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Why Outdoor Education?
After consisting of hours of lectures, sitting in desks, and textbooks, the field of education is beginning to change. In attempts to trade traditional educational models for new progressive models, Kolb’s theory of experiential learning has begun being put into practice. Kolb’s theory of experiential learning involves four steps: Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualization, and Active Experimentation. There are many kinds of experiences that could be had, but they must be meaningful enough to result in reflective observations. This cannot be achieved by just putting facts in front of students in a classroom. In fact, in order to achieve a meaningful educational experience, it is best to remove the classroom structure altogether and create new unique activities for learners. By moving the classroom outdoors you’re introducing often brand-new sensory experiences, use of skills, and a chance to look inward during the experience. Through outdoor educational experiences students can not only answer academic questions but also bigger questions about who they are as people. 
Dewey describes quality experiences as “experiences that lead to growth” (Dewey, pg 35). Growth occurs best when there is thought, and traditional education can often be thoughtless memorization and recital. Students need to think for themselves in order to transform into fully actualized individuals, and the outdoors can provide the habitat for these experiences. 
For starters the natural environment has positive effects on mental health and stress. We know this because of multiple studies, including one that studied the effects of forest bathing on the immune system. The results of the experiment showed that time in the wilderness not only improves your immune system and reduces the body’s ability to fight cancer but also showed a “decreased production of stress hormones” (Li, 2008). This is in comparison to the traditional classroom structure which lacks the movement and natural chemical exposures that reduces these stress hormones. 
At the same time, the complexity of the outside that one must adapt to provides plenty of challenges for a student to work through. Educational theorist Colin Mortlock explains, “To adventure in the natural environment is consciously to take up a challenge that will demand the best of our capabilities - physically, mentally and emotionally. (Mortlock 1984).” What is special about the outdoors is that it’s stubborn. As much power humans like to believe they have, they inevitably are going to face the challenge of adapting to the outdoors.
It is also important that the student is not forced into the challenge. In alignment with Karl Rohnke’s idea of “Challenge by Choice”, students should be heavily encouraged but not forced to engage with an activity. For one, having a sense of personal autonomy will make the activity more enjoyable. Bu more importantly, it contributes to the overall growth of student by encouraging them to choose to be brave and experience new things. 
To understand which challenge to face as a concrete experience to begin Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning, a person must understand the risks they’re willing to take before becoming stressed or threatened. Mortlock classified the risk level of a challenge into 4 categories he refers to as “stages of adventure”. There is play, an activity of low risk and high confidence; adventure, an activity with some risk and a medium to high level of confidence; frontier adventure, an activity with medium to high level risk and a medium level of confidence; and lastly misadventure, an activity with high risk and low confidence that could result in death. Mortlock believes that when an activity falls into the category of adventure or frontier adventure, that is where a student will be able to best practice skills and problem solving (Mortlock, 1984). That’s not to say a student can never conquer an activity they feel is a misadventure. Through the repetition of experiences using Kolb’s learning cycle, the student grow into a person with the skills and confidence to conquer previous misadventures.
For instance, in Wales we did 3 rock climbing adventures. One was scrambling along the cliffs of the Gower Peninsula, the second was rock climbing up Holy Head, and the third was abseiling face forward in Pembrokeshire. If we began with the rock climbing in Holy Head, it would have teetered into misadventure for me as I’ve never rock climbed before. If we began with the face-first abseiling that we did the next week, it absolutely would have been misadventure for me. Instead, by beginning with the scrambling I was able to be introduced to rock climbing at frontier adventure level. Through the experience of scrambling, I learned various skills such as how to wear the equipment and tie the ropes to myself. I also became more comfortable with moving across the rocks by using the ledges and angles of the cliff. At the same time, I had the mental challenge of fear. Below me was the raging sea and sharp rocks, so much of my concrete experience involved me addressing the trust I had in myself, the equipment, and my instructors that I could make it to the cave. 
In the cave we were given a history lesson about the cave. We were told that when they found bones in the cave, they were able to conclude that the sea used to be miles out and that early humans used to live along the cliffs. Receiving this information outdoors rather than in a classroom allowed me the opportunity to look out into the sea and imagine it as flat land where animals roamed. Not only that, but I have a sensory tie to the information. The smell and sight of the sea, the sound of the waves, and the feeling of the rocks. I can recall the memory of scrambling to the cave and in turn I recall the information I learned. 
Through the second step of Kolb’s learning cycle, reflective observation, I recognized the newness of the experience I just had and the skills I learned through. Reflective observation can be exercised in multiple different ways. Many people write in their journal or meditate, but I prefer to reflect through conversation. I reflected on the scrambling by talking with other people in the group, voicing what felt fun and comfortable as well as what we feared about the experience. Later in the day when I spoke to friends and family about what I did and how I felt about it pride and confidence in myself began to settle in. People are the cultivation of the things they do, and this was a brand-new thing I had done. It is that perception of self that should be one of the primary goals of education, for students to have confidence in the kind of person they are, while at the same time gaining knowledge. 
This self-actualization begins the next step of Kolb’s learning cycle, abstract conceptualization. Abstract conceptualization is described as “a moment of building or refining mental models and theories that help make sense of new experiences.” (Kolb). What do the things I enjoy say about me and this activity? What do my discomforts say? What would I do differently? Did this experience tell me anything new about me as a person? By answering these kinds of questions during the step of abstract conceptualization, the student is doing most of the work to prepare for the 4th and final step of active experimentation.
Other than the various rock-climbing skills, I concluded from my experience was that:
1. Gloves might be useful. 
2. I enjoy the feeling of climbing and would do it again.
3. I’m a little scared of heights.
4. I’m not alone in that fear.
5. I can trust myself, the equipment, and the people around me that I’ll be safe.
6. I have to work around nature to be in nature.
By coming to these abstract conceptualizations, I am firstly able to uncover more things about myself and begin what some may consider a “transformation” or a “change for the better” (Hill & Brown, 2014). Ultimately, transformation is what we should strive for students to leave the schooling system having had gone through. A “change for the better”, will not be achieved by knowing human anatomy or memorizing formulas. Positive change can only be achieved through a plethora of experiences that not only teach you, but help construct identity, autonomy, confidence, and personal success. 
This transformation continues with the last step of Kolb’s learning theory of active experimentation. In this step, the student takes what they gained through abstract conceptualization and apply it to new experiences. For instance, our second rock climbing adventure in Holy Head and our third in Pembrokeshire. Through addressing both the fear and trust I had in my first concrete experience; I am able to continue having more transformative experiences outdoors. Moreover, this type of growth is not sustainable in a traditional classroom setting. By having outdoor educational experiences, the accomplishment that triggers personal growth is amplified and can continue being pushed and pursued, just as I did rock climbing in Wales. 
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