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How important is environmental learning to Outdoor Adventure Education? 

[bookmark: _GoBack]‘Environmental learning’ is a term that is often used in education, especially in the school of Outdoor Adventure Education, but can be quite difficult to describe due to the phrase itself not being defined in any dictionary. To understand the phrase you need to break it down: ‘Environmental’ refers to the area which you are in, or ‘the surroundings, physical context, or (particular) environment of a person, animal, or thing’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 1873). Whilst the ‘learning’ aspect is ‘the action of receiving instruction or acquiring knowledge’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 897). Putting these two ideas together, we can surmise that environmental learning is instructing and teaching in the environment that you are currently in or learning about (for example, studying a castle in history and actually going to that castle). In this essay, I will identify key elements of environmental learning and justify why it is such an essential part of Outdoor Adventure Education. 

The first key element to the importance of environmental learning is the ability to use natural surroundings to facilitate studies. Take a group of school pupils learning about adaptation and classification of plant life in a science lesson: they could take that lesson outside where they can kinaesthetically learn about the trees and flora of the area. This way they are able to actually feel for themselves the differences in all of the trees, creating a new style of hands-on learning. In the Outdoor Adventure Education curriculum, this type of learning can be observed under a different name, learning from a ‘sense of place’. ‘The concept of place has to do with how people develop and experience a sense of attachment to particular locations on the Earth’s surface’ (Wattchow, and Brown, 2011, p. xxi). Sense of place is an emerging style of learning in Outdoor Adventure Education as it takes a step back from the adventure-risk approach to learning and focuses on being connected to your surroundings. The purpose of this approach is to try and retrace our roots back to when we used to be intertwined with nature and survived in the world around us (Wattchow, and Brown, 2011). The purpose of teaching ‘place’ is to get people to understand the natural environment but also to realise the connection that we already have with the area around us. Wattchow, and Brown (2011) quoting Relph (1976, xiii) ‘the experience of place, for many, has been replaced by that of a sense of homogenous placelessness’. This is because we have become all too accustomed to travelling around to different places without thinking of the effect we are having on those specific areas of the environment. The teaching of place in Outdoor Adventure Education makes us take a step back and realise the gravity of our effect on the localised environmental area and is an important factor in our learning.

Another key element of environmental learning is that it can be used to teach people about conservation. People can be shown the importance of recycling as they are able to see first-hand the destruction that is caused by not recycling, such as the effect on wildlife (for example the amount of discarded plastics floating around in the oceans effecting fish and aquatic creatures) and the amount of litter that is cast aside everywhere. The effects of pollution can also be witnessed through environmental learning, with students noting the different impacts of air and water pollution (for example oil spillages from tanker and oil platform leaks and factories that excrete smog).  The Institute for Environmental Learning defines the term as, ‘about the environment, in the environment and for the environment.’ (Institute for Environmental Learning, no date) (National Association for Environmental Education, 2015). Their view is that environmental learning occurs so that we can teach people how to look after their surroundings. The act of being taught in the environment that you are studying can create a more influential lesson for the students, as they can fully engage with the area around them. This is particularly useful for decidedly troublesome or disengaged students in schools as they find it extremely difficult to work in classrooms. To combat this, schemes and charities, like the Council for Learning Outside the Classroom, were created to provide opportunities for all children to experience hands on learning in a different environment. This type of teaching is often more engaging for the less academic or studious pupil and raises their interest in learning and concurrently their levels of attainment. 

An interesting example of the experiential learning approach is the Danish philosophy Friluftsliv, which literally means ‘free/open air life’, but also translates to ‘a passion and connection with nature’. This Danish philosophy is such an integral part of their lives that there is currently a movement to get ‘udeskole’, a German word literally meaning ‘outdoor school’ (Bentsen, et al. 2007) introduced into the mainstream schooling curriculum. This manifests as a weekly or biweekly outdoor school day where all lessons are taught outside to show the importance of bringing nature into learning. ‘Working with the environment and Friluftsliv creates opportunities to tie theoretical knowledge to what is encountered in everyday life. It is about finding possibilities and connecting experience to knowledge.’ (Henderson, and Vikander, 2007, p. 124). The Danish people believe that the outdoors is a great way to intertwine knowledge with experience, by getting out and doing expeditions and exploring you are able to learn more about the world you live in. The Friluftsliv belief shows the importance that environmental learning has on Danish people as a whole, not just when learning about Outdoor Adventure Education. 

Environmental learning is a large part of the school curriculum in the UK, with the National Association for Environmental Education (NAEE) pushing even more for conservation and environmental topics to be learnt in schools, from primary years up until degree level and beyond. It is also a large part of the Outdoor Adventure Education curriculum. Outdoor Education Australia has curriculum modules for environmental awareness and environmental management and conservation that gets introduced into school from reception level and gradually builds and develops throughout the school years, proving that environmental learning is integral in their outdoor education system. A scientific study by Desmond Rubens looking into outdoor practitioners’ views on the conservation of the environment showed that most outdoor practitioners believe that not enough care is shown towards the environment and that it should be taught to more people (Rubens, 1997, p. 67). Despite this study being over 20 years old, the issues and topics that it discusses are still applicable to the current day, maybe even more so. The study talks of the detrimental effects of including motorised activities in Outdoor Adventure Education programmes as it tears up the environment and causes destruction to the natural terrain. It also goes on to state that environmental learning needs to be a bigger part of the school system so that more people are aware of the damage that they cause to the environment by doing motorised activities or by participating in bad practices. 

Another large part of the conservational topic of environmental teaching is how tourism affects places of beauty. As the countryside become more popular, and more and more people travel the routes, paths and trails begin to wear away and erode, causing damage to the environment. This is summarised well by Mortlock, ‘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, p. 69). The study of tourism and path erosion due to overpopulation is a key topic in the generic school curriculum under the module of environmental management and conservation (Outdoor Education Australia, 2015). All of these reasons show the importance that environmental learning has within Outdoor Adventure Education. 
The Duke of Edinburgh Award is another scheme that values environmental learning. In the expeditionary aspect of the scheme, the participants need to choose a research theme to study (Duke of Edinburgh Award, 2018). This is typically an aspect of the environment, such as types of a plant or animal that they see along the way. The aim of this is to encourage the young people to understand the rural world and the different ecospheres that occur outside of the urban environment. The scheme also aims to promote the importance of outdoor conservation to young people as it is important to teach future generations how to care for the world. 

A further key element of the importance of environmental learning is the positive physical, mental and emotional health benefits it has for the people that learn outdoors. Numerous scientific studies have concluded that learning in the outdoor environment has great positive benefits to a person's mental health and emotional stability. A scientific study of a group of primary aged students showed that an outdoor educated residential trip increased the self-confidence and cognitive skills of the students, leading them to be more confident in themselves and their abilities, and more trusting of the people around them. (Burdsal, 1983). This study shows the mental strengthening that can come from learning in the natural environment and adds to the value that this style of learning has. Other cognitive benefits are described by Henderson, and Vikander (2007, p. 123), ‘Everybody needs peace and quiet and a place to be alone sometimes’. Sometimes people can get overwhelmed from learning in a classroom as it can be quite a confined space with a lot going on. However, going outside and learning in a more expansive open space is proven to reduce stress levels (Cohen, 1994) and helps to mentally and emotionally relax people. This isn’t a relatively new philosophy either, the Cree Nations of Canada have a word, ‘miyupimaatisiium’, (Henderson, and Vikander, 2007, p. 6) meaning ‘connections between land, health and identity’. Their belief is that the land gives them what they need to survive, this includes; food, safety and shelter. They also believe that by having these three things they can achieve a good level of emotional happiness because they are sustaining themselves within the natural environment. An excerpt from the abstract of a scientific study into the mental benefits of outdoor learning in the average person, ‘...those taking part were found to have sustained increases in happiness, health, connection to nature and pro-nature behaviours’ (Richardson, et al. 2016), shows the benefits that outdoor learning can have on people, including; increased positive mental and emotional health, as well as a closer connection to nature and the area they are learning in. Environmental learning refreshes the student’s mind as they are able to go out and enjoying the natural aspect of learning away from the distractions of technology and the hustle of a busy urbanised setting, such as a classroom. 

To conclude, despite all of the other aspects of Outdoor Adventure Education, such as the element of risk and adventure being hugely important to the Education of Outdoor Adventure, the teaching of environmental learning is an integral part. Without environmental learning, people would not have the same level of regard for the settings and locations around them, leading, inevitably, to blind ignorance and a lack of conservation, and resulting in the desolation of natural areas. It is also arguably impossible to ignore the positive cognitive and physical benefits apparent from environmental learning in an outdoor setting, showcasing the importance for this type of erudition in Outdoor Adventure Education.
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