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Educational theorist John Dewey claims that a “progressive education” is more “democratic and humane” than a traditional education. According to Dewey, a progressive education is one where educational experiences build upon each other, and in doing so, facilitates further learning (Dewey, 1939). Education is seen as an experience itself, and by having this experience of education, students learn. Then, by taking past experiences into account, quality experiences serve as building blocks for future learning. A quality experience is an individual experience that has the potential to serve as this important foundation for future learning, and may have an immediate and future impact (Dewey, 1939). Using student experience instead of the traditional style of education, Dewey argues, is more democratic and humane (1939). This presented a stark contrast to the traditional style of education, dominant during Dewey’s time. Dewey’s idea of a democratic and humane progressive education was a call for autonomy to help students become better citizens later in life. 
	One goal of experiential learning is to show that each student’s individual experience has value. In having their own experiences valued, students then learn independence. Each student has the freedom to learn according to the experiences which are most beneficial to them. Dewey views this as democratic. This then enables students to act and think on their own. The ability of students to think for themselves and have more independence will serve them better in life, making this style of education more humane. Dewey says, “Can we find any reason that does not ultimately come down to the belief that democratic social arrangements promote a better quality of human experience…,” supporting his ultimate claim that value on student experience that leads to autonomous thought will lead to a higher quality of life for the student (Dewey, 1939, p. 25).  
I personally support Dewey’s claim. Through my life, I have had many quality experiences that I believe have served as building blocks that have furthered my education. These experiences have included ones in the outdoors. In my First Year Seminar, Sustainable Living and Learning, our class took field trips where we applied concepts learned in class. I experienced and appreciated the material in new ways, that was the sole result of the field trips. For example, we learned about apples and their origins in Michael Pollan’s book, The Botany of Desire. In class we spent time discussing our own reactions to the material and how the information in the book could be connected to our own lives. These avenues of discussion valued our experiences and allowed us to identify past experiences that were beneficial to our learning. Later in the semester, we visited the Cornell Agricultural Experiment Station and learned even more about apple trees. We were allowed to explore the orchard on our own and taste any of the apples we wanted. Drawing on class discussion and previous knowledge, we were able to use the field trip experience to enhance our learning. In following this process, I felt that I had control over my education. I decided what I wanted to learn based on my experiences. The field trip has served as an experience that I have used to build upon for other classes since my FSEM. In my Plant Biology class, I was able to use the information from my FSEM to learn even more about the biology of apple trees, and how humans have coevolved with apples. What was once new information to me is now serving as a foundation for further learning. 
In the outdoors I learned while participating in our Pre-Orientation Adventure Program (POAP). In participating in POAP, I not only had a lot of fun, but I learned as well. Kolb’s four stage cycle of learning involves a concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and an active experience. This is a cycle and can be entered at any point, but Kolb argues it is beneficial for a student to begin at the concrete experience stage (Sharlanova, 2004). During POAP, I had no previous backpacking experience, so I had no “foundation” in that sense to begin learning. My concrete experience was the first day of the trip itself. After the first day, gathered around a campfire, my group discussed the day, participating in the reflective observation step of Kolb’s cycle. In discussing our experiences and the feelings associated with those experiences, we were beginning to use our own perspectives to build a foundation for further adventure. This continued through the entire POAP trip. Using the reflections, I thought about the days to come and how to plan for them. I also used my first POAP experience to plan for my second trip as a guide. This is when abstract conceptualization became more important. Considering my past POAP experience, I was able to identify concrete themes and situations that may have appeared during my second trip. As a guide, I then had an active experience after reflecting on my concrete experience (the first trip) and after planning the second trip. The second time, I was more prepared because I was able to use my foundational knowledge gained during the first trip, and learn from old mistakes. This preparedness also allowed me to learn different things during the second trip (Kolb Learning Styles, 2006). In the process of connecting each of the four stages, linking concrete and abstract experiences, and having active and reflexive reviews, I was able to learn from my POAP experience. 
Mortlock and Priest's stages of adventure are play, adventure, frontier adventure, and misadventure. Each stage progresses in intensity, with play being the least intense and misadventure being the most intense. The stage of adventure hinges on level of risk and level of competence. High levels of competence decrease risk in most cases, but Mortlock and Priest argue that some level of risk is necessary for adventure. When faced with this risk, students have an opportunity to begin to realize their true capabilities (Neill, 2004). The level of risk differs for each person based on their skills and past experiences. During POAP, I would classify my experience as an adventure. Although I had never been backpacking before, I have been on camping trips and was comfortable in the wilderness and camp setting. The hiking was within my physical capabilities, and during my trip I felt in control. I did not feel that I was being challenged in a way that pushed me close to the misadventure stage, but still had a lot of fun. If I were in the “play” stage, I would have been working at a skill level lower than my real skill level, and the activities would’ve been too easy. In my POAP adventure, I was challenged appropriately to my skill level. For my POAP experience to have been a frontier adventure, I would have had to been closer to reaching my limit and misadventure. A misadventure would’ve occured if I had been attempting to participate at a skill level that was higher than my actual skill level. A misadventure has the potential to result in negative consequences for all who are involved. 
Rhonke has two concepts central to his argument, “challenge by choice” and “falling forward with confidence”. Challenge by choice occurs when every individual has the right to decide what to do. It places emphasis on the idea that every person should try to do something as an experience, but allows the option of choosing to do nothing (Rohnke, 2000). During POAP, especially during the ice-breaker portion on campus, each student was allowed the autonomy to decide what they wanted to do. Our group was given a list of activities and we collectively chose what activities we wanted to do. I’m sure that if we really didn’t want to do the activities, we wouldn’t have had to participate. The concept “falling forward with confidence” explains how people gain confidence and learn through failure. In every experience, there is an element of potential risk, and fear of this potential risk can hold us back from having a beneficial experience. However, sometimes the best lessons are learned through failure (Rohnke, 2000). During POAP, I was afraid my inexperience backpacking would hold up the progression of the group. Looking back, I think I chose to fall forward with confidence instead of letting my fear hold me back. I embraced the possibility of failure as an opportunity that I could learn from instead of as an obstacle holding me back. 
	Experiential learning allows students to take control of their education by participating in hands on activities, equipping them with the skills and confidence to become autonomous later in life. In outdoor education, the same principles apply. Students are encouraged to explore the outdoors in a risk controlled environment, allowing them to develop the same confidence that enables them to become autonomous later in life. Outdoor education is an effective method of experiential learning. 
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