
Outdoor Education and Young People
The outdoors is on our doorstep
There are relatively wild areas close to most of us which are suitable for adventurous and creative opportunities, such as parks, old quarries, canal banks, woods, and beaches.  There are large open spaces such as country parks near the edge of many towns and cities, as well as larger national parks such as the Brecon Beacon National Park, the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park, and the Snowdonia National Park. It is great for young people to experience the larger open spaces, and wild landscapes, but don’t forget there may be opportunities nearby also.   
The value of outdoor experiences
According to Cooper (1998), there are some common elements to all outdoor education or learning through the outdoors.  The Foundation for Outdoor Learning (Cooper, 1998) recognised the importance of outdoor education in five key areas of our lives
· In education: through developing personal qualities essential to the education of the whole person.
· In the social context: through growth in self esteem and self confidence and the development of communication skills, social skills and team work skills.
· In business: through the developing self reliance and flexibility.
· In the environment: through a better understanding of the relationship between humanity and the ecosystem, and our responsibilities towards environmental sustainability.
· In sport and recreation: through encouraging a wide range of physically and aesthetically rewarding sports, developing healthier lifestyles, and the enhancement of well being.
Some of the key benefits of outdoor education, according to Cooper (1998) are outlined below:
· Motivation: young people, in general enjoy the outdoors, their level of interest is high, and they are more receptive to knowledge.
· Multiple Intelligence: Most classroom learning is related to left brain, logical or analytical thinking. Young people can develop the skills associated with right brain thinking through the outdoors.  Young people who are already right brain thinkers can thrive in the outdoors, with more opportunity to use their skills of creativity, problem solving and leadership, than in a classroom setting.
· Personal responsibility: Outdoor education places young people in situations where they have to take responsibility for their own actions.  They take responsibility for clothing, equipment, money, planning, the environment, as well as developing individual skills sets in different outdoor disciplines e.g. mountain navigation, kayaking, first aid etc. 
· Co-operation: teamwork and cooperation are prominent themes in outdoor education. Often young people are placed in challenging situations which require them to work together.  This can help develop trust, improve communication, encourage leadership and decision making, and negotiation skills.
· Reconnecting: offering the opportunity to experience the natural world through mind, body and spirit.  We often feel a ‘sense of wonder’, and the interdependency of life on the planet.  This can act as therapy.  For some young people, the learning of an outdoor discipline can be a catalyst in their personal development, having therapeutic effects which impact upon self esteem and life style change.
· Awareness of human impact: understanding the fragility of the environment and how our behaviour can impact upon it in both negative and positive ways.

Values, attitudes, behaviour and Outdoor Education
Values are a central component of outdoor education.  Collier (1997) attaches to values of obligation, as driving forces which determine where people will direct their effort and energies.  Values are an integral part of who we are and of our culture.  They have a major effect on individual behaviour. Outdoor education can have a powerful impact on shaping values, and influencing behaviour.  Everard (2004) summed these up with regard to young people following way;
The development of qualities such as commitment, integrity, fairness, enthusiasm and concern for quality as well as success...self-reliance, self-discipline, a spirit of enterprise, a sense of social responsibility, the ability to work alone and with others, a value for and sensitivity towards individual differences...opportunities to learn to distinguish between the good, bad and ant-social... which will help them to develop a personal value system.
Environmental values such as sustainability, the specific values of endeavour, adventure and challenge, care for physical and emotional well being, confidence in dealing with the unknown and unfamiliar are all of benefit to the individual and society at a large.  All of these elements are themes which run through outdoor education.  The use therefore of outdoor education in the development of values, in particular with those deemed at risk of social exclusion is well documented.  Programmes aimed at risk group have contained strong elements of outdoor education based on this rationale.
Nichols (1999) concluded that outdoor education resulted in gains in self esteem, in personal and social skills, as well as physical fitness.  Individuals’ locus of control increases and they are more prepared to take charge of their own lives.   As Hendry et al (1991) underline,
‘The process is most relevant to young people as they are at the most formative stage of development of self-identity.’






Figure 1. A relational model of values to behaviour (Everard, 2004)



Outdoor education, combined with effective and engaging instruction, an ability to understand and relate well to young people, and appropriate support can be a catalyst for many young people.  As young people make the transition, through adolescence, towards adulthood, the skills and values introduced and reinforced through outdoor education can help them develop their own system of values that will impact upon all aspects of their lives and assist them to live as socially responsible adults.
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Beliefs (Statements of personal conviction) Values (prized principles of worth)
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