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Photograph 0: Enjoying the view, Lake District, England, Personal Collection, 2004
Like other aspects of education, and indeed other aspects of life, Outdoor Education is susceptible to the culture it finds itself in. As society is ever changing and adapting; evolving and devolving; tensions arise, and fault lines appear. What was once considered good can eventually be seen as bad, even illegal (corporal punishment); what was once considered frivolous can now seem necessary, if not vital (a mobile phone). In this photo essay I intend to explore some of these areas, these points of conflict, these areas of struggle, and to try to navigate a way through them. I will look at the struggles that arise from the definitions and the settings of Outdoor Education (OE), and how these go on to affect access and accessibility, which in turn feeds into the cultural struggle around ideas of commodification and commercialisation. 


Before we can look at these sociocultural elements where OE experiences a struggle, we first need to look at what we mean when say OE, and how it has formed into what we know it as today. There is no clear-cut definition of Outdoor Education, and it can mean different things to different people – it has many different purposes, attitudes and forms. (Sandell & Ohman, 2013). In the UK it can be packaged as Forest School, (which is rapidly becoming the recognised brand of ‘outdoor learning’ (Leather, 2018) or as a residential school trip. It can be a one-off event, or it can be an ongoing part of education. It can, of course, also not really be ‘education’ in the traditional sense of a school setting but can be based in the local neighbourhood (Williams & Wainwright, 2016), it can be walking groups, adventure groups, forest bathers, wild swimmers, bird watchers and a whole host of other things. The natural environment compromises many material sites that are “culturally shaped, and themselves shape culture” (Waite, Husain et al., 2023, p. 56).


A brief history of where OE is now would take in Kurt Hahn and his role in developing the Outward Bound movement, (which would lead to the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award) via Gourdonstoun and Aberdovey Schools (Vooys, 2018). Hahn was himself influenced by Baden Powell and the Scouting movement, albeit with less militaristic overtones, (Cook, 1999) and, skipping forward, would bring us to the ever-growing Forest School movement, and all that comes with it; including the commodification of outdoor learning, which will be touched on later. 


In some ways, the UK forest school movement has become the antithesis of the very thing it tried to emulate – Friluftsliv – which is very much not a commercial product, but a way of living and being in nature that is second nature to those who practice it (Leather, 2018). This is a classic example of OE as a sight of cultural struggle – the authentic vs. the product, the ‘real’ vs. the copy – the lived experience as compared to the hour long, soon forgotten ‘outdoor’ session.


If we take a step even further back, we can ask, what do mean by ‘Outdoor’? The 20th Century ideas of Hahn were themselves influenced by the previous two centuries’ ideas about the ‘sublime’, particularly the 18th Century writings of Edmund Burke, which in turn inspired the 19th Century romantic notion of conquering nature, and of the awesomeness of nature. It can be seen in the paintings of Turner and Kasper David-Friedrich, in the poems of Wordsworth, Blake and Shelley, and in how their interests turned from the sites of the Grand Tour of Europe (Paris, Venice, Florence, Rome, Milan and Naples) to sites closer to home – The Lake District, The Wye Valley and the Quantocks. This led to the modern conception of the ‘Great Outdoors’ being formed, and it remained the dominant ideal for much of the 20th Century. It may be seen in photography 0 above; but perceptions can be deceiving – whilst this might look like an expedition, and a conquering of the unknown, it may also be a picture depicting a group of friends enjoying a long, leisurely walk in the English Lake District: as with most aspects of life, context is everything. 


It is also worth noting, before we look into specific areas of cultural struggle, why any of this matters. If people go outdoors or not, why worry? The effects, or ill-effects of exercise, or the lack thereof, are well known, and widely espoused. But interestingly, more and more time, effort and money is being put into showing the health and wellbeing benefits of nature (and the detriments of a lack thereof), (Pirchio, Passiatore et al., 2021, Stanhope & Weinstein, 2023, Bertolli, Hayes et al., 2022, Polley & Hayes et al., 2023, van den Berg, 2017) And importantly, for OE, what stands out in all this research, (and what may seem self-evident to those working in the field), is that, put simply, nature enhances the learning experience (Harris, 2021).


The problem facing 21st Century children, adults, educators, facilitators and participants can be summed up as Nature Deficit Disorder (Louv, 2013) – we are meant to be outdoors, and our separation from it is harming us. ‘Nature’, the outdoors, green and blue spaces, are becoming more widely talked about and utilized – there is a growing movement for green social prescribing, and the notion of the ‘Natural Health Service’ (Lafferty, 2017). A recent government backed TV advert informs that your GP may well prescribe you a dose of nature rather than a pill. But this drive to utilize the outdoors, and of nature, will present itself as a site of struggle. 


The evidence suggests then, that the benefits of a walk in nature, (Ohly, White et al., 2016) exposure to nature, (Van den Berg, Joye et al., 2016) and time in nature, such as a walk on the beach pictured below (1), are both many and varied, and, if access and time allow - freely available at the point of use, and of no cost to the struggling NHS, and to us, the taxpayer. 
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Photograph 1: Windswept tree on beach, Formentera, Spain, Personal Collection, April 2004 



One of the areas of cultural struggle in which Outdoor Education finds itself, is that of definitions and settings. How we define something has huge implications for how it is perceived, interpreted and utilized. If it is hard to define, it becomes hard to implement. If it is undefined, it can be misappropriated, and passed off as something it is not. As outlined above, OE has come to be seen in a certain light, through the historical and cultural filters through which it has passed. However, these are not the only definitions, the only meanings that are available, that are in circulation. As Nicol notes, 

…it can be stated that outdoor education defies definition in terms of being a fixed entity of common consent, homogenous over time and space (Nicol, 2002 p.29).
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Photograph 2: Climbing Great Gable, Lake District, England, Personal Collection, February 2018




In the ‘old model’, the dominant model of the 20th Century, with its militaristic influences and overtones, overcoming adversity, and dealing with risk were at the heart of OE. (Brookes, 2003)


It may have looked like the picture above (2) – an arduous journey, an element of difficulty, of danger and of risk.  But other modes of understanding the value of OE have emerged and are continuing to emerge. It can be a character-building exercise, in the tradition of Hahn, (Loynes, 2008) but it can also be FUNN (Functional Understanding Not Necessary) as in Karl Rohnke and the Outward Bound/Project Adventure movement of the USA in the mid to late 20th Century.  Rohnke’s books are filled with fun games to play, (Rohnke, 1984) and interesting activities to do, that do not involve scaling mountains, or heroic feats or daring. They are about collaboration, engagement, building self-confidence, self-awareness, and having fun.  It is an error to think that risk must be central to OE. (Loynes, 1998) Indeed, the very notion of ‘character building’ is itself questionable (Brookes, 2003).


We can also think about what OE is not – if it is not PE, why isn’t it? A conflict can arise when schools and other providers think of OE as P.E. when in fact OE is something different, and when implemented properly, can provide a great alternative to traditional team-sport based sessions. (Sutherland, Stuhr & Ayvazo, 2016) The world has changed, National Service has long since been abandoned, but perhaps OE has failed to keep pace with this change. (Brown & Beames, 2017). OE, then, is Not just Outdoor Adventurous Activities, which can so easily be commodified and commercialised. OE requires “knowing about places, and relationships between these places” (Harrison, 2010, p.10).


In a Deleuzian sense, the concept of a world that is in a continual process of becoming, 
rather than existing as a separate object (Clarke & Mcphie, 2014) is one suited to an eco-centric approach to OE.  This value of ‘place’ is another point of struggle for OE - the importance of the setting, but also the fact that setting doesn’t make the experience valuable, or successful by itself. Travelling to the foothills of Nepal does not in itself necessarily guarantee a valuable, productive, change-inducing moment. Many a gap-year student has returned none the wiser about themselves, the culture they visited or the people they met. The struggle then, is to make such experiences purposeful (Asfeldt, Beames et al., 2024).
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Photograph 3: Young boy doing a backflip, Hospet, India, Personal Collection, 2008
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Photograph 4: Group of young men on Haystacks, Lake District, England, Personal Collection, 2004


We can see in these two pictures, (3 & 4) examples of boys experience a form of OE, and yet it would not fall naturally into what we may think of as OE in the traditional, Western, modern way. In the first picture, we see boys in India, for whom education is not part of an institutionalised system and for whom the outdoors is all they know. They are a group of boys who I met whilst travelling around India in 2007. They lived outside, and they did not go to school, in the western, Victorian sense of the word that we still adhere to in the UK. For them the term OE would be a nonsense, a non sequitur. And yet, some of the experiences they have, as in the picture, back flipping into a river, are exactly the type of experiences many OE enthusiasts would wish upon their students. 


If we define OE more as experiential learning, in the style of John Dewey, rather than just education done outside, than we can begin to think of it as process, and a method, a holistic approach (Hohr, 2012) rather than a set of activities. In this way, the world of Outdoor Education can be opened up to more and more people and groups. Likewise, if it can happen anywhere, then it becomes more accessible. If it not so tightly defined, the barriers to access come down. If it is thought of in this way it can encompass young boys in India and young boys in the UK, whether they are in formal education or informal education. 
 

An integrated approach, as in the case of Project Adventure in the US, which was able to “work with teachers and schools, empowering them to institutionalize the curriculum changes.” (Collinson & Prouty, 2007) He goes on to say that one of the key elements of a successful OE style curriculum is, “The merging of intellectual, social, physical and emotional learning and development” (ibid). OE can, and should, have an intrinsic value – an aim in and of itself, not just an extrinsic value – of a mountain climbed or ropes course completed (Sandell & Ohman, (2013). Thought of in this way, OE can be an antidote to Freire’s ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’, and a way of freeing us from our fear of freedom itself. 


When figured this way, taking us away from the Modern, and into the post-Modern, OE has more in common with Baudelaure’s flâneur and Debord’s ideas of the dérive, a seeking of organized spontaneity, a pyschogeographical encounter.  Although referring to a thoroughly urban experience, this is perhaps more aligned with how most people now experience the outdoors – for many it is not a trip to a National Park, but a natural encounter with the everyday - somehow rendered meaningful, even sublime, by the coincidence of space, place, time, thought and memory. 


These thoughts lead us on to the notions of access - when we talk about Access, we can figure it in two ways – literally – where can we go, what do we have access to? But we can also think of it in a more holistic sense: Who has access? How do they have access and why do they have access?


Accessibility can be thought of as who controls the spaces, both literally, and metaphorically. In most cases it is the same answer for both questions, at least in the UK; for the majority of the twentieth century privileged white men and their families literally control access to the land we live on, by dint of the fact they own almost all of it (Shroble, Guardian UK, 2019). And metaphorically, they control the spaces: the dominant majority who use, run, and administer the ‘outdoor spaces’ have been the ruling class elite; the mountaineers and rock climbers and brave pioneers of the outdoor world have tended to be wealthy white men. 


A key touchstone in relation to access in a literal sense is the Kinder Trespass, and the subsequent long drawn out process that lead to the CROW Act 2000, but even this is not sacrosanct – as recently as 2024 efforts have been underway to stop wild camping on Dartmoor, by ‘land owners’ who do not seem to value the rights and traditions of the common man that have led to this area of beautiful wild countryside being used for pleasure, leisure, adventure and anything and everything in-between. 


There are other forms of barriers to access that are less obvious than land we are denied, less perceptible than clubs we cannot afford to join. A literacy and a fluency with maps, map reading, symbols, codes, keys, grid references – all belies a lifetime’s worth of knowledge and skills, built up either directly or indirectly, but nonetheless necessary for accessing many parts of the outdoors. As in the picture below (5), a father and son consult guidebooks and maps to work out where they can and cannot go. But this in itself presents a barrier – without these skills, and without the privileged position of attaining them (and the books and maps that go with it), access to the outdoors becomes one step further removed for many. The struggle then, is to either make these skills more widely available; or to make them less necessary. 
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Photograph 5: Father and Son route planning, Exmoor, England, Personal Collection, October 2024
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Photograph 6: Builders at work sign, Sgwd yr Eira, Bannau Brycheiniog, Personal Collection, November 2024
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Photograph 7:  Sgwd yr Eira, Bannau Brycheiniog, Personal Collection, November 2024
The two pictures above (6&7) are taken from the exact same spot – one picture points towards the beautiful Sgwd yr Eira waterfall in Bannau Brycheiniog, and the other points away, and shows the path down to the waterfall, so heavily degraded that the builders have been called in, trying to make it more suitable for the vast numbers of visitors. 


It poses interesting questions for OE and OE providers – is this a picture of success?  
Have we succeeded in making the outdoors so accessible that the paths need major roadworks, just like the Heads of the Valleys Rd that gets you here (the A465). Is this a problem – erosion and destruction of the natural habitat; or a great result – vastly improved access? Just like the queues to get a selfie at the top of Yr Wyddfa and Pen-y-Fan - there certainly seems to be no lack of accessibility to these places – on any given sunny Sunday you will see all of Wales (and beyond) represented here: rich, poor, black, white, queer, heteronormative, with dogs and without, properly dressed and improperly dressed. 


There is a cost to our love and obsession with the ‘great outdoors’, and we need to make
sure we are considering ‘place’ in our practise – in an ironic microcosm of the world at large, are we in danger of destroying the very thing that sustains us? Has the drive for inclusivity and access sped up the decline of our wild spaces? How do we balance the desire to be alone, the exclusivity of natural spaces, with everyone’s right and need to access such spaces? 


As a result of our actions, these spaces are requiring more and more work to make them accessible – what role do we have to play in the degradation of the very spaces we hold in such high esteem, and endow with such life affirming properties? These ideas are addressed by Nicol, who notes “the relationship between human beings and the environment they inhabit is on in which outdoor educators have a pedagogic role.” ( 2002, pg, 93) The concept of place needs to be pivotal to the provision of OE – if we are not considering our impact, our interconnectedness, then perhaps we are not providing OE in its best sense, in its most valuable form. This struggle can be seen in the desire to treat nature as the site for ‘adventure’, only to be used an abused, rather than connected to, and given a central role in the activity. 


Inclusivity can be thought of through the lens of who decides what can be done? If it is instructor led, or if there is a particular end goal – climbing a certain mountain, sailing to a certain point, cycling a certain distance, then the freedom to choose it limited. How many people have been excluded from enjoying the benefits of Outdoor Education because the task set is too daunting? In the case of Summerhill School, and the educational theories of A.S. Neal, the choice is given to the pupils – they set the rules. This correlates to the idea of ‘challenge by choice’ and is a good way to help deal with the struggle of allowing people the freedom to choose. It can, and perhaps should, be a cyclical relationship between facilitator, participant and nature (Nicol, 2002) and consider the fact that learning does not take place in a social vacuum (Beames & Brown, 2014).


Turning back to the UK, we can look at the famous Sheffield study of how far children are able to roam from home, and how that has shrunk over the course of four generations, going from 6 miles to 300 yards in the space of 100 years (Woolley & Griffin, 2015). And yet, in relief to these findings, as we can see in photograph 4, groups of young people in the UK can, and do, take their OE into their own hands. This is a group of 16-year-old boys on a Youth Hostelling walking tour of the Lake District. Self-organised, without the help or guidance of schools, or youth workers, or the Duke of Edinburgh’s award (for which they were deemed unsuitable candidates.) The issue of access here is down to familial knowledge – the group leader had spent most of his childhood holidays and weekends walking in the hills of Wales and England with his family. This, in a way, is another form of exclusivity – a nepotistic access point to the great outdoors, without which it is unlikely this particular group would have found themselves climbing England’s highest mountains. 


For many, the great outdoors is not that at all, it is the great unknown. As OE enthusiasts, users, participants, instructors, leaders and facilitators, we must try to knock this barrier down. It doesn’t have to be Pen-y-Fan, it doesn’t have to be the waterfalls of Bannau Brycheiniog – there are waterfalls in the Rhondda and hills all over Wales worthy of exploration and more than capable of providing the health- and life-giving benefits of any natural space. 


These thoughts and ideas about access and definition, and their inherent conflictions lead us naturally to the problems and conflicts around commodification and commercialisation. Like anything good and pure, the market always finds a way to co-opt and monetize. So it is even with OE – what could and should be a holistic, place based experience can so easily become a pre-packaged programme, with pre-ordained outcomes – the subjects were challenged, they overcame, and they left feeling more confident, and with a greater sense of self-esteem. But is this really the case, or do we see what we want to see, and filter out the rest? If the participant is seen as a mere consumer, they are unlikely to be and accessing the full spectrum of available experience (Loynes, 2002).


“When an activity is McDonaldized, it is no longer part of a cultural story, and nor does it explore a particular landscape. It becomes a replicable structure, often with the same elements everywhere” (Pike, &  Beames, 2013). 


Beames & Brown argue that the processes of commodification that they refer to as McDonaldization and Disneyization “shape student experiences in ways that potentially undermine opportunities to provide alternative perspectives…” (2014, p. 119). The conflict here is that the social movement that OE was founded on, could be destroyed by these incursions into OE by the ‘market’ (Loynes, 1998).


In the picture below (8), what starts out as an experiential moment in the wilds of the French Alps can quickly become a predetermined walk, along a well-trodden route. This is not to say that such things have no merit – they open up what would otherwise be an inaccessible environment to those with limited expertise and skills in the area. This is another example of the friction, the tension, the rubbing together of the tectonic plates that afflict the world of OE: too accessible and it might lose meaning and import, too inaccessible and its value to wider society is negated by its exclusivity. 
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Photograph 8: Snow shoeing routes, Chamonix, France, Personal Collection, February 2024



So, in some ways the attempt to provide access, has led to a dumbing down, and a belittling of what OE can really offer. The irony being that a place based, inclusive approach to OE need not cost the earth (pun intended) – it can be based locally, and demand little of the environment, the land and those involved.  A short walk anywhere, even the local beach, just a few miles from the city centre as in the picture below, (9) and time spent with one’s eyes wide, senses primed, and mind open, can be as beneficial as a long-haul flight to Borneo to help dig a well for a people who are not even thirsty. 
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Photograph 9: A teacher shows a pupil with ASD how to balance rocks. Penarth, Wales, Personal Collection, October 2024

Outdoor Education then, despite the cultural struggle to co-opt it and sell it, must surely be an experience to be had, not a product to be bought. 


~

In antithesis to this commercialised and sanitized version of OE, there is another form, that by its very nature does not get much attention, as it inherently goes under the radar. And yet it is perhaps the most valuable, and widely accessed form of OE. These ways of being in, and of seeing the natural world, have been around long before anyone coined the term Outdoor Education, and, hopefully, will continue to be. 


 It is the informal, the familial, the culturally normative form of OE. It is the indigenous knowledge that exists not just in the Innuit and the Sioux, the Fist Nations people of Australia or the Māori peoples of New Zealand, but in all peoples, and all nations. It is taking a walk with your family on a Sunday afternoon, it is being taught about the seasons by a grandparent, it is knowing when is the right time to go fishing, when is the right time to look for mushrooms, wimberries, blackberries, nettles and mussels, it is knowing it is going to rain five minutes before it does, knowing tonight is going to be a cold night and tomorrow a bright blue-sky day, perfect for walking the high hills. Knowing when to turn back on a fog-ridden mountain or a too dark night. 


This indigenous knowledge can be found all over the world, and expresses itself in  many cultures in many different ways, not least in Cymru, and can be summed up in the word cynefin –  a Cymraeg word (that has no direct English translation) which signifies the many, interweaving factors in our environment and our experiences that influence us in ways we cannot quite comprehend, that are beyond our knowing, and exist in the realm of feeling and memory, that evoke ennui, and a sense of jamais vu. 


It is inherently linked with the feeling hiraeth (also untranslatable into English), a sense of homesickness, or a yearning for something lost, that cannot be regained, a way of living and being, if not lost, then inaccessible - except perhaps in glimpses; perhaps as the sun sets over a mountain ridge, in your local mountain range, where you have walked with your father and grandfather, mother and sisters. (Picture 10, below).
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Photograph 10: Sunset over the ridge of Craig Cwm Llwych, Bannau Breichiniog, Personal Collection , June, 2024
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