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How important is environmental learning to outdoor adventure education?

Introduction 

 “I depart as air, I shake my white locks at the runway sun, I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love. If you want me again look for me under your boot soles. You will hardly know who I am or what I mean. Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged, missing me one place search another, I stop somewhere waiting for you” Walt Whitman (1855). This quote could suggest that environmental learning can have a few meanings to its purpose depending on how it is being presented or received by a person. They could also think it to be completely different and that environmental learning is about experimenting or learning different things in the world. 

What is environmental learning?

For one thing it could be suggested that a “Learning environment refers to the diverse physical locations, contexts, and cultures in which students learn.” (The Glossary of Educational Reform, August 2014). This quote infers that environmental learning is more about the place of study and how it can relate to the student be it a specific location that is built for learning such as a classroom or a park, something that creates an environment for people to learn comfortably and safely. Another way it is meant is to learn about the environment and how it works, like such things as biospheres and what they are, as well as what an eco-system is and how we affect it as humans. Or what we can do to help the environment and preserve it for later generations to use effectively and learn about how it was back in the past as opposed to the present and how we now have legislations on cleaning the environment and keeping it healthy. Such as the Climate Change Act 2008 in which it is “An Act to set a target for the year 2050 for the reduction of targeted greenhouse gas emissions; to provide for a system of carbon budgeting; to establish a Committee on Climate Change” (legislation.gov.uk). In outdoor adventure education environmental learning encompasses both these meanings, as a practitioner in the outdoors you would have to know about the varying weather conditions both in land and out to sea depending on what outdoor sport you are choosing to do/teach. Also, you would need to research where the best place to go would be and how if will benefit/hinder your experience, making sure it is safe and comfortable to learn at/in. As an example, if you were to take a group kayaking you would need to know what they know about the sport and if they are capable, if not then you would need to create a safe learning environment for them to learn but you would also need to know what the weather is like and if it would change as well as how many people and what they are like. 

What is affecting environmental learning? – pollution, technology, lack of adventure

Environmental learning as important as it is, is being affected by a lack of the environment/ learning space outdoors. The environment as we know is being affected by many things such as different types of pollution- air, water, land and visual, National geographic (2011) stated that “All living things—from one-celled microbes to blue whales—depend on Earth’s supply of air and water. When these resources are polluted, all forms of life are threatened.”. This really brings into context about how much depends on the earth and how if we destroy then we won’t have anything beautiful left. Also, by deforestation and other ways like the increase of technology and the lack of interest in adventure. 

Pollution- the definition of pollution as by National geographic (2011) is “the introduction of harmful materials into the environment.” This could be anything form man made pollutants such as cars and plastic or factory’s and their smoke or other more natural pollutants like volcanic ash. 

Air- Air pollution is caused when there is an increase of toxins being released into the atmosphere from factory’s smoke stacks which are more visible then say the exhausts from cars and other motorised vehicles. Air pollutants have a dangerous effect on the human body and if exposed to too much then a person could get lung cancer or increase the difficulty of breathing. But it’s not just man-made pollutants there’s also natural ones like volcanic ash and when they erupt, they release a huge amount of gases into the atmosphere. When all these pollutants make it in the air it mixes with the clouds to create acid rain which also has disastrous effects on the land and water. (National geographic,2011)

Land- land pollution is caused by the soil being damaged by pesticides and fertilizers that are supposed to help crops grow but at the same time kill other plant life. Also trash and other types of rubbish are littering the ground as we speak which harms animals and plants alike. Although we have landfill there is still so much trash out there to be collected and recycled.  (National geographic,2011)

Water- Polluted water can be seen in different ways, sometimes you can see that the water is discoloured and foul smelling but sometimes it can look clean but contain so many harmful chemicals that aren’t visible. There are natural chemicals and pollutants that run into the water like gasses and oil from underground sources, but the man-made pollutants are just as disastrous like oil spills in the ocean or plastics just floating in the sea.  When that water is polluted then it can make people sick if they drink it or eat and marine life that has been in that polluted water.  (National geographic,2011)

Deforestation- Deforestation is where large amounts of forest are being cut down in order to make space for farming or there is a demand for a specific type of wood. The forests are home to so many land-based species of both plant life and animal life, and their role in people’s lives and many people still live in the forests. Our forests are so important in the fight against pollution and global warming due to the fact that trees intake the carbon dioxide and produced oxygen in a system called photosynthesis. If we take trees away, then this process is interrupted, and the CO2 levels will rise. (WWF, no date)

Technology/lack of adventure- The increase of technology and the lack of interest in the outdoors is linked together because as new technology comes out the more, we stay indoors and away from the environment, but also ignoring what we are doing to it. For example, when a new car comes out people will by it but there’s still the result of exhaust fumes and waste produced from the cars. Or how about the amount of food we eat and throw away without regard for the environment. 

What we are doing to stop it- There are many organisations working to decrease the number of things that effect the environment and in turn environmental learning. Because without the environment how can we participate in environmental learning at its core. Organizations such as World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), which is a charity to help protect all wildlife and nature across the globe by implementing volunteer work to clean up the forests and other such things, and the United Nations (UN) are fighting to place in laws worldwide like the international environmental law which is about each country doing its part to prevent the increase in pollution. 

What can we do to invest in environmental learning? - sense of place environment, history, outdoor centres 

Environmental learning is an expansive subject to say the least. There are many ways we can do this such as learn the history behind places we are going to as well as the ecosystems in place there and when going to outdoor centres find out what they do and how it relates to no just environmental learning but also experimental learning. 
Dr Andy Williams wrote that ‘connecting to a place means developing and increased understanding and awareness of the place where outdoor activities occur.’. (horizons magazine no 82, p23) What this suggests is that to know the history and cultural background of a site is just as important as going to the site its self. If you know the history, you can expand not just your knowledge but the knowledge of others that go to that site. There is a vast pool of experience in the history but to know the culture to is just as important. The culture tells us what it was like back then for the people living and doing these activities or similar ones that we have changes over the years.  Also, we can find out what has changed with the environment that surrounds the site and whether or not it was changed due to human intervention or natural causes an whether we need to do some work in restoring it to help with the environment. Learning about the outdoor centre that you were to go to is also a big help in learning as you can find out what they do, why they do it and how it will help the people going. Also, what precautions they take to protect the environment and whether or not they do experimental learning like throwing you straight into the activities that are unknown to you.  

Conclusion 	

In my opinion I think that environmental learning is important to outdoor adventure education because without the environment, how are we supposed to learn outdoors about the many wonderful things such as nature and its cycles as well as how we can use nature to have fun in sports such as kayaking or activities like orienteering. Learning about what we are doing to the environment is such a heart break and knowing that at the moment there are countless people and many organisations fighting and doing their bit to help protect it make it so much more necessary to get people learning about it now. I d like to refer back to the quote/ poem piece I used in the introduction by Walt Whitman (1855) or the part which says ‘I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love. If you want me again look for me under your boot soles.’ This part really jumps at me as I think it to mean that he is experimenting in his learning to get closer to the environment and that if we cannot see what he is doing then we are just walking all over him. Of course, I cannot testify to its other reasoning or its actual reasoning but that is just what I had found when reading it. Also, when Dr Andy Williams was teaching us about the sense of place, I wondered how important it really was to learn the history but after reading his article I found that it is more important than you’d think it to be because without knowing you are lost. And learning about the environment and how it works is crucial for roles in the outdoors because you need to know how it all work if you are to teach others about how it works.
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