratic. On the other hand, if the focus is enabling the group to get to know each other better while sat around a campfire, the orientation will be on relationships and the leadership style will be predominantly abdicratic. Task and relationships will take a backseat, however, in favour of conditional favourability, i.e. any dangers from the environment, the competence of individuals within the group, the unity of the group, the proficiency of the leader and the consequences of any decision making (Priest & Gass, 1997). Putting all these things together: leadership styles, orientations and conditional favourability, Priest and Gass (1997) developed the Conditional Outdoor Leadership Theory (COLT) Model to apply specifically when working in outdoor and adventurous situations (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Conditional Outdoor Leadership Theory Model, Priest & Gass, 1997

Martin et al (2006) suggest that the COLT model is one of the best fits for outdoor leadership, enabling leaders to make decisions based on a broad selection of factors. When all factors point to conditions of low favourability, autocratic leadership is probably advisable with focus primarily on the task. This should certainly not be the norm in delivering quality outdoor sessions and Martin et al (2006) advise that where low favourability conditions are routine, examination of the programme or the leader should be forthcoming. Most outdoor sessions will sit where conditions of favourability are medium with a few sitting where conditions are high. The higher the conditions of favourability, the easier it is for a leader to sit back and allow the group to have more control. More opportunities can help group relationships blossom and allow individuals to learn and develop (Martin et al, 2006).
Sitting back and allowing the group to make some decisions enables the leader to facilitate more learning from a session. The word ‘facilitation’ comes from the French word for easy: facile, although facilitation within outdoor education has come to mean helping learners get the best from the experience. This can be done in a number of ways such as getting the group to reflect back on the experience, frontloading the experience to aid reflection and framing the experience within a context, among others (Priest & Gass, 1997). This is much easier to achieve with democratic and abdicratic styles of leadership as the leader can interject when required in order to get the group thinking and then sit back and allow them to process the information themselves. Reflection is something that can be done at any point during the activity, not just afterwards.
Saito (2003, p.19) suggests that people have fundamental needs to achieve wellbeing, namely food, shelter and clothing. We can relate this to Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs where physiological needs are required before anything else in order to achieve one’s full potential or self-actualisation. Income or wealth is therefore not essential for increased wellbeing (Saito, 2003, p.19) although it could be said to help as it can enable opportunities. Sen (1999) talks about people having capabilities and functionings: capabilities being what a person can feasibly achieve, functionings being the various doings or beings valued by someone, for example being free from illness. However, different people have different capability sets, the variety of functionings that can be chosen (Sen, 1999) and these can be influenced by factors such as geographic location, wealth or underlying health issues, etc. For example, a person who has coeliac disease is unable to eat products containing gluten as they will cause damage to their immune system whereas another person may choose not to eat products containing gluten for dietary reasons and they will achieve the same functioning. The person with coeliac disease, however, has no choice. Walker (2005, p.104) describes capability as “the freedom to achieve various lifestyles that we value” and the capability approach as about wellbeing and quality of life. Central to the capability approach is agency, the ability to choose from a variety of options, making agency and wellbeing interconnected (Walker, 2005, p.106). Walker (2005, p.106) goes on to compare Sen’s capabilities theory with neo-liberalism, stating that for neo-liberalism “the focus on individual autonomy individualises success and failure, and the social consequences that flow from personal choices. However, in Sen’s formulation, individual freedom and agency strengthens social life”. Neo-liberalism does not enable wellbeing in a social context because it is selfish and individually based.
When it comes to education, Saito (2003, p.25) acknowledges that children need support from others in order to make decisions that will benefit their lives and that in giving freedom of choice to children, we need to consider what is best for them not only now but also in the future. Stefanou et al. (2004) looked at support for student autonomy within the classroom and made a distinction between organisational and procedural autonomy support and cognitive autonomy support. Their research showed that cognitive autonomy support, which was about empowering pupils to develop their self-reliance, had more effect on learning (p.105).  Cognitive autonomy support within the classroom involves asking students to solve their own problems, ask questions, debate ideas, evaluate others’ ideas as well as their own, set personal goals, receive feedback and discuss strategies and can lead to higher psychological investment on the part of the learner (Stefanou et al., 2004, p.101). 
Ryan and Deci (2000, p.68) suggest that the majority of humans are naturally curious and strive to learn and master new skills, but they recognise that there are some people who do not fit this bill, who go through life passively, whether that’s in a job they don’t enjoy or at the back of a classroom. Their Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is “an approach to human motivation and personality” and has identified three needs for individuals to function at their best and achieve personal wellbeing: competence, relatedness and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p.68). Motivation can be produced in different ways: intrinsic motivation, which is the inbuilt desire to explore, learn, seek out new challenges for the pure satisfaction gained from the activity itself; or extrinsic motivation, where the outcome is separate from the activity or experience (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p.71). Within education many children enjoy the process of learning but there are always those that have little interest in classwork and it is with these children that teachers must find ways of engaging them through extrinsic motivation (Vansteenkiste et al., 2018, p.30). This is the same in outdoor education. Within a group of young people there will always be those that thrive in the adventurous environment and want to be involved for the pure enjoyment of the activity, but the outdoors is not everyone’s cup of tea. For the children that are not within their comfort zone when engaged in outdoor and adventurous activities it is important for educators and leaders to find ways of drawing them in so that they may learn and develop from the experience without taking away their choices. Challenge by choice is a key part of outdoor learning and the way this is facilitated is really important to ensure that children get the best from the experience (Priest & Gass, 1997).
Methodology
[bookmark: _GoBack]The project was based on Priest & Gass’s (1997) continuum of leadership styles combined with Sen’s (1999) capability theory and self-determination theory. The idea was to change leadership style on each of the three full days of activity, starting with autocratic, moving to democratic and finishing with abdicratic. Alongside the change in leadership style there was an increase in the facilitation of the group’s reflection, allowing them to make more decisions and discuss the impacts of these decisions together. At the end of each day the pupils filled in a short questionnaire and then at the end of the week took part in a facilitated group discussion around the week and their overall thoughts. A one-to-one discussion was also had with the accompanying teacher to get any additional thoughts on the week’s activities and the group’s performance. The goal was to see if wellbeing was enhanced by allowing the children to have more autonomy and make more decisions for themselves.
It was important for me to work with a school that was coming to the centre for a five-day programme rather than a 3-day one so that I was able to work with the three different leadership styles. This meant there was only one school I was able to work with, who thankfully agreed to taking part in the research project. When speaking to the school I was sure to ensure them that there would no use of personal data and that both the school and the children would remain anonymous. It was very short notice for the school coming as it was the half term holiday the week before so the Headteacher decided that consent from the school would be sufficient and letters did not need to go home to parents. Under normal research circumstances consent would have also been gained from parents.
When the school arrived, one group was picked randomly to work with me and I sat them down and explained what I was doing and asked for their permission to take part. I explained that they didn’t have to take part and that they could decide not to be part of it at any time. I also explained that there would be no impact on the activities that they were doing compared to the other groups and the only difference would be that they were completing questionnaires at the end of each day and taking part in a group discussion that would be recorded at the end of the week. I went through the questionnaire with the group to ensure that they understood the questions on the first afternoon, prior to any activities taking place. An ethics form was completed in advance of this research taking place.
Throughout the week, risk assessments were adhered to all safety issues were dealt with as normal. There was no impact on the programme that the children experienced as all groups did the same activities, there were just differences in locations and delivery which would be normal protocol anyway. I decided to work from autocratic to abdicratic across the week as it gave me an opportunity to get to know the group better as I gave them more autonomy and it seemed like the most natural progression. I also picked the activities that lended themselves best to the leadership style to be used. To this end autonomy the children experienced was supported in that they did not get to choose their activity on the democratic or abdicratic days, although they did get many other choices with relation to the activities. On the abdicratic day they chose the location but they were given a choice to choose from rather than just picking somewhere randomly.
Discussion and Evaluation
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