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Abstract

There can often be confusion among practitioners about the relationship between outdoor education and outdoor
recreation and how they relate to personal and social development. This article provides an overview of the
relationship of both fields. Consequently, it is important for practitioners to understand and as an eye opener
about the roots and its notions. The discussion hopefully will enlighten the issues of sceptical perception for
both groups of practitioners’ due to lack of understanding the notion, method, fundamental theoretical and
objectives of each field.

Key Word: Outdoor education, outdoor recreation, relationship.

Introduction

The outdoor education profession and outdoor recreation industry in Malaysia are considered small fields if one
refers to the number of members that make up the state and territory outdoor recreation and education
associations (Dingle, 2006). Learning in the outdoors is believed to offer lasting educational experiences
(Asfeldt & Hvenegaard, 2013). The emphasis on interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships is frequently
deemed to be the primary focus of outdoor programmes (Brown, 2009). For example, Wigglesworth (2012) has
suggested that, most students retain information best when doing an activity, and the outdoors allows for these
opportunities. Outdoor education (OE) and outdoor recreation (OR) is a large, multi-disciplinary field cultivated
from many roots. Outdoor education is claimed to provides open-ended, dynamic, varied activities and risk
which assumed may contribute for learning enrichment and developing social competence (Greenfield, 2004)
and has potential to accelerate change in personal and social development in individuals through its setting and
process (Sheard & Golby, 2006). Meanwhile, outdoor recreation experiences have the ability for people with the
time and the place to develop personal meaning in the out-of-doors (Hutson, 2007). Conversely, although it
seems to be a positive development in both disciplines, there often confusion existed about the outdoor
education and outdoor recreation practitioners, especially on the roots and philosophy that underpinning for each
discipline. Therefore, this article will explore the roots of outdoor education and its relationship with outdoor
recreation and the notion of both fields.

Semantic and Definition: Are We on the Same Track?

The field of outdoor is diverse today as it is complex, and a plethora of terms and definitions exits. The term of
adventure education, adventure programming, outdoor learning, outdoor school, adventure therapy, adventure
recreation, adventure tourism, expeditionary learning, challenge education, experiential education,
environmental education, and wilderness education are widely used in order to refer to a variety of planned
activities which organized in an outdoor environment for tremendous of purposes (Neill, 2008). However, there
are varieties of the definitions of those terms because of the culture, philosophy and local condition influence
conceptualizations, interpretations and local conditions of the understanding of the person (Brookes, 2006).
Although outdoor education is accepted as one of the most popular educational method, there are still
controversy over the semantic and definition of outdoor education with others outdoor discipline (Bunting,
2006). These definitions can help us with some recent arguments that challenged outdoor courses to consider
their approach by asking the question whether they should be better understood as outdoor education or outdoor
recreation.

Outdoor Education

Almost half a century ago, outdoor education was defined as ‘education in, about and for the outdoors’
(Donaldson & Donaldson, 1958). ‘Education in the outdoors’ referred to the use of the outdoor environment as
a learning source and setting for enriching the formal educational process. ‘Education about the outdoors’
referred to outdoor education as a teaching method, where it provides first hand learning experiences through
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direct interactions between self, society and nature. Finally ‘education for the outdoors’ referred to outdoor
education as a medium of environmental responsibility and protection.

However, recently the definition has been widespread and interpreted according to one’s understanding of the
meaning of outdoor education. For instance, Lund (2004) has defined outdoor education as “an experiential
method of learning with the use of all senses. It takes place primarily, but not exclusively, through exposure to
the natural environment. In outdoor education, the emphasis for the subject of learning is placed on
relationships concerning people and natural resources”. Lund’s (2002) definition has similarity with Priest
(1986) in term of the idea which he highlighted outdoor education is not only occurs in natural environment
setting for the purpose of promoting lifelong learning process.

Neill (2003) has defined outdoor education as “when small groups of people participate in organized
adventurous activities in natural settings and primarily use themselves as the resource for solving problems”. He
later proposed another definition which defines outdoor education as “a term that means different things to
different people, cultures, and organizations. Common themes include an emphasis on direct experience of the
outdoors for personal, social, educational, therapeutic and environmental goals”(Neill, 2008).

In order to minimise the definitional debates, several researchers have proposed that outdoor education should
not be defined in shallow terms because it has evolved and formed lots of new branches such as adventure
education, environmental education, adventure based learning, ecology education, and education outside the
classroom (Gilbertson, Bates, McLaughlin, & Ewert, 2006). These researchers thus proposed that outdoor
education is best defined in broad terms as it is influenced by current practices and socially constructed and
definitions can and should evolve and transform across time, space and culture (Neill, 2008).

Outdoor Recreation

Outdoor recreation is an applied discipline that developed since the golden age of ancient Athens during the
mid-20th century in response to the communities’ concern regarding the use of natural area for recreational
activity (McLean & Hurd, 2012). One of the earliest definitions of outdoor recreation recognised that outdoor
recreation as simply recreation that is typically carried on outdoors (Clawson & Knetsch, 1966). However, some
scholar urged that interpretation of outdoor recreation should include the use of indoor facilities, which
permitted traditional outdoor activities to be participated in indoors (Ford & Blanchard, 1985). The notion that
in line with the idea of broaden the concept of outdoor recreation is based on Ford (1988) which claimed
outdoor recreation should be viewed as a holistic approach, encompassing every form of recreation as well as all
human interests and abilities.

Though, later outdoor recreation is interpreted in more serious definition which involved human psychological
aspect. For instance, outdoor recreation is defined “as the interaction between an activity and an outdoor natural
environment that recreates an individual physically, psychologically, emotionally, and socially” (Leitner &
Leitner, 1996). Krumpe (2006) has added element of personal expectation, satisfaction and enjoyment in his
interpretation about outdoor recreation recently. He defined outdoor recreation as any form of experience during
a person’s leisure time where an individual voluntarily chooses to engage (physically or mentally) in activities
due to personal expectations, satisfaction and enjoyment.

More recently, definitions of outdoor recreation have become more standardized, in that they recognize many of
the same fundamental characteristics. The fundamental characteristics that underlie in modern definitions are (1)
undertaken outside the confines of buildings, (2) do not involve organized competition or formal rules, (3) can
be undertaken with or without the existence of any built facility or infrastructure, and (4) may require outdoor
areas of predominantly unmodified natural landscape. For example, Leitner and Leitner, (1996) define outdoor
recreation, “as the interaction between an activity and an outdoor natural environment that recreates an
individual physically, psychologically, emotionally, and socially” Similarly, in more recent definition, Ibrahim
and Cordes (2008) defined outdoor recreation “as the organized free time activities that are participated in for
their own sake and where there is an interaction between the participant and an element of nature”.

The Nature of Outdoor Education
Outdoor education is a form of learning system conducted in both outdoor and indoor settings which involves
challenging or adventure activities as a medium to foster individual personal and social growth (Fiskum &
Jacobsen, 2012; Foley, 2009). It has been proven useful in promoting academic achievement, work
commitment, critical thinking, and in preventing delinquency (Ewert, 2005; Morgan & Streb, 2001). According
to Foley (2009), outdoor education is interchangeable with other terms and often referred to as adventure
education, adventure programming, outdoor learning, outdoor school, adventure therapy, adventure recreation,
adventure tourism, expeditionary learning, challenge education, experiential education, environmental
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education, and wilderness education. Typically, the stated objectives of outdoor education training programs
improving leadership skills, group cohesion, improving problem-solving skills, self-concept, increasing trust,
and improving communication (O'Bannon, 2000; Shivers-Blackwell, 2004; Williams, Graham, & Baker, 2003).
In other word, the emphasis on interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships is frequently considered to be the
primary focus of outdoor education programmes (Priest & Gass, 2005; Zink & Boyes, 2006).

The basic tenet of outdoor education is that learning can be facilitated from concrete environmental interactions
utilizing the human sensory organs (Cronin, 2003). Nowadays, it is becoming more important to learn
experientially so that the relevance of what is learned among students become more apparent in adapting to a
rapidly changing society, and there is an ability to live and function in today’s world (Som & Furgan, 2010).

Philosophy

Important commonalities in the philosophies of outdoor education are the purpose of assisting individuals in
gaining a greater appreciation of nature and their relationship to it (Aspenson, 2010), and the focus of personal
development through interactions with others, and responsible use of the natural environment (Pryor, Carpenter,
& Townsend, 2005). Ford (1986) explains the subject matter of outdoor education is comprised of a
combination of the interrelationships of all of nature and human beings. It encompasses attitudes for caring,
skills for utilizing resources and pursuing leisure activities. She also writes about the philosophy of outdoor
education as being based on four premises, one of which relates directly to this study, outdoor education is a
continual education experience taught at all levels and pursued throughout life. Priest (1986) takes this a step
further, stating that learning in outdoor education is a matter of many relationships: interpersonal, intrapersonal,
ecosystemic and ekistic; relationships with and between other people and ourselves, and relationships between
people and the environment. Summarizing these two schools of thought, outdoor education is thought to be a
lifelong learning experience affecting relationships with others, self and the natural world.

Relationship of Outdoor Education to Outdoor Recreation.
Outdoor education is often synonymous with outdoor recreation. Many scholars agreed that both terms are very
similar (Priest, 1988). These things proved to be true when Western State Coll. of Colorado, Phipps, & Cash
(1991) explained that various terms such as outdoor education, environmental education, wilderness education,
experiential education, adventure education, adventure activities, risk activities, outdoor pursuits, outdoor
activities, wilderness pursuits, tourism, commercial recreation, and natural resource management have been
used to describe different aspects of outdoor recreation.

However since the focus of this subtopic is to discuss the relationship between outdoor education to outdoor
recreation, the following discussion will emphasized on these two terms. Based on the definitions offered, there
appears to be a little difference between the two (Martin, Cashel, Wagstaff, & Breunig, 2006). According to
Dingle (2006) outdoor education began as the product of outdoor recreation. It is believed that factors of
enjoyment and positive values when teachers involve in outdoor recreation is the catalyst for development of
outdoor education among school students. The goals are to teach students recreation activities, which they might
engage for the sake of maintaining healthy, physical active lifestyle (Martin et al., 2006).

The fundamental difference lies in the outdoor education on an educational goal, whereas outdoor recreation
places less emphasis on explicit educational goals and a greater emphasis on fun and enjoyment. Outdoor
education normally occurs in a structured fashion in schools or higher institutions, whereas outdoor recreation
normally occurs in people's own leisure time (Brown, 2007).

Distinctions arise primarily when considering the two disciplines in a formal sense or the contexts and ways in
each is practised. Outdoor education is often taught in term of schooling. Students go to the same place, a school
building, each day for a specific amount of time to study a particular set of subjects. The goals of education are
oriented toward the development of competence in these subject areas. Outdoor recreation on the other hand is
often taught of in terms of non-school and non-work activity that occurs in a wide variety of setting, ranging
from community recreation to day care program. The goals of outdoor recreation are more loosely defined
because of the participant-centred nature of recreation. The context in which outdoor education and outdoor
recreation are practised is the same. Specific goals and objectives may vary depending on the character of
particular program, but both outdoor education and recreation ultimately aim for growth and development
among program participants (Martin et al., 2006).
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Conclusion

The brief overview of the linkage between outdoor education and outdoor recreation has found strong
relationship between the two fields. Outdoor education has often been considered to be a strategy to education
and studying which can fill into many curricular topic matters. Meanwhile, outdoor recreation emphasis more on
elements of fun, enjoyment and positive values which objective for each programme may vary depending on
motives. Though, both disciplines are likely to share common views, which focus on personal and social
development with experience as the main medium of learning. The themes of outdoor, recreation, enjoyment
and education are all important as each element interchangeable for both fields. An experiential approach to
learning is a central tenet of both fields and in this context “outdoor recreation” is seen as an approach to
maximise the learning effect of the experience (Higgins & Loynes, 1997). As practitioner in both fields, we
have much we can share and learn from both communities, and there is a tangible connection between outdoor
educators and those in the outdoor recreation industry that support outdoor education programs in schools and
higher education institutions.
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