Critically evaluate outdoor education as a site of cultural struggle

[bookmark: _Int_n9U4TcDK][bookmark: _Int_MHYTzJHD]Outdoor education has seen considerable influence caused by cultural practices during its evolution from moralist movement to somewhere between recreational offering and educational instrument. The difficulty with evaluating outdoor education is not by the struggles it faces with cultural influences, but more from the fact it is exceedingly difficult to find a universally recognised and comprehensive definition of outdoor education in the first place.
[bookmark: _Int_X0czWOuV]This essay will first offer a discussion on the difficulties of finding a definitive definition for outdoor education. Then discussing three important influences which, after careful consideration, clearly point to the cultural struggles outdoor education faces, both in the United Kingdom (UK) and in other countries such as, Hong Kong and Lebanon. These recurring influences are; Education, Commercialisation, and the promotion of an environmental agenda. Within education it will discuss the core elements of outdoor education trying to justify its relevance within mainstream education, in a sector that has been dominated by targets and box ticking exercises for decades. It will link further to how commercialisation is exploiting the role outdoor education has to more traditional forms of education, causing a shift in practice and a greater affordability and accessibility. It then discusses the merits and obstacles of outdoor education incorporating environmental awareness in its everyday practice.
In consideration of the title, this essay proposes that outdoor education is caught between trying to conform to the current curriculum specifications, while trying to stay true to its experiential foundations. It recognises there are benefits and pressures of becoming a more commercially orientated practice and so it looks to shed light on how commercialisation is a current cultural influence. It will also discuss how outdoor education is well placed to fulfil the current gap of environmental pedagogy, which has seen a dramatic raise in consciousness in the last decade, but even so, there is a distinct lack of research into the effectiveness of outdoor education in perpetuating a greater understanding of environmental theory. 
There are many definitions of outdoor education ranging from an early definition by Donaldson and Donaldson (1958, p 63 cited in Adkins and Symmonds, 2002) who simply describe it as “education in, about, and for the out of doors” to Priest (1986) who defines it as multifaceted, experienced based learning in the outdoors, which utilises all the senses in a way that generates a link between nature and people. Higgins and Loynes (1997, cited in Higgins and Nicol, 2002) have the most recognised definition to date, in the form of a model with three core elements; activities, environmental learning and personal and social development, which interlock to create, when delivered effectively, an authentic outdoor education experience. This model is the basis for many further models of outdoor education including Szczepanski and Nicol (2005), Tuling et al. 2018; and Mohamed et al., (2021). 
[bookmark: _Int_4yaTcBtf]Dabaja (2022) however, implicates it is impossible to create a definitive definition, especially as simple as Donaldson and Donaldson suggest, as there are too many variables, in the form of language, culture and tradition that shape what is understood by the term. Indeed, Higgins and Nicol (2002) state that cultural influences, conceptual ideas, and the lived experience of the facilitator add to the individuality of experience, not to mention the individuality of the learner themselves and therefore it is felt some things can, and should, be purely experienced and not taught. Culture itself is a complicated and largely debated topic. 
Pierre Bourdieu suggests that culture is made up of an interdependence between “human agency” and the constraints and composition of wider society. Acknowledging there is a contrast between having free will, but also doing what is commonly accepted as typical. This raises the question: If the outdoor education community is unable to agree on a definition which comprehensively explains what they are about, and what they want to achieve, then how is a judgment on its relevance within education supposed to be reached? To discuss this further, first the relationship between outdoor education and education in general needs to be explored.

[bookmark: _Int_GR5sRegC] The first cultural struggles discussed are found in the curriculum pressures that are having a detrimental effect on the creativeness of lessons in education because subjects are consistently being taught with only an examinable outcome in mind, (Beams 2016). However, before shedding light on the cultural struggle between curriculum and outdoor education, the history of outdoor education alongside more traditional education needs to be explored. Nicol (2003) recognises the benefit of using outdoor education in a more mainstream setting, is its ability to inspire independent learning journeys. However, it is also important to appreciate education is a feature within the dominant culture, and this brings its own problems and didactic tendencies (Nicol, 2003). Education is the perpetuation of the dominant culture and finds itself controlled by the politics and culture of the day, both of which are heavily influenced by the privileged elite. Therefor it makes sense that the education system may not be geared up to offer outdoor education in the way it is best experienced.
Plato coined the idea of learning through experience, and in the early days of outdoor education it was linked to moral development, (Skidelsky, 1969; Hunt, 1991 cited in Wurdinger, 1997). Its original task was to create fit and capable young people for the greater good of the wider community, then in later years, to provide an outlet to keep young impressionable people out of trouble. Plato felt education developed moral character to create functioning adults in society, and many of the first outward bound centres benefited and promoted this premiss, offering a product that promised to instil moral and societal values, this became truly relevant in a time when war was very much part of life in the 1940’s. Its Navel background perpetuated a dominance for survival techniques, encouragement of strength and fitness and the need to establish a community feeling, all of which were required to ready young people if they were needed for war. By considering this history and the tradition and social constructions they were created out of; outdoor education centres had a clear role within society. As the threat of imminent war reduced and with a greater number of peace years, outdoor education has had to change and redefine itself to fit into a modern world. 
To stay relevant, many outdoor adventure centres have had to offer more than just excitement and thrills and the new Millenium has brought with it a different understanding of what should be included in outdoor education. They have adapted to fit with an increasingly academic facing curriculum, a move towards including more than just adventure. Festeu (2003) argues that outdoor education formally presents children and young people with insight and ability to access “cultural resources” that are not likely to be still commonly used in everyday society. This is done in a way to promote a greater understanding of history, or to generate questions of self. Plato’s dated viewpoint accepting that a person's standing in society was predestined, is something that has changed in modern population. Although Greenaway (cited in Beams, 2009) has expressed the need for more than just academic schooling to prepare a young person for future achievement, cultural understandings embedded in the curriculum, are creating struggles in the outdoor education field. Festeu (2003) also suggests, that just because outdoor education can be fun in nature and execution, that does not cancel out its educational value. In fact, it should be used to encourage more participation. However, he was writing with the view to shedding light on the value of outdoor education and was therefore trying to justify the fun element as a positive of pluralism. 
[bookmark: _Int_EEsHgsfq]Dewey had already foreseen the trap outdoor education has fallen into, while chasing mainstream educations tail, that society and the modern world changes so rapidly it is futile to ‘teach’ for a certain future. When there is no conceivable way for predicting what that will look like. Which is why Dewey put forward that we must prepare our children for their unknown future by using the senses to inspire curiosity of knowledge, something he expressed more possible, through experiential learning. He produced a process of experiential learning, which he felt went some way to explaining the complexities of cognitive function, the crucial element being the ability to combine knowledge and observation with judgment (Priest and Gass, 2005). Indeed, Rousseau in his book Emile, championed the process of learning by doing, especially through play, feeling that children should not be subjected to formal learning too early, as they need to experience the world with their senses as their guide, before being able to truly comprehend anything else (Hartman 1995 cited in Dahlgren and Szczpanski, 2005; Wurdinger, 1997). Although Kolb, Priest and Pfeiffer and Jones agree with the foundations of Dewey’s process they also felt it was lacking in detail. Kolb (1984, cited in Priest and Gass, 2005) felt the need to explain there must be a new experience, or at least a new observation on an old experience, while Pfeiffer and Jones felt there needed to be an element of sharing observations or experiences and an impetus to apply the learned experience to improve the next. Although these models are still in use today, they have received criticism from their own field. For example, Lynch (2010) gathers claims from Jarvis (1987), Wallace (1996) and Moon (2004) that Kolb’s cycle is oversimplified and comments on outdoor educations potential to move learners away from a cyclical attitude to learning, to gaining far more depth and reasoning when making real changes to the way we view and conduct ourselves. 
This opens the argument of curriculum vs child led. It was insinuated by Dewey (Quay and Seaman, 2018) that there has always been a conflict between traditional and progressive approaches to education, and that often outdoor education is in the middle of the argument. Dewey explored the idea that indoor and outdoor education are at odds with each other with regards to pedagogy, indoor focusing on traditional curriculum-based learning while, outdoor being altogether more progressive in its concerns and handling of pedagogy. However, he found that this understanding of the two disciplines is far too simple and that although there is truth in the statement, both traditional and progressive, can have a combination of focus and theory (Quay and Seaman, 2018). Greenaway (cited in Beams 2009) argues that by simply locating the education in an outdoor setting is not enough of an indicator for experiential learning. He conveys, that if outdoor education must include an element of experiential learning as Dewey, Priest and Kolb imply, then it cannot prove individuality from any other type of education because that is the basis for all education. However, Mortlock (1984, cited in Nicol, 2002) disagrees with this sentiment, suggesting that outdoor education has the unique ability to combine learning with experiencing risk, which presents more than just a teacher presenting a ‘known’ fact that needs merely be remembered to be counted as achieved. It offers the ability to learn something about oneself, and about “courage, compassion, determination, integrity, humility and self-reliance” (Mortlock, 1984: 17 cited in Nicol, 2002: 87) Indeed, Ofstead (2004 cited in Allison and Telford, 2005) attributes outdoor education with the ability to manipulate situations of risk into character building and management skills.
In addition to this Joplin (1981 cited in Quay and Seamen, 2016) suggests that experiential learning is not successful without some types of reflection, something that Greenaway proposes should not always be the primary focus because having to stop and reflect after a defining moment can ruin the experience. However, Festeu (2003) defines education as acquiring a comprehension of knowledge and that this must lead to the beholder gaining something out of the process that is in some way measurable. Joplin (1981 cited in Quay and Seamen 2016) then agree that there needs to an element of reflection, but this poses considerable ramifications for outdoor education in practice, because it is difficult to find a data method that can accurately record the benefits of such experiences and when using empirical data, it is time-consuming and expensive. 
[bookmark: _Int_dhEzKyKl][bookmark: _Int_H3rYg5Tw][bookmark: _Int_hiRX0GHM][bookmark: _Int_0nY95WFK]The Welsh Government through its devolved education system looks to embrace the idea of experiential learning in principle, if not always in practice. Their new curriculum document looks to set out an integrated approach to pupil wellbeing and in part is doing so, by including an element of outdoor education into mainstream primary settings. They are also championing values and including core principals, moving away from only focusing on academic ability. Quay and Seaman (2018) have commented on the use of outdoor education to fix the problems of indoor education. The answer, a ready-made outdoor education offering from a non-western culture already utilising the outdoors in its early years; Forest School. Sara Knight (2018) has written extensively about Forest School provision in the UK, finding that its history and the reason it was established is very much in keeping with the idea that getting children to play outside, will reduce health problems and give children the ability to develop risk taking skills. The author of this essay has encountered, two vastly different experiences of the forest school programme, with the only distinguishable factor being the differing facilitator. That, as Leather (2018) wrote, each practitioner brings with them their own different traditions, and theoretical understandings, which can be instrumental in shaping the experience delivered during a Forest School session. In the authors experience one session was experiential in every sense of the word, while the other session looked more like an indoor maths lesson set outdoors with practical application. Indeed Leather (2018) suggests just this, that it has become efficient and predictable, but he cites this as a downside and Loynes (1998) agrees, explaining when an outdoor experience is too organised and anticipated, the experiential element is weakened. Much like the package holiday, Forest School boasts everything an education setting would need, safe, experiential learning with a reduced, but present element of risk. This package satisfies teachers, parents and third sector organisations making it commercially very saleable. This leads on to the second cultural struggle the commercialisation of outdoor education provision. 

[bookmark: _Int_yp1QBWws][bookmark: _Int_13m1DoS0]The second cultural struggle discussed is how commercialisation, perpetuated by media, in outdoor education reflects the capitalist society now firmly established in the western world. As discussed in the introduction we live in changing times, with great uncertainty about future jobs. It was Antonio Gramsci an Italian revolutionary that first wrote about the theory of Hegemony, Williams talks about “consent to domination that can be engineered through popular culture rather than through the underlying dimension of coercion” (1977,1982, 1983 cited in Pike and Beams, 2013 p.49). Hegemony has led to a transformation in how we value job roles; in the past they would have been the most important distinguisher of the working-class demographic, whereas now, other influences such as lifestyle, social media, and leisure have become definers of social status, (Pike and Beams, 2013). Therefore, it is important to consider the Hegemonic influence of commercialisation in outdoor education practice. Beams and Telford also discuss the hegemony in culture, suggesting that as individuals we “unconsciously adopt the social patterns and norms that surround us” (2013 p.80)
[bookmark: _Int_GWbHVlBU][bookmark: _Int_XrbWyZRV][bookmark: _Int_ua7xI7cW]Leather (2018) argues that commercialisation has led to a less qualified workforce. As seen with the Forest School movement, a necessity to work to a recognised standard has limited the facilitator who is a valuable tool in the facilitation of the provision. Often, but not always, teachers and teaching assistants become Forest School practitioners alongside classroom roles, this risks a transference of mainstream educational values, which have already been discussed as less than complimentary to experiential practice. This has been exacerbated by the speed with which Forest School has grown throughout the UK due to a moral panic that was magnified by media. Then leading to practitioners offering culturally specific products without a complete understanding of its significance. One of the core values articulated in the Forest school movement is to ensure the greatest amount of child autonomy, but this means the adult must be able to step back. Leather found this “may threaten adults' control, disrupt their choices, challenge their values or provoke concerns about risks and hazards”, having a very real effect on the quality of provision in an experiential sense, (2013 cited in Leather 2018 p.10). This again highlights the question, can a lifestyle philosophy such as ‘Friluftsliv’ truly be recreated in a country with a culture and history so dissimilar to its foundation? The answer is probably not, not to the same level; however, Leather (2018) finds that Forest School does have a positive impact on some of the children who experience it, in the same way Sara Knight has alluded to. Greenaway’s (cited in Beams, 2009) analysis is that sometimes culture and history can create barriers to copying outdoor learning styles which are popular from other cultures or countries. Beams and Brown (2005) agree, arguing that the reason outdoor education has struggled to become more dominant in Hong Kong is because the western ideas and values of outdoor education does not fit with traditional Chinese culture. 
Another thing that commercialisation does, is deliver outdoor education to the masses. To appeal to a western culture however, it needs to be seen as health and safety conscious to encourage more people to engage with it. Doing so as we have seen in education, by creating a model that is easy to deliver with both safety and profit margins at the top of the needs list. The western ‘fear of risk’ culture has shaped how outdoor education looks in Britain, and tragedies in the outdoor education community have resulted in a tightening of safety measures and the creation of regulating bodies. These have fuelled the fear culture further, but also added an element of saleability to outdoor activities, (Allison and Telford, 2005). Loynes’ ‘Adventure in a bun’ (1998) talks extensively about the drawbacks of creating a product that has a one size fits all mentality, with the assumption that outdoor education moves away from moral foundations, becoming ‘reliable products’, (Loynes, 1998 p.2). He discusses how the adventure element of outdoor education has been reduced to predictable and safe, to offer a product dressed up as challenging, but to provide a type of controlled entertainment. In this instance capitalism, is exploiting the growing consensus that children need a greater relationship with nature, to correct their disconnect with their natural environment (Louv 2005 cited in Leather, 2018; Beams, 2003). A concept first conceptualised by the Romantics, not surprisingly out of a need to make sense of the changes to living conditions brought about by the industrial revolution, (Macfarlane, 2003). 

[bookmark: _Int_H7IYniGj][bookmark: _Int_w5O55RBx]The third and final scrutiny when discussing the cultural struggle of outdoor education is its relationship with environmental awareness and activism. Whereas Dahlgren and Szczpanski (2005) allude to the need to create a deeper connection with nature and a responsibility to the wider environment, many of today's social pressures and expectations are overshadowing the discussion around whether outdoor education should be taking a larger role in environmental conversation. Can outdoor education realistically influence environmental activism when theorists such as Piaget, Dewey, and DeLay (1996), all point to the idea that the teacher cannot make the student learn, that the learner is active and in control of their own learning? Festeu (2003) maintains that the ethical value of outdoor education is open to argument, as it is often difficult to provide evidence of its significance. It was the case during a research study conducted in Lebanon by Ziad Dabaja (2022). Dabaja’s study of outdoor education across two schools found that although the education providers had proposed the inclusion of several environmentally proactive sessions, not one of the educational participants recorded implementing them. Although this is a small case study, it is worth noting that even with the good intention of including an environmental awareness other features had taken precedent. Dewey (1916 cited in Wurdinger, 1997) makes the crucial point, that you cannot force someone to learn something, only manage their outward actions, therefore you are reliant on the participant with having an interest and sympathy to environmental issues before any real learning can progress. This study also suggests you need the practitioners to also have an interest in environmental issues alongside adequate funding and time to include them in outdoor education sessions. 
[bookmark: _Int_xTgeJUnb]Perhaps then it is the fault of the first two cultural struggles talked about in this essay, that brings the third, environmental into focus. Beames in his keynote speech about place-based education, signifies the lack of importance beheld for “place, culture and nature” (2016 p.18) He also comments on the environmental challenges we face, many of which are a result of the raise in commercialisation and how across the world, curriculum constraints are diminishing the ability to offer experiential outdoor experiences. Indeed, it is the culture of always wanting more, with no regard for how this affects the planet, that has gotten us in the environmental crisis we are currently in. There is, a distinct lack of evidence to suggest that outdoor education can be instrumental in raising environmental awareness to a point of creating real action. However, Capra does allude to the fact that a “deep ecological understanding” can be gained from a personal involvement with the natural world (1996 cited in Nicol, 2003). 

[bookmark: _Int_aL6tKeaL][bookmark: _Int_5OVGftIb][bookmark: _Int_QDhNdaOq]This essay has concluded that although outdoor education’s evolution from moral character builder to commercial prospect, has been shaped by cultural struggles, it is far from having found a universally recognisable definition. This, being due to the paradoxical nature of its place within society. On one hand it appears to be a safe, character building, organised activity when on the other hand it should offer a participant autonomous, experiential learning journey. These juxtapositions are maintained further by the hegemonic pressures of commercialisation and social media which are at odds with the experiential and holistic foundations stated by some outdoor education theorists. Overall, outdoor education has been, and still is, going through a phase of evolution and transformation, to stay relevant within a fast-paced society. What is not clear, is if the sustainable and environmental aspects will be the dominating feature of outdoor education moving forward if they are not perceived as important enough in general culture. The question that should be asked; as custodians of the planet, can we afford to be silently coerced into passivity by not making environmental sustainability a feature of outdoor education?
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