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The Value of Outdoor Education as A Means of Experiential Learning:
John Dewey was an advocate for “progressive education,” which follows the idea of learning by doing, as he felt there was greater academic reward through experiential learning than traditional teaching styles. He believed that there were greater opportunities for students to work on self-development and growth through experiential learning. Understandably, Dewey was against conventional classroom style teaching methods; he felt that in order to achieve one’s fullest academic potential, one must learn and grow from quality educational experiences that cannot be learned in a classroom. Dewey writes, “quality experience does not necessarily need to be a positive experience," which teaches that one can still learn many valuable lessons from failing as long as the student can recognize what went wrong (Dewey 16). Dewey also argued “all education is an experience, but not every experience is educational” (Dewey 13). Meaning, there must be a cognitive element within an experience that enables students to think, process, and learn, in order to make the experience educational. 
John Dewey's perspective holds much more merit than traditional teaching perspectives, because his teachings are centered around individual growth. Instead of following a rigid structure, he believes educators should teach with quality of experience in mind. In doing so, educators can avoid cookie-cutter methods and focus on teaching individuals the personal elements they need to grow. It may be easier to teach in a traditional way, because it only requires one means of transferring knowledge, but for some it may be less effective because each individual will construe the information to varying degrees.
Dewey sees the traditional school system as too rigid and detached from real life. The highest quality education does not stem from children sitting in rows and only speaking when spoken to, because such learning environments produce academic robots. These students aren't encouraged to pursue a sense of individuality or personal identity, both of which are qualities that are necessary to live happily and appreciate the process of learning from past experiences. Quality educational experiences occur when individuals begin to test their comfort levels and engage with subjects in new ways. When these individuals are entirely committed to experiencing whatever it is they are learning, that is when lessons are most powerful, and also when students conceptualize the most. 
Although an ideal educational environment would comprise of students pushing themselves not because they have to, but because they want to, a similar situation can occur when students are actively engaged in their education because they are intrinsically motivated. This motivation comes from the enjoyment of the learning experience rather than the exact information learned. It is for this reason that not all educational lessons can be learned in the classroom. For example, I attended an Ocean Classroom, where over nine weeks I studied aboard a 137-foot wooden schooner, built in 1925, and sailed along the eastern seaboard of the United States into Caribbean waters. While aboard, we studied oceanography, maritime literature, history, sea navigation and also crewed the ship. My experience in the Ocean Classroom was the most challenging and demanding learning experience I have ever faced, yet it was without a doubt the most rewarding. I formed relationships with classmates and mentors alike. Most of all, it was the most exciting academic experience I had ever completed because I learned so much about topics I knew so little about. I was surrounded by people who wanted to teach and show me the way through personalized actions, rather than a generic approach and this gave me the motivation to want to learn about the topics that my mentors found so valuable.   
David Kolb, an American educational theorist developed a learning style model called the “four-stage cycle of learning.”  Kolb says that when somebody undergoes a learning experience their “learning style preference is actually the product of two separate choices” (Kolb 3). The first choice is called the “processing continuum,” meaning how we approach a task which is connected with the action of doing or watching. The second choice is called the “perception continuum,” meaning our emotional response and how it is connected with the action of feeling or thinking. 
Another way to think about these two choices is “grasping the experience” and “transforming the experience.” A typical cycle of this learning pattern will start with a concrete experience. After this concrete experience, through reflective observation, one will reflect on the experience that just happened. After reflecting, the individual will perform abstract conceptualization, concluding what they learned or took away from the experience. Lastly, the individual will actively experiment with the upcoming experience by trying out what they have learned from the previous experiment.  
I have experienced this method of learning before, during the summer of 2015 when I received my Self-Contained Underwater Breathing Apparatus (SCUBA) certification. I took a three-week long course doing bookwork and practice dives so that I could practice feeling more comfortable in a breathless environment. During week two of the course, I was exposed to a low risk dive that took place in only five feet of water. This was my first step or my 'concrete experience' in Kolb's learning cycle. After I completed my low risk dive it was time to review and reflect on the experience. During the dive I was able to remember all of my hand signals, which was extremely important because normally I wasn’t able to recall all of them. In addition, I also recalled two things that I did not feel very comfortable with. The first: that I panicked a little when the instructor turned off my air so that my body could experience what it would be like if I were to run out of air. The second: that I was having trouble clearing my mask of water, while underwater. This leads me into step three of the Kolbs learning cycle, 'abstract conceptualization.' 
During the dive I knew what I did well, and I knew what I needed to fix, so all I had to do was practice the things I was not good at before my next dive. I decided to talk to the instructors about getting more comfortable with running out of air and how to clear my mask. The very next morning the lead instructor invited me to go swimming with him and practice technical skills and work on feeling more comfortable with only one breath of air. The instructor had me do an interesting exercise where I would jump off the end of a dock with a bowling ball sized rocks in my hands and let myself sink to the bottom with my mask on. My next step was to place the rock on my feet, once I hit the bottom, so that I would stop myself from floating up. Once the rock was set on my feet I would remove my mask, wait a few seconds, put my mask back on, clear my mask and then wiggle free from the rock and swim to the surface. After the instructor finished explaining the exercise I laughed because it sounded crazy to me. The instructor said he would do it with me and for the next two hours, the instructor and I practiced sinking to the bottom clearing our masks and swimming to the top all on one breath of air. At first, I was struggling like I did during the low risk dive, but after a while I started to get the hang of it. Two hours later I felt very comfortable holding my breath and clearing my mask. At that point I was ready to for the last step in the learning cycle, 'active experimentation.' I felt confident going into my next dive because I practiced what I was not good at and that make all of the difference. During my final dive when the instructor turned off my air I did not panic and had no trouble holding my breath and clearing my mask. 
My experience diving also relates to Mortlock and Preist’s stages of adventure. There are four stages of adventure; "play, adventure, frontier, and misadventure." Play means that the task one is performing is below the person's skill level, adventure is where a person’s skills are challenged, but they still keep control over the situation, frontier is when a person is at their peak experience or level of intensity, and misadventure is when bad things happen due to pushing one’s self to hard where things get out of control and could lead to injury or death. My diving experience is a perfect example of a frontier adventure. I pushed my comfort level right up to the point where I did not want to push any further and every time I hit that peak experience, such as on my first dive or when I put rocks on my feet, I was always with someone just in case something went wrong. Never did we anticipate something going wrong, but just in case it did someone was there to help. This leads me into Karl Rohnke’s concepts of “challenge by choice” and “falling forward with confidence.” “Challenge by choice” is the idea that someone is challenging themselves to do something outside their comfort zone because they want to do it. This is where self-confidence and personal development thrive. It’s the feeling to be able to walk into a new situation and know that you will be alright regardless if you succeed or not. During my study abroad trip to the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, I had the opportunity to participate in multiple rock climbing adventures. I had never been rock climbing before, but it had always been something I wanted to try. I was nervous to attach myself to a rope which was connected to a mettle wedge shoved into a crack which was never bigger than a golf ball and trust that if I were to fall it would catch me from falling to my death. I willingly wanted to test my limits so that I could learn how to feel comfortable in an uncomfortable situation. Similar to other experiences I have mentioned, I walked away from this learning experience knowing I tested and strengthened my self-confidence. In turn, it helped me work on personal development skills and ultimately strengthening me as an individual. 
Though these concepts appear simple, falling forward with confidence should not be confused with misadventure. Misadventure is “pushing too far or forcing an activity that is beyond someone’s capabilities, and thus resulting in a negative experience” (Mortlock 2). The 1996 Everest expedition is an excellent example of misadventure because it reminds us that when people—even professionals—are pushed too far, there can be detrimental repercussions. The reason why the expedition resulted in a misadventure was due to human errors.
 Mt. Everest is known to have some of the fastest changing weather in the world, which is one of the reasons why it is so difficult to summit. Since bad weather conditions are so common, it is therefore expected by climbers and they should make rules on how to handle the elements. The rules should fault on the side of caution, so if one is ever close to breaking that rule they can still get out of the situation safely. One rule that is used all the time when summiting Everest is declaring a turnaround time. Once the clock hits that agreed upon time, climbers pack up and start making their descent, no matter how closes one is to the summit. On that sunny May day in 1996, this rule was broken and resulted in one of the worst climbing disasters in history. The rule is simple but having the discipline to follow specific rules can be challenging especially when the payoff is so magnificent, such as deciding whether or not to summiting the tallest mountain in the world. This is why it is important to remember that one little mistake could result in misadventure and possible death. For me, using the information I learned and then applying it to my experience in Wales was very beneficial for me. I put full trust in the guides as they have far more experience and much better judgment than I do. Thus, the reason why I was attentive and focused while performing high risk tasks such as rock climbing, scrambling, and costearing. Following the rules allowed me to reach my peak experience without having to put my safety or anyone else’s safety in jeopardy.
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