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Is Environmental Learning an Important Outcome of Outdoor Adventure Education

When talking about the outcomes of outdoor adventure education the focus tends to fall on the personal and social benefits. Is there a need for environmental learning to achieve these outcomes or should adventure education and environmental education be kept separate?

 ‘Environmental learning is education about the environment, in the environment, for the environment.’ (Institute for Environmental Learning, no date) This draws an interesting comparison to the original origins of outdoor education. Priest (1986) states that outdoor education has evolved, he quotes (Donaldson and Donaldson, 1958, p.63, cited in Priest, 1986) who stated that outdoor education was ‘education in, about and for the outdoors.’
When Donaldson and Donaldson wrote this they focused on three main points:
In – meaning the location, out of doors
About – referring to the subject matter learning about nature and the environment 
For – referring to the purpose of outdoor education, for the future benefits of our planet’s finite resources.
 Priest (1986) states that many educators have been critical of this and believe more of the focus on outdoor education should be on independent learning, free thinking, and self-reliant problem solving. Priest (1986) offers a redefinition on the subject: ‘Outdoor education is an experiential process of learning by doing, which takes place primarily through exposure to the out-of-doors. In outdoor education the emphasis for the subject of learning is placed on relationships, relationships concerning people and natural resources.’ This definition is founded on six interrelated points - Learning that is better suited to outside of a classroom; The learning process is experiential, meaning it is better learning by doing than being taught in theory; Primarily, almost all the learning is done outside; Learning involving all six senses and also the three domains of learning (cognitive, affective and motoric), that is, the senses of sound, touch, taste, sight, smell and intuition which are, in turn, linked by the three domains mentioned above; Learning based upon interdisciplinary curriculum matter, i.e: linking learned information from various parts of a studied curriculum such as that taught in school classrooms, or a sea life study group who pool their knowledge during field trips; most importantly, learning and experiencing four categories of relationship these being the interpersonal, intrapersonal, ecosystemic and the ekistic.
Priest (1986) goes on to say that interpersonal relationships are those that exist between people and how they react with one another. Intrapersonal is how a person reacts to their own abilities and how they personally handle situations. Ecosystemic is the relationship nature has with itself, how everything is linked and, for example, the food chain and how it can adjust naturally to survive. An ekistic relationship is the relationship between people and their surroundings, for example, how people affect the areas in which they encounter the environment in which they find themselves. Interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships are closely related to one another and, in terms of outdoor education, relate more to the adventure side of outdoor learning, whereas the ecosystemic and the ekistic relationships point towards the more traditional view of outdoor education and point more towards environmental learning.
Priest (1986) designed a good analogy of a large tree representing outdoor education. The tree splits into two major branches, one branch being the adventure side of outdoor learning and the other being the environmental learning side. Both branches are full of leaves which creates a canopy which symbolises experiential learning and the four relationships. At the base of the tree are the roots in the soil that represents the six senses and the three domains of learning being absorbed by the tree’s roots, which "anchor" the tree firmly.
The analogy of the tree is saying that, although there are two separate ways in which outdoor education is taught, what is learnt will be much the same.
Saying this, is it possible to gain the interpersonal and intrapersonal outcomes without the need of environmental education? According the Mortlock (1984, p.19), to adventure in the natural environment will challenge an individual’s physical, mental and emotional capabilities. It is a state of mind that accepts unpleasant feelings of fear, uncertainty and discomfort because, on accomplishing the challenge, the unpleasant feeling will be counterbalanced by feelings of exhilaration and joy. He believes adventure is very important for personal growth and that, even if unsuccessful in overcoming the challenge, as long as the individual has given it their all and tried their hardest, they will encounter a ‘peak experience’ and will have personally developed from this.  
Mortlock (1984) says ‘in the natural environment’ is necessary, but some believe that the same outcome is achievable in an urban setting well away from nature.  Puk (1999) also believes adventure is a state of mind and quotes Bisson & Luckner (1996, p.108, cited in Puk, 1999, p.56) saying to experience adventure ‘means to discover and push the frontiers of new physical and emotional grounds,’ and adds that the individual has to explore the limits of his or her boundaries, with an uncertain outcome. Puk (1999) argues that personal growth through adventure education can happen anywhere and does not have to involve a natural environment. For example, a student commando crawling across a rope suspended above the ground will still challenge their own physical and emotional frontiers and feel a great sense of achievement whether they are doing it in a local gymnasium or out in the wilderness. 
Puk (1999) also goes on to say he believes that adventurous activities should be encouraged in urban settings to minimise the damage being done to natural environments by the mad rush of adventure seekers believing they can only experience the thrills and personal gains of adventure in an exotic or natural setting. In the same argument Potter and Gray (1999) agree that adventure can be experienced in an urban environment and should be promoted as it is more easily accessed and a more cost-efficient means of seeking adventure for personal and social gains, but strongly disagree that a student will get all they need from this experience to gain the full potential of personal growth through adventure. They believe that to fully appreciate the full potential of adventure the student has to experience connectedness with their surroundings through person-nature interaction and argue that a big part of the emotional relationship between person and nature needs to be experienced to aid a full understanding of adventure.
In 2015, the wildlife trust challenged people to go outdoors and experience nature for thirty days in a row (Wildlife Trust, cited in Richardson et al, 2016), this could include simply going for a short walk or taking part in any adventurous activity as long as its outdoors and involves studying and observing nature. As people continue to be defined by technology, we seem to be being dragged further and further away from nature, the aim of 30 Days Wild was to reintroduce people to nature using technology, the idea is for an individual to get out and experience nature and to talk about it on social media. The campaign was very popular with an estimated 18,500 people taking part. Samples of those who took part where found to have increased happiness, health, connection to nature and pro-nature behaviours. The results of the 30 days wild where so successful the wildlife trust have encouraged it every year since. From the 1st to 30th June.

There are countless other studies that indicate the importance of people’s connections with nature and how being in a natural environment is fundamental to a person’s good health and wellbeing. This has been in Norwegian culture for centuries, they have a term for it called ‘Friluftsliv’ (Visit Norway.com, no date) which loosely translates to ‘open air life.’ They even have a law, Allemannsrett which translates to ‘all man’s right’, which encourages Friluftsliv, by allowing public access, via foot or ski, to anywhere in the country no matter who owns it. The benefits of Friluftsliv include increased physical activity and reduced stress.

There are other reason’s it is important to know and have an understanding of the environment in which you are taking part in an outdoor activity. With most if not all outdoor activities it is important to take the weather into consideration so that an individual taking part in the activity can prepare and take appropriate clothing with them. 
If taking part in any water-based activity involving the sea, it is very important to take into consideration the tide table. There have been many cases around the coast of the UK involving people picking cockles, famously the Morecombe Bay tragedy (The Guardian, 2004), where nineteen cockle pickers drowned when cut off by the quickly rising tides in the area.
The RNLI state on their website that when going to the beach it is important to check tide tables and constantly watch the water level making sure you leave yourself enough time to get off the beach (RNLI, 2018).  

Another key argument into why it is important for an element of environmental learning is the damage some adventure-based activities are having on nature and ecosystems that find themselves in the paths of the activity. Davis (1997) wrote a journal about the impact climbing has on the environment, environmentalist argued that climbers where, disturbing small ecosystems, defacing rock faces and gradually over time wearing away the cliff face, this raises issues on both sides of the argument, one damage being done was damaging the environment and two, if something does not change the climbers will have eroded away the areas in much they climb and at the very least left the rock weakened increasing the chance of rock falls. After eventually getting together and discuss the issue, climbers and environmentalist came to an agreement, which limited the climbing to seasonal periods and also the education of the climbers on what to avoid to minimalize the damage they were doing to the natural environment.

In conclusion, while according to Puk (1999) it is possible to have an adventure experience without there being any ‘environmental learning’ outcome, the individual will not experience the full potential of the personal benefits by pushing their ‘physical and emotional frontiers.’ To fully appreciate the physical, emotional and mental benefits of outdoor adventure education they have to feel connectedness with nature (Potter & Grey, 1999).
There have been various studies including the 30 Days Wild Campaign, which highlight the importance of the human nature relationship and how its beneficial to health and happiness.
Taking into account Priest’s (1986) metaphor of a tree, there are two ways of teaching and learning outdoor education, the environmental branch and the adventure branch, but although different methods, their outcomes are very similar and you will inevitably learn and experience similar things. 
When taking part in an adventurous activity there are certain elements of nature that should be taken into consideration for safety purposes e.g. weather and tides.  
Finally, and in my opinion most importantly, environmental learning is an important outcome of any adventurous activity taking place outdoors, so that we can teach and learn the importance of not damaging natural environments, to protect life and minimalise damage done to local eco systems. Additionally, if we fail to do this, these areas will no longer be available for to use for adventurous activities in the future.
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