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Discuss the potential benefits of engaging with challenging and adventurous outdoor activities

Introduction

Barton (2007, p. 6) states that “Challenge can be sterile without uncertainty of outcome and many feel that the darker side cannot be evaded without corrupting the ideal and purpose of adventuring”. This means that for something to be a challenge, intrinsically, it should not be tampered with or made easy otherwise it would not be a challenge; however in order for the problem to be solved to reach a goal, undertaking the  challenge should not feel impossible but it should be difficult (Barton, 2007, p. 6). This way the individual feels responsible for the outcome (Barton, 2007, p. 6). In outdoor and adventurous programmes a degree of risk or challenge is often of intrinsic worth, because of the benefits that come from children and young people learning how to overcome the challenge (Gill, 2010, p. 14). There needs to be some sort of “uncertainty of outcome and content...” for it to be an adventure (Barton, 2007, p. 6). Furthermore, “Adventure activities are certainly not entirely risk free, nor should they be” (Barton, 2007, p. 3). Adventures can be more memorable when a mixture of being unaware of the outcome, and the possibility of significantly adverse consequences in the event of an unfavourable result occurs (Barton, 2007, p. 6).

However government-sponsored outdoor adventure, with self-esteem as their goal, generates  a demand of guaranteed success which can overweigh the true meaning of adventure, which consists of unknown outcomes and where success is not guaranteed, and consequently creates failure free but boring and not challenging (Knight and Anderson, 2005). “Without uncertainty of outcome, without risk, we may have a very fine recreational experience, but we no longer have adventure” Mortlock (1984). Failure is an important process to endure because it is a rendezvous with reality and therefore makes a person realise what needs to be done to improve next time round (Knight and Anderson, 2005). This is where taking risks, even if failure is the outcome, is necessary. Barton (2007) explains that by appointing risk management at the heart of adventure, young people can have the opportunity to develop their skills in managing the uncertainties of life. Council for learning outside the classroom (2016) “Young people of all ages benefit from real life ‘hands on’ experiences; when they can see, hear, touch and explore the world around them and have opportunities to experience challenge and adventure.” 

There is an adventure continuum spectrum by Mortlock (1984) which includes recreation, adventure and misadventure. He explains that the most beneficial and educational stage to be at was between adventure and misadventure and sometimes the difference between success and failure, between exhilaration and catastrophe, can be very small (Mortlock, 1984, p. 3). 

Adventure professionals make participants believe that they are at higher risk than they actually are by re-structuring risk in a way that it is perceived as being high whereas in reality it is low and acceptable enough to use a medium for producing functional change and growth (Priest & Gass, 1997, p. 17). A well-planned adventure activity is pitched at a level that stretches the participants beyond their comfort zones, but is not so challenging that they feel completely out of their depth  (Gill, 2010, p. 7). An example of this was when I took part in a rock climb and when I was close to the top, I was stuck in one place because there were limited places to place my hands and feet so I just panicked because I was quite high up. My feet began to hurt and I was just not in my element. However, my instructors knew that there wasn’t any real risk if I did let go because I was attached to a safety line and there was one instructor at the bottom ready to deal with anything if I did need to descend. This, in a matter of fact, was perceived risk because I was totally safe even if I did let go of the wall and the fear of equipment failing to protect me from falling was just all psychological. After realising that I was completely safe I switched from my negative attitude and continued to climb knowing that if I did fall I would be okay. For as Berman and Davis-Berman (2005) have suggested, ‘when participants are placed in situations with little perceived control and high perceived risk, they may change some behaviours in order to cope and better conform. “By responding to seemingly insurmountable tasks, participants often learn to overcome self-imposed perceptions of their capabilities to succeed” (Priest & Gass, 1997, p. 17). 

Teaching young people to manage risks for themselves and take sensible decisions makes them safer. It also helps them to develop as mature adults, responsible and mindful of others (Council for learning outside the classroom, 2016). An awareness of such personal and social developments also emerged for students who engaged in outdoor learning experiences (Dillon et al, 2005, P. 22). When students were questioned regarding their learning, they were often able to recall things that they had learned, seen or understood on the experiences (Dillon et al, 2005, P. 24). Another example was when I took part in the Scottish Winter Mountaineering Expedition and I remember most of the expedition but the things that I remembered most were the challenges that I faced, Physically and mentally. We decided to climb to the top of this steep mountain and summit before a storm arrived; this meant that we had to have an early start in the dark. Throughout the hike, the conditions began to worsen; winds reached over 60mph and snow was amongst it which meant the all you could see was roughly arms length away. It was a first experience and to me this was completely out of my comfort zone because I felt that the challenge was now survival. This may be another day at the office for others but I would say I was experiencing something between adventure and misadventure. I think this was why engaging with this challenge and risky adventure benefitted me because I learned to have a little faith in my abilities. We were a group heading up that mountain and we had to look after each other to ensure everyone completed the day together. I believe that this was a good example of adventure professionals creating opportunities for us to experience an adventure that consisted of risk and failure by exposing us to it. As quoted from the RSA Risk Commission Conference (2007): 

You can’t teach young people about risk from a textbook – they need some practical experience. That’s why cosseting children and seeking to remove all risk from their experiences ultimately leaves them ill equipped for adult and working life. When they join the world of work, young people need to be prepared to recognise and manage risk.
                                                                    (Council for learning outside the classroom, 2016).

Gill (2010) states that in order to help children learn how to manage the risk of drowning not by keeping them away from the sea, rivers or lakes, but by teaching them how to swim, and how to manage the water environment (Gill, 2010, p. 6). 

However, many teachers and others who work with children are led to water down the activities that they provide or even forego visits and outdoor activities altogether because they are afraid of being sued and just do not particularly want to deal with lots of burdensome paperwork Gill (2010, p 1). “We need to recognise that there is such a thing as a genuine accident: from time to time, terrible things happen and no-one is to blame” (Gill, 2010, p. 7). A more subtle and more responsive pedagogical approach would be to focus less on risk and its perceived effects for everyone, and more upon the learning that occurs (Brown and Fraser, 2009, p. 69). With a focus on learning, instructors shift their focus from ‘what risk activities can I provide?’ to ‘what educational opportunities are available in this setting?’ (Brown and Fraser, 2009, p. 69). In 2008 the Chair of the Health and Safety Executive (HSE), Judith Hackitt, gave a blunt warning about the dangers, stating: “If the next generation enter the workplace having been protected from all risk they will not be so much risk averse as completely risk naïve.”’

“The benefits of outdoor education are far too important to forfeit, and by far outweigh the risks of an accident occurring. If teachers follow recognized safety procedures and guidance they have nothing to fear from the law”

               (David Bell, Former Chief Inspector of Schools, 2004, quoted from Gill, 2010, p. 2)

Gill (2007) believes that there are significant forces pushing parents, professionals and voluntary and community agencies towards risk aversion. Parents are worried that children are more exposed to harm now than they would be than previous generations. In April 2006, parents taking part in an online discussion on the Times Educational Supplement website revealed that they were seeking reassurances that the staff in hobby shops their children visited had been checked by the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) (Gill, 2007, p.10). Childcare workers are now too worried to enable children to explore and step up beyond their comfort zones because they believe that their overriding priority is to return the children to their parents unscathed (Gill, 2007, p. 69).

The way society has socially, culturally and economically has affected the way we look at safety and risk management. Due to the increase in road traffic, it would be more dangerous to let kids cross the roads on their own because there is more chance of them getting hit by cars. Indoors facilities are more readily available meaning people can take part in activities such as rock climbing but indoors. Although this can be convenient, there is no sense of adventure achieved because there are no real risks involved and it reinforces the logic of containment (Gill, 2007, p. 14). These changes, arguably, helped trigger the increasing risk averse attitudes in what sociologist Frank Furedi (2002) calls a “culture of fear” and statistically the children are safer now. Furthermore, schools and teachers are under increasing pressure to produce results in standardised tests and exams to show that children’s learning is improving (Gill, 2007, p. 66). Teachers and schools are also vulnerable to the expectation from some parents that education should be entirely free of risk (Gill, 2007, p. 66). This is why a decrease in school trips and play times are occurring because teachers fear being blamed (Gill, 2007, p. 66).








Conclusion
[bookmark: _GoBack]
There are clearly many benefits for engaging in adventurous outdoor activities. First of all, the risks that come with the adventurous outdoor activities help make the experiences more memorable and also educational. Outcomes should never be certain and risk should never be avoided but rather managed, and the guarantee of absolute safety cannot and should not be advertised because it takes away the adventure. As Gill (2010) states without risks, an individual would not experience adventure or learn how to deal with the risk. Participants should be exposed to risky situations for learning to occur. This will help extend life skills such as taking responsibility and develop confidence. However, as well as taking risks, it is important that enjoyment and excitement is not avoided by making adventurous outdoor activities too challenging and impossible because you should feel excited about venturing into the unknown. 

I can see where Gill (2007) comes from in his work where society is increasingly becoming risk averse; fearing that health and safety will punish them for allowing young people to experience risk. Although, this is just a misunderstanding because Judith Hackett, HSE, (2008) gave a warning that the next generation will become inexperienced in risk rather than risk averse. So I think people should move forward from unproductive debates about the blame culture and focus on the benefits of exposure to risk in adventurous activities. 


Word count: 1980
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