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How important is environmental learning to Outdoor Adventure Education? 

Environmental learning is a broad and difficult to define subject but has been defined well by Scott and Gough in Sustainable Development and learning, when they refer to it as ‘learning which accrues from an engagement with the environment or environmental ideas’ (Scott and Gough, 2003, P.14). Here they stress that learning must occur for it to be environmental learning. They do not describe the environment as having a specific surrounding, but as Brian and Mike wrote in A Pedagogy of Place ‘the popular understanding of outdoor education is learning about self, others and nature’ (Brian and Mike, 2011, P.78) from this I can derive that Outdoor Adventure Education is in the natural environment, as of popular beliefs, and will be the base of this essay as it will discuss: the key benefits I have outlined; health benefits of being in nature, and the importance of conservation, tying both these points into how important environmental learning is to Outdoor Adventure Education itself.       

Before considering the importance of environmental learning to Outdoor Adventure Education it is important to note the health benefits of being with nature, this is because
the health benefits of being active are huge these benefits are not only physical but also mental and emotional, these can include: Improving Mood and self-esteem, reducing the chance of heart disease and, lowering the chance of a stroke (NHS, 2018). “Now, research has shown the importance of outdoor activities- children who spend much time outdoors are healthier than those who are indoors a lot.” (Henderson And Vikander, 2007, P.122) these are evidenced in scientific reports such as Michael Cohen’s report: Counselling and Nature: A Greening of Psychotherapy. Where he asked a group of people to take part in 6 activities and then record how they felt after, his evidence shows that everyone that took part showed a positive correlation increase in their mood and mental health. One individual reported suffering from migraines before the activities and found them absent in the reflection, and another reported feeling suicidal before taking part but after the experiment they found meaning and purpose to life by caring for their trees in their garden (Cohen, 1994). These results are not the only results showing a positive increase in mood after humans interacting with the natural environment; research done by A, Cormack. L, McRobert. M, Richardson. And R, Underhill. Which was done on a much higher scale where they had 18,500 (estimated) people to interact with nature once a day for 30 days, this resulted in an estimated 300,000 interactions with nature by the end of the 30 days. They report to have significant increases in mood and behavioural changes from pre to post experiment, as well as a significant increase in post connection with nature compared to the rate of which the participants reported to spend with nature (Cormack, et al. 2016). These results may be focusing on interacting with nature rather than the actions themselves, in a handbook by Infed they explain that 
‘The idea of being beyond normal ‘comfort zones’ is important. As well as making demands on our bodies, outdoor learning often faces us with overcoming things that we have fears about, for example, around being up high, or in the dark or in cramped spaces.’ (Infed, 2012, P.11)
Then they go on to describe an instructor one of the writers knew, ‘who has found incredible strength, confidence and self-determination through operating in the outdoors’. Which could evidence that not only being outdoors is good for physical and mental health but using a combination of what they call ‘the elemental, relational and physical*’ factors of Outdoor learning which ‘creates a unique environment for learning.’ (Infed, 2012, P.11) (*Elemental is bringing people into direct contact with the earth elements: earth, water and fire. Relational is creating relationships with both people and the world. Physical is the physical endeavour experienced). 

In comparison to indoor activities, Outdoor Adventure activities can allow the participants to learn about the local environment, life cycles, and the local history. So, ‘Rather than relaying historical facts and figures...’, or focusing on the activity in hand, ‘…instructors can reveal the story of the land and people over time to spark curiosity’ (Henderson and Vikander, 2007, P. 252). From this ‘Students may gain an increased knowledge of the landscape, develop an appreciation for the uniqueness of a particular place and/or discover a personal connection to the land.’ (Henderson and Vikander, 2007, P. 255). If educators start to inform their participants, ideally the youth in society, this will allow them to get a new and better perspective on the world as
‘Environmental education provides important opportunities for students to become engaged in real world issues that transcend classroom walls. They can see the relevance of their classroom studies to the complex environmental issues confronting our planet and they can acquire the skills they’ll need to be creative problem solvers and powerful advocates.’ (Project Learning Tree, 2018)
Thus, potentially improving their future prospects, as well as opening them up to issues which they may have been blind to prior to learning in the environment. Which is further explained my Mortlock when he exclaims 
	‘You have spent too much of your life on self-centred physical adventure. You still lack awareness and respect for the physical environment around you, except where it concerns your safety and desire for success. You have essentially been using the wilderness as an extension of the sports hall. It may be that you do not do much damage to it, but you have been largely blind to its elemental messages as to who you are.’ (Mortlock, 2001, P.76) Once the participants have learnt or understood the importance of the natural environment and its precious cycles that constantly take place, they should start to understand the importance of preserving and protecting it all. There are good reasons why it is important to protect the environment, one such reason is because in parts of south west China ‘wild bees have been completely eradicated by excessive pesticide use and a lack of natural habitat’ (Goulson 2012) this forces the local farmers to hand pollinate all their fruit trees. It can be seen from the above quote that the Earth’s cycles are fragile, and that we need to educate the youth of today to help them not make the same mistakes which are still happening today. This should make environmental learning important to Outdoor Adventure Education

As spoken about above, being outdoors in the natural environment will have more health benefits than staying indoors, and to exercise outside will be more beneficial than exercising indoors. (NHS, 2018) (Cohen, 1994) But is Environmental Learning important to Outdoor Adventure Education?
‘I am suggesting that we enhance the learning of others by highlighting the importance of place, and that outdoor learners should take from their experience a deeper understanding of the human interactions with the place they explored,’ (Williams, 2018, P.23)
Williams goes on to talk about teaching cultural heritage and how he feels it to be important to preserve the local knowledge by teaching it to groups, as well as spreading his beliefs in how protecting the history of an area by being mindful when traveling around. But perhaps there is a reason that people like Williams are being mindful of the environment and the history of an area, this reason could be the increase in urbanisation around the world. A study carried out by the UN shows that in the UK over 80% of people in 2018 live in urban areas and predicts that by 2050 90% of all people living in the UK will live in urban areas. (UN, 2018)
 ‘A few generations ago many people still lived outside the cities and encountered nature on a daily basis. In those days, children often spent more time with adults who could share their knowledge and experience things together with their children’ (Henderson and Vikander, 2007, P.121).
This quote suggests that if people move away from the rural environments and to urban environments, the local knowledge and history could get lost or forgotten. Which is what Henderson and Vikander hint later on when they wrote
‘During the past century, our collective environmental literacy has declined dramatically. As noted by Paul Hawken; That an average adult can recognize one thousand brand names and logos but fewer than ten local plants is not a good sign’ (Henderson and Vikander, 2007, P.247).
But losing local knowledge doesn’t have to be a part of urbanisation, as ‘an increasing number of adventure-based programs are placing a higher priority on the inclusion of environmental objectives in their curriculum’ (Henderson and Vikander, 2007, P.248). 
Although they go on to explain that it depends on the viewpoint of the participant on how they take in the information, the participant in the adventurous activity may just see the landscape as a backdrop to the activity and use it only to extend their experience from a sports hall. Whereas another view point of exploring the wilderness could influence them in such a way that they take into consideration every little thing, much like Mortlock when he wrote,
‘I approached the small steep ravine where the climb began. At the foot and directly in front of me was a tall plant with a magnificent deep blue flower. It impressed me, which was most unusual as I always ignored flowers. I then moved past, thinking how very vulnerable the flower would be if this particular scramble became popular, and concentrated on the climbing.’ (Mortlock, 2001, P69).

In summary, I believe that environmental learning can and should be a big part of Outdoor Adventure Education. The health benefits of being in nature is connected to environmental learning and Adventure in my eyes, but it is not a key feature, this is because not everyone explores and learns in environments for health benefits. But it still can have a large impact on environmental learning as it supports a Balanced, Active, Healthy Lifestyle. I also spoke about the importance of conservation and how I feel it to strongly connected to environmental learning; by teaching the participants the life cycles and how the ecology of an area can be affected by small changes, it will in theory make them more conscious about their actions in the future. But also teaching the youth the history of an area, it will also in theory spark their interest and imaginations, just as I found when visiting castles and historical battlefields as a child. Finally, but foremost, I spoke about environmental learning and how it is important to Outdoor Adventure Education, and I feel that with a combination of the two features stated above, environmental learning is a great way of learning history or appreciate the wildlife of an area. But also, it is a great way of experiencing Adventure Education as it involves the whole world too.
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