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Outdoor education offers an effective method of learning that cannot always be found in the classroom. At some time throughout life almost everyone can agree that they have heard a child refer to school as a prison. Perhaps you have even done this yourself. I know that I did, when I was younger and locked inside a classroom, staying silent until being called upon, and obtaining permission to do even the most basic of human functions: use the bathroom. Obviously, this is exaggerated, but when we actually take time to pause and consider the accepted social expectations of a typical school, it is striking to see the similarities between schools and prisons. 

In Wales, while on the outdoor adventure program I recall a time the Zane asked permission to go and use the toilet. People were taken back that he felt the need to ask. This is just how you are treated in an American school system, where no choice is your own. 

I think that this is what Dewey is referring to when talking about the more democratic and more humane aspects of experiential learning. He poses the following questions: 

“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, one which is more widely accessible and enjoyed, than do non-democratic and anti-democratic forms of social life? Does not the principle of regard for individual freedom and for the decency and kindliness of human relations come back in the end to the conviction that these things are tributary to a higher quality of experience on the part of a greater number than are methods of repression and coercion or force?” (Dewey 25-26)

I think that this quote is the heart of Dewey’s article on experiential learning. What he is trying to portray is that there are more effective methods of educating people without spoon-feeding facts in and obscure setting that often makes people dread going to school. 

What Dewey claims is that there are plenty of other options to learning. Instead of discussing nature in a biology classroom, looking at pictures on a screen, we could go outside and embrace the nature around us. Say you are in a plant biology course. When you think logically about it, who you rather have a picture of a leaf, or an actual leaf? Obviously, the tangible thing. Would you rather get told what to look at, by the teacher at the board or challenged to go out and try to find it yourself? Obviously, the adventure and the moving outside seems more enjoyable and engaging. 

In Wales, it would have been very easy to sit in a classroom and look at pictures of ancient rocks, or mines, or mountains. But going and experiencing them first hand offers a different perspective than can ever be obtained through a picture. 

Then there is another layer that can be added in where people can learn based on their interests because when allowed to freely engage with the surrounding environment there will be more curiosity than if you were in a classroom with a predetermined slideshow of material. 

The fun and exciting part of learning is exploring your own interests. This is when people engage and want to educate themselves. This is what learning should be about according to Dewey and the only way to achieve this higher quality of learning is through experiential learning. 

While on the program in Wales, there was a motto “challenge by choice.” Not only did this offer the students free range to determine if they would participate or not, but a lot of times we even got offered what “curriculum” we wanted to have for the day. We were given choice about what we wanted to do and that took the experience from a guided school trip, to a fun and exciting adventure. It did not even feel like “class.”
Reflecting on the trip however, I realize just how much I learned, while not even realizing that I was learning at all. By putting in practice the theories of outdoor adventure, there was a lot to be learned. 


First, we have Kolb’s four stage cycle of learning. This definitely came into effect in more ways than one. Upon beginning our adventure, one of the first things that we had to learn and adjust to the different demands of the trip. For me, one of the biggest problems was the weather, and never knowing how to dress for a day out. Somedays I would dress to light and be absolutely freezing. Other days I would dress too heavy and be sweating. We began every day with a weather forecast, but without going outside and trying out different outfits over the course of the trip, there was no way of knowing what would best suit each activity (especially when you can’t read Celsius). 
We adventured every day, taking numerous breaks every single day to take off or add layers depending on what was required by the weather conditions. For some reason, it felt like I was the only one who never had any extra clothes to take off or to add, so much so that others started offering me their layers and packing extra specifically for me. It was time for reevaluation. Why couldn’t I figure this weather thing out?

Upon observation I discovered that I was packing my bag for each adventure like an idiot. For the first two weeks of the trip it was actually pointless for me to bring a pack. Nothing was inside. It was time to think about a solution. From now on I would bring layers every single day. 

In planning how to move forward, which is the fourth step, I went through every article of clothing that I packed for the trip. On our day hikes I began to bring an article of clothing from every category. Leggings, shorts, socks, a tank top, a t-shirt, a long sleeve, and a sweatshirt. After that I was never unprepared again. 
This experience of frequently being too hot or too cold was one that I needed to undergo, before I could finally understand what it meant to pack a bag for the day. Being inside, in a classroom, sure someone could tell you what to pack in a bag every day. But actually experiencing it first hand enhances the ideas and engrains it to memory. Never again will I want to feel and wet and cold as I did at the top of Cadair Idris, so I will come prepared to every following adventure. 


The next theorists were Morlock and Priest who talked about the stages of adventure. One of the most important parts relating to this theory is where skill meets difficulty to have a peak adventure. While everyone’s idea of what a peak adventure is is different, the stages to get there are the same.
The best example that I can use from this trip was when we were coasteering around the ocean. The were tons of rocks to climb, jump of off, and play on. One rock in particular stuck out above the water maybe ten or fifteen feet, but when looking at it from the water it seemed huge. Given that I am very afraid of heights, and I had no idea of the depth of the water the risk at the time seemed pretty high to me, to jump from the top. Despite being afraid, I knew I could do it. My ability was peak. 

 Our guide had also climbed this rocked before and jumped successfully into the deepest part of the surrounding water so he knew how to help direct us to safety. Therefore, our competence grew. With about an equal competence to risk ratio, this specific part of the trip had us in the peak adventure phase of the ability vs. risk graph. 

Overall what I learned while in Wales were things that I could never have learned in a classroom. They are things that must be experienced by each individual for themselves, and after such experiences, the memory will never fade of what you have taken in. I know it has only been two weeks since being home, but I feel like I will never forget any of the memories, lessons, and takeaways from my trip.
