Critically evaluate outdoor education as a site of cultural struggle


The formation, current practise and future of outdoor education has been and will be moulded by the cultural pressures that our society has, does and will exert. Nicol (2002, 2002, 2003) and Loynes (2008) have supported this assertion, with both providing corroborating suggestions on the historical, philosophical and cultural features that caused outdoor education to be instigated and for the emergence of different pedagogies within outdoor education. 

This essay will draw upon and critically evaluate work from recent and prominent writers in the field of outdoor education, philosophy and culture. I will also consider present day statutory curriculum requirements as well as current practice in outdoor education settings. I will consider the following questions; Firstly, what are the philosophical influences on outdoor education? (Dahlgren and Szczepanski, 2005; Crick, 2003). Secondly, what cultural and historical features have informed our outdoor educational pedagogies and to what degree hegemony has played in forming these cultures and pedagogies? (Nicol, 2002; Cook, 1999; Williams, 1986; Tracey, 2013; Robbins, 1987). Thirdly and finally, what are current cultural and philosophical influences that will or could affect the future of outdoor education practise and prominence in the UK (Clark and Mcphie, 2014; Environmental Protection Agency, 2022; PGL, 2022; Education Wales, 2022; Education Scotland, 2010). 

In answer to the essay question my position is that both the theory and practise of outdoor education is influenced by a variety of different philosophical and cultural stresses. To what degree a hegemony, either conscious or subconscious is responsible for this is, I believe, unclear. There are very encouraging signs that outdoor education will play a larger role in our educational curriculums in the future. As outdoor education has increased in prominence and provision in more recent times, especially in our Early Years settings. (Education Wales, 2022; Deeside.com, 2022; Department for Education, 2021a; BBC.co.uk, 2022; SAPOE, 2022) Outdoor education’s place in our society, national curriculums and in particular which pedagogy will become dominant as our society and culture evolves will continue to be an area of struggle. Can outdoor education be present in its purest, most experiential form? Or will it be coerced into conforming to our dominant educational culture, maintaining a possible hegemony? (Williams, 1986; Tracey, 2013; Robbins, 1987; Loynes, 2002; Clarke and Mcphie, 2014; Nicol, 2002; Williams, 1986)

The first question I wish to focus upon are the underpinning philosophies that shape pedagogies in outdoor education. These pedagogies are intertwined with the broader educational philosophies used in other areas of education. Dahlgren and Szczepanski (2005) outlined the philosophical beginnings of education, focusing particularly on outdoor education. They stated, “Outdoor education emanates from the educational ideal based on experience and action, enabling a multitude of contacts with nature, culture and society.” Glacken (1976, cited in Dahlgren Szczpankski p11) suggested that outdoor educations roots could be traced back to the Old Greek philosopher Aristotle. Aristotle believed that first-hand sensory experiences were key to learning. This is in stark contrast to other philosophers, such as Plato, Descartes and Socrates. They argued that our senses alone cannot give us secure knowledge. This can only be done through reasoning inside the human mind. 

Dahlgren and Szczepanski (2005) then went on to suggest that a more balanced approach, of using both sensory experience and reasoning is one that outdoor education utilizes. They stated, “Outdoor education acknowledges this first-hand experience that does not become knowledge until it is cultivated by reason.” John Dewey is an eminent philosopher who supports this premise. Dewey stressed the importance of practises, activities and experiences in giving meaning to the internal dialogue of thinking. He suggested that practical experiences where vital to learning as any other type of input without this practical experience was abstract to the learner (Crick; 2003). Other writers that advocated the importance of practical sensory experiences to effective learning are Rousseau, Comenius and Frobel. With Frobel’s book, The Education of man being credited by some, as having influenced the methodology of outdoor education. (Grant, 1982, in Dahlgren and Szczepanski 2005, p 18)
  
Considering these philosophical points, I suggest that educational pedagogies used by many education professionals would seek to take aspects from both philosophical areas. Providing a balance of sensory experience with time to apply, reflect and reason for learners to acquire, secure and deepen their learning. The use of the educational framework known as VARK, taken from the work of Fleming and Mills (1992) is evidence of this. Fleming and Mills argued that students use four modes of perception: visual, aural, read and kinaesthetic. The kinaesthetic element to this frame has been defined as, “preference related to the use of experience and practise.” (Bouchrika, 2022)   

We can also understand from the above philosophers that outdoor education is one centred upon the experience that the individual has lived through and reflected upon internally (Loynes, 2002, 2008; Clark and Mcphie, 2014; Nicol 2002). I suggest that this experiential pedagogy is outdoor education in its purest form which can at times place it at odds with current political education institutions and educational culture. As stated in the Scottish Governments, Taking Learning Outdoors: partnerships for excellence (2007) document. “We will now revitalise outdoor learning by: Assisting other outdoor specialists to understand the demands of the curriculum and make sure that they tailor experiences to meet these demands”. This places outdoor education and the experiential pedagogies, in a pedagogical or cultural struggle. With the possibility of outdoor education facilitators and settings being coerced into using an algorithmic, measured, outcome driven versions of experiential learning. If such things can exist.  

Loynes (1998, 2002, 2008) has written about the counterproductive nature of the algorithmic approach to experiential outdoor education. Arguing that the algorithmic approach cannot consider the specific environments, individuals, groups, cultures, activities and the experiences that experiential learning in its purest form does do. Loynes also argued that this algorithmic approach is the dominant form of outdoor experiential learning practise and draws on several writers’ theories such as Maslow, Kolb and Tuckman et al. This systematic, outcome led, commodified style of learning is currently dominant in other areas of education supported and endorsed by the Department for Education. For example, in phonics teaching the DfE validate and promote specific phonics schemes. Stressing that while not statutory, schools must show “fidelity”, to the scheme they choose to use (Department for Education, 2022).   

I propose that while algorithmic forms of education are not individual and tailored that does not mean that they are useless. In an ideal world an educational experience would be differentiated to the individual, pragmatically this is not always possible. I would suggest that if algorithmic forms of education, including outdoor education are adapted and differentiated to suit the learner then this may produce positive effects. 

The second question I am going to focus on is, what cultural and historical features have informed our outdoor educational pedagogies and to what degree hegemony has played in forming cultures and therefore these pedagogies? Culture is a difficult word to define and has changed its meaning on numerous occasions. Williams (1986) identified modern culture as a, “anthropological and sociological concept” being “a social process which shapes specific and distinct ways of life”. I believe that the three focus points of this question of history, culture and hegemony are all interconnected with hegemony controlling or modifying culture and culture shaping or creating history, with then history evolving culture and culture modifying a hegemony. The concepts exist together with the cultural element being directly linked to our “ways of life” or daily practises, with outdoor education not being an exception.  

Nicol (2002) provided a definition of hegemony as, “the continuing achievement by a class or class fraction or alliance of leadership over the rest of society with its perceived interests.” Williams (1986) indicated that a hegemony was the political rule or domination between class groups with interlocking control of political, social and cultural forces. With tradition being the most evident aspect of hegemonic pressures and limits. Tracey (2013) and Robbins (1987) do offer an alternative explanation for the perceived hegemonic control of our culture. They propose that hegemonic control could be somewhat subconscious and not by specific design. That the perceived mechanisms of hegemony are a natural symptom of our capitalist societal and economic structure. Both suggestions are plausible and perhaps will never be proven. But either way they make valuable contributions in the quest to understand how cultures form and endure.        

Another feature of hegemony is the theory that within our over-arching societal culture we have a specific dominant culture, fringed by residual and emergent sub-cultures and that these subcultures are coerced into conforming to the dominant culture. This can be used by a hegemony as a mechanism of cultural and societal control. Tracey (2013) and Robbins (1987) define a dominant culture as one of the ruling classes that frames, defends and maintains cultural elements. They define a residual culture as, one of the past, now practiced lightly and an emergent culture as new and one to challenge the dominant culture. Tracey goes on to outline certain mechanisms of hegemony that seek to maintain the status of the dominant culture. In essence one of coercion, with the ruling class giving “conspicuous concessions”, to the rising emergent group (Williams, 1986). Tracey used an example of Freestyle Kayaking. Starting out from and emergent place of “open contests” and “white-water rodeos” to having a much more structured format with “formal ranking systems and national teams. The theory of hegemonic coercion is that with prizes, status and financial rewards this emergent subculture will conform to a position that no longer threatens the position of the dominant culture. 

Whether hegemonic control is an active and conscious mechanism as Williams (1986) suggests, or a subconscious symptom of our capitalist culture (Robbins, 1987), I believe is unclear. However, I would suggest that a control is present within our society, shaping cultures and therefore the traditions, beliefs and practises present in our day to day lives. This would also translate to the cultural stresses and pressures faced by outdoor education settings in the UK. In its purest form outdoor education is an experiential form of learning, considering the individual, group, place, activities and the experiences formed between these interconnected elements. In its purest form outdoor education is free from objectives and measured outcomes. This goes against the current, dominant pedagogical culture within political institutions that design and enforce the delivery of our national curriculums. (Department for Education, 2021a; Department for Education 2021b; Education Scotland, 2009; Education Wales, 2022) Measurable objectives and assessment are central to our current curriculums and currently acceptable in our society as it is a traditional form of education and therefore entrenched in our culture.  

Evidence of outdoor education conforming to this dominant pedagogical culture can been seen in the National Outdoor Leadership Award (Institute for Outdoor Learning, 2022) (Education Wales, Active Learning Group, 2022; PGL, 2022) stating, “As a model for change it has the capacity to help us develop our outdoor professional practice and as a model of change it has the possibility to evidence (capture) and celebrate the impact of outdoor learning.” Also in the Curriculum for Excellence Through Outdoor Learning document produced by Learning and Teaching Scotland. Stating, “Within the curriculum, assessment is integral to effective learning and teaching.” The outdoor education company PGL (2022) use a system called Learn Link to create an aims and outcomes document for every activity they offer. I realise that these schemes are seeking to strike a balance. A balance between the purest form of experiential learning and the educational pedagogical culture we find ourselves in and is currently acceptable in our society. I see schemes and outdoor centres like this trying to justify and exhibit the value of outdoor education to students. However, it could be argued that outdoor education is being coerced into conforming to the dominant culture and or pedagogy for teaching and learning.   

In consideration to the other two concepts in this question. Nicol (2002), Loynes (2008) and Cook (1999) have all suggested historical and cultural factors that have influenced the formation and current pedagogies in outdoor education. Starting in the aims to rectify the Victorian “moral panic” by addressing the social and economic conditions of young people. Then the “Fitness for War” motivations of the 1930s and 1940s to the correction of social and character faults in the post war era, with the aim of readying people for industry and life in a working environment. 

Nicol, Loynes and Cook all suggested that these historical features imply an imperial, patriotic culture in the UK. With this influencing our society, beliefs and practises, effecting outdoor education aims and practises as a result. More specifically Cook (1999) points to how the motivations for outdoor education moved between, “a fitness for war” and as a remedy for juvenile delinquency. The motivations of character building, preparation for war and preparing for work all suggest an element of social engineering, which Nicol (2002) related back to the concept of hegemony, and I would suggest this interconnected relationship between these concepts of hegemony, culture and history. However, Loynes (2008) has stated that as cultures, societies meanings and values change, traditions can endure becoming mainstays in our thinking and practises, with Loynes using the example of character building being an ever-present aim for outdoor education. Starting in the scout movement by Baden Powell and developed by Kurt Hahn, they believed that experience of challenge and hardship would build moral fibre of the participant and in turn create rounded and useful citizens (Loynes 2008, Cook 1999). These aims and motivations can be seen in current practise. With “confidence, communication, increased motivation, teamwork, improvement in personal qualities” (PGL, 2022; Active Learn, 2022; Education Wales, 2022) all being cited as outcomes of current outdoor courses.    

I would suggest that this is a direct example and description of how our culture has influenced motivations and therefore practises in outdoor education. Consequently, I put forward that outdoor education will continue to be influenced by our culture. If outdoor education settings, writers and facilitators believe that outdoor education should seek different aims and use more liberal experiential pedagogies than those that are deemed culturally traditional and acceptable then this will be the cause or continuation of a cultural struggle, in terms of motivations, aims and pedagogy.    

According to Nicol (2008) During the 1950s an emergent more liberal approach to outdoor education was taking root in Scotland with courses based on practical projects where traditional curricular subjects were learnt with the pupils, “ceased to be ruled by dogmas and authorities”. This experimental way of teaching and learning failed due to financial constraints. This type of example proposes a link between an emergent subculture being manipulated by a hegemony. With influence being made through both economic pressures and the idea of the tradition. Nicol referred to these as, “invisible hegemonic processes”. Again, I do question whether these invisible processes are made by design or if they are a cause of the capitalist society that we live in. 

This leads us to another area of cultural pressure on outdoor education, those of market pressures. Nicol (2002) suggested that in 1990’s economic pressures were exerted on outdoor education to show cost effectiveness and value for money. As a result, centres would need to diversify their offer in order to raise incomes and also show measurable, tangible outcomes so they could justify and exhibit value for money. This diversification was seen in the rise of adventure or thrill activities Loynes (1998). This also leads us again into a cultural struggle between algorithmic and experiential pedagogies as discussed in Loynes’ (1998) Adventure in a Bun. Some outdoor centres are commodifying activities following the algorithmic, one size fits all approach. As stated previously is counterproductive to pure experiential learning. While I see no problem with people seeking high risk, thrill based, algorithmic activities or these activities providing financial income to outdoor providers. These types of activities should not be confused with education, or what outdoor education in its purest form aims to be. 

The final question I am going to consider is, what are current cultural and philosophical influences that could affect the future of outdoor education practise and prominence in the UK. As addressed in the previous two questions a hegemonic influence does appear to influence the forming and evolution of the cultures and therefore the “ways of life” and practises in our society. However, there are some emergent pedagogies and philosophies that could challenge the dominant culture or at least adapt the status quo. As the climate emergency continues, environmental or sustainability education is an element of outdoor education increasing in prominence (Education, Wales 2022; Education Scotland, 2009). Clark and Mcphie (2014) make an argument for the type of outdoor environmental education that differs from the current culturally acceptable science and positivist study of nature. They argue that these approaches succeed in creating a dualism, that nature and man are separate, creating a “crisis of perception” which in turn is the cause of the planet’s current environmental problems. They propose an approach linked in animism that acknowledges our oneness in the whole of the sensory world. An approach that overcomes the perceived dualism of man and nature in current outdoor environmental education pedagogy. 

This alternative approach could place outdoor education in a struggle with the current educational cultures in the UK. The idea that we are one with nature, that we are one of the same is, to me, a very important understanding that society would benefit from instilling, I would be curious to see if outdoor education is a relevant site for this area of learning. The challenge for facilitators being how can they exhibit value and to conform or change the current dominate cultural view, if this is a desired aim. 

Other influences that could impact outdoor education in the UK are those approaches that are coming from the different countries, with some echoing elements of the above alternative approach to environmental education proposed by Clarke and Mcphie (2014) in support of experiential learning pedagogies. These approaches include Friluftsliv and Bildung. Friluftsliv as identified by Gurholt (2008) “as a simple way of life” and an “exemplary of a green life philosophy and environmental practices”. It roughly translates to “open air living” and has been mentioned as a lifestyle that credits experiences in the outdoors for having positive effects on physical and mental health as well overall happiness (Smith, 2020; Savage, 2017). Friluftsliv has its roots in Norway from the work of poet Henrik Ibsen (Savage, 2017; Gurholt, 2008) and has become ingrained in Scandinavian society and culture (Smith, 2020). Gurholt (2008) describes Friluftsliv as a “complex social phenomenon” and an environmental practise that contrasts with the commercialized, risk orientated experiences sometimes delivered in outdoor education centres in English speaking nations. Thus, aligning itself with experiential education pedagogy. Bildung is an approach that emerged in Germany. It has been an approach that can produce experiences that are likened to humanistic and person centre ideals other than more instrumental learning experiences (Magnussen, 2012). Magnuessen explained that the Bildung approach is seen as closely aligned to play with the experience or activity having an intrinsic purpose and no external or pre-defined objective. Magussen stated that “deep experiences are involved when participants are engaged in play”. This suggests that Bildung could have become or is part of experiential learning philosophy. 

I believe that Friliftsliv and Bildung could be of huge value to outdoor education in the UK, making a valuable contribution to the practises and pedagogies we use. However, a concern must be raised of the efficacy of adopting such a “complex social phenomenon” in the society and culture in which it was not created. As stated previously experiential learning considers the cultures and environments of the individual (Dahlgren and Szczepanski, 2005). I argue using a philosophy from a different culture could be seen as moving away from this ideal.        

In conclusion, as a direct answer to the essay question I do believe that outdoor education is a site of cultural struggle. The evidence indicates that there are several cultural influences that have shaped the practises and aims of outdoor education throughout history and continues to do so. I also propose that a hegemony, either conscious or subconscious is succeeding in moulding and maintaining the dominant culture in our society.
  
The root of outdoor educations cultural struggles can be traced back to the question of what is the purpose of education. In 2015 the then Minister for Education Nick Gibb gave a speech at the Education Reform Summit entitled The Purpose for Education. He stated, “Three purposes - empowering young people to succeed in the economy, participate in culture, and leave school prepared for adult life have consistently guided our programme of reform.” (Gibb, 2015) He goes on to state, “purposes of education - to grow our economy and nurture our culture - are vital.” I find these statements to be very revealing, and surprising at their overtness. While the other aspects of Mr Gibb’s speech do address character traits and more individualistic aims, to think that “to grow our economy”, is central to this political definition of the purpose of education is where, I believe, we find the seeds of our present-day cultural struggles. While I understand that a politician’s motivations and responsibilities are different to an education professional, I would suggest that economic objectives should not be central in a nations educational structure and culture. I would argue that a nation should aspire for a more holistic, moral and person-centred ethos. I would like to add that not all struggles are necessarily negative. At times the presence of a struggle between differing, opposing points can cause an element of balance to emerge between them.    

Roger Greenaway (2008) suggested an alternative way of facilitating learning in the outdoors. Greenaway suggested that fidelity to specific models or pedagogies for learning are limiting to both the learner and the facilitator and in turn restricts the possible impact of learning interventions. I believe that outdoor education could be a flexible and welcoming area of education where all emergent, residual and dominant cultures, philosophies and pedagogies find a home. I would hope that this would serve to strike a positive and effective balance in the educational aims we aspire to and the pedagogies we use to achieve these aims. I believe the cultural struggle between outdoor education and the mainstream algorithmic pedagogies will continue if the value of experiential education in its purest form goes unnoticed or ignored. With outdoor education facilitators having to answer the question, do they want to conform to the dominant culture or seek to change the dominant culture?
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