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Outdoor Education: The Ultimate Form of Experiential Learning.
	 Experiential learning can be defined as the process in which an individual gains a personal empowerment over their education and knowledge through significant experience. This theory was introduced by philosopher, John Dewey and was then further developed in terms of outdoor education by David Kolb, Colin Mortlock and Karl Rohnke. In this paper I will discuss Dewey, Kolb, Mortlock and Rohnke’s theories and how they connect to outdoor education and experiential learning. Following this I will use the book Into Thin Air, by Jon Krakauer, to explore the potential of outdoor education as a form of experiential learning. Ultimately, I argue that outdoor education in essential in understanding oneself and recognizing the relationship that humans have with the earth. Without valuable outdoor experience one is incapable of fully understanding this critical relationship that is so often taken for granted. 
John Dewy in his work, “Experience and Education”, expresses the claim that “progressive education” is more “democratic and humane” than traditional education (Dewy 24-26). Our society has shown an inclination within our education system towards a traditional style. This style, being passed down from generations, emphasizes on a matter of routine, plans, and specific programs (Dewy 18). Instead, he introduces the idea of the new education system. This “new” education system is much simpler and focuses on the “philosophy of experience.” (Dewy 19) For Dewy, they key in the new education system is the quality of experience rather than the presence of experience. Furthermore, he claims that it is actually a fundamental right of an individual to be involved in the new education system because of its democratic nature. 
	Specifically, when Dewey claims that progressive education is more “democratic and humane” than the traditional education that our society often enforces, he is saying that it is within our human right to have power over our own education. The idea of empowerment is a really critical part in Dewey’s argument. This self-empowerment over one’s education results in growth that allows people to be more active in a progressive society. 
Dewy argues that this self-empowerment comes from the “experiential continuum”. (Dewey 17) This is the principle of the continuity of educational experiences throughout one’s life. This idea recognizes that there are valuable experiences within the traditional education system, but these experiences do not provide the same growth and individual empowerment as the new education system. This is because the experiences of the traditional system are static and do not allow you to build off of each experience. On the other hand, the new educational system allows students to take control of their own education, create or partake in experiences that will aid them in future experiences. This creates growth through active learning. 
I think that Dewey’s claim is extremely insightful and ultimately correct. He questions the quality of the traditional education system with the powerful idea of experiential learning. From this central idea, David Kolb, Colin Mortlock, and Karl Rohnke developed their own theories that directly relate to outdoor education.  
Kolb’s theory largely consists of four different stages, that work in a cycle, for experiential learning. The stages follow; 1) concrete experience (doing), 2) Reflexive observation (observing), 3) Abstract Conceptualization (thinking), and Active Experimenting (planning). Kolb argues that you can enter the cycle at any time, but they always follow the same order to ensure meaningful learning. This cycle occurs during active learning and can be exemplified through outdoor education. Outdoor education allows for mistakes that actually effect your well-being. It is the weight of such mistakes and Kolb’s learning cycle that push you to learn in a really fast and active manner. For example, Mountain biking is a sport where there is a lot of room for potential disaster. Once you have you first experience of falling off the bike into a pile of rocks you reflect on the experience to see where you went wrong. Maybe it was because you didn’t look where you wanted to go. You have learned that this is a critical part of Mountain Biking that will prevent you from falling. On your next big turn, you look where you want to go and see how that changed or didn’t change the outcome of your turn. This cycle is constant throughout outdoor education because outdoor education requires you to actively learn in order to be successful. (Kolb)
Mortlock expands the ideas of learning actively through outdoor education by setting up four stages of adventure. These stages consist of; 1) Play, 2) Adventure, 3) Frontier Adventure and 4) Misadventure. Which stage you are in at a given time is dependent on your skill level and the associated risk. Simply, play can be defined as participating in activities that are below your skill level with no real risk involved. Adventure is defined as the stage where you are using your skills more, but not to their full potential. There is little risk involved in this stage. Frontier Adventure is where you want to be in order to really learn through the experience. In this stage your skills are pushed, and the potential risk is clear. This stage is about being pushed just to your skill limits and not going over to misadventure. In misadventure the challenge is out of the range of one’s skill level. This results in injury and in some cases death. This theory is extremely relevant because it focuses on the maturity that outdoor education requires to be capable of recognizing your own skill level and when something is too much or not enough. This is an extremely important skill to have and is critical when taking on the real word. I feel like, in our society, pride and greed often block our ability to really reflect and understand our individual capabilities in relation to challenges ahead of us. Mortlock’s stages of adventure really put the relationship between skill and risk into perspective. (Mortlock) 
	Lastly, Rhonke includes a critical phrase “Challenge by Choice” in his theory. This phrase really connects all of the different ideas that have been previously discussed. Rhonke recognizes that individuals often benefit from choosing not to take on a challenge. By refusing a challenge, it is evident that you are aware of both your own skills and the associated risk. Choosing to take on a challenge emphasizes that you are actively taking power over your learning by partaking in the challenge. You are the catalyst for learning. This develops of sense of responsibility for your education and learning experience. (Rhonke)
[bookmark: _GoBack]	 Into Thin Air, by Jon Krakauer is an indisputable example of how these theories work in practice and the real potential of outdoor education in relation to experiential learning. To quickly summarize, this book describes the events of an Everest Expedition in May 1996 that resulted in a great deal of misadventure. The team that this book describes was made up of a group of people who paid thousands of dollars to have professional climber, Rob Hall, to lead them up and down Everest. While the members of the 1996 team was financially competent, they lacked the appropriate skill that is required for the challenge that Mt. Everest presents. Certain members lack of experience put themselves, Hall and the rest of their team at serious risk. 
In this book a really obvious mistake that lead to the misadventure was the choice that the team made to take on Mt. Everest when their individual skill levels were nowhere close to sufficient. They lacked the ability to recognize that their skills didn’t match the challenge. By choosing to take on the challenge they weren’t doing something remarkable, but something stupid. As we have discussed there is a sense of responsibility that is created through outdoor education and taking control of that responsibility through active learning is critical to ensure frontier adventure. 
This book presents us with a different perspective and teaches us an important lesson- it is a good thing to have goals, but you need to be aware of the line between accomplishing your goal and putting yourself and others in danger. Outdoor education is designed to teach individuals how to reflect on their abilities in relation to challenges that face them. This skill is essential in developing a full self-understanding. (Krakauer)
I argue that experiential learning through outdoor education is ultimately the key in gaining individual insight. There is no other form of education that actively teaches you about yourself and your surroundings. In addition, outdoor education is fundamental in developing an appreciation and understanding for the landscape. The outdoors presents a vast amount of challenges that undoubtedly exceed human strength and most of the time even human recognition. Most people lack the experience of active education and furthermore have never been given the chance to really think about what our landscape means. Our landscape holds a longer history that humans can even fathom. Processes that we can’t even define have shaped our world into what it is today. Humans often underestimate the strength of the outdoors and try to take on challenges that are simply beyond our limits. Without a valuable outdoor experience there is no way for one to truly develop a self-understanding and no way to establish true respect for the land. It is clear through careful reflection and experience that these are two essential characteristics in human existence as we know it. 
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