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How important is environmental learning to outdoor adventure education?

In this essay I will be exploring the reasons behind why environmental learning can be considered important or unimportant to the practice of outdoor adventure education. In order to do this, I will be exploring what environmental learning is and the positive and negative effects it can have, I will also be looking into what outdoor adventure education is and how the two coincide with each other and the effect this can have on the participants. Will also take into consideration the effects that both outdoor adventure education and environmental learning will have on the environment. 

Environmental learning as defined by what is environmental learning (Eco Learning, 2018) ‘is education about the environment, in the environment and for the environment.’ It also says it aims to combine environmental ideas into the everyday life of the participant by learning about the different ecosystems in an environment to encourage making informed and responsible choices when it comes to being in the outdoors, it also criticises practices of industrial sites as well as those of society that cause environmental issues. Environmental learning can happen anywhere by anyone. 

Ewert and Sibthorp (2014, p5) define outdoor adventure education as ‘a variety of teaching and learning activities and experiences usually involving a close interaction with an outdoor natural setting and containing element of real or perceived danged or risk in which the outcomes, although uncertain, can be influenced by the actions of the participants and circumstances.’ Just from these two definitions you can see already that there are surface level connections between environmental learning and outdoor adventure education, at its most basic level outdoor education takes place in the outdoors and so a basic knowledge of the environment is necessary in order to perform the activity successfully and as risk free as possible. 

Williams’s (no date) article on sense of place talks about how it is important to know about the areas that you visit whether from a professional perspective or just for self-knowledge. Within the article Williams states that there are three ways in which connecting to a place can be explored; ‘consideration of how the current generation live in and around a particular outdoor place; consideration of the different ways that previous generations have lived their lives in that same outdoor place; and consideration of the concerns and issues that might arise for future generations in that place.’ By exploring these different ideas of connecting with a place it can help us to understand how and why the environment has changed over the years and how it may change in the future, environmental learning can be used to help do this by learning about the effect of mankind has had on certain areas and what we are doing now that are contributing to the destruction or preservation of that natural place. This is important for outdoor adventurous education because if an area is destroyed then it cannot be used by future generations, by using environmental learning to understand how we damage the environment we can understand what we need to do to help preserve it. For example, certain walking paths may be off limits at times in order to lesson the foot traffic that passes over them in order to prevent extreme erosion of the ground and therefore preserve those pathways for future generations. 

The theory of ‘sense of place’ can help us to understand the need for environmental learning. Sense of place is all about knowing about where you are and the history and context of the place. It can range from knowing about the history of the people that have lived and worked there and how the site has developed over the years to the ecosystems and natural environment of the place. Sense of place is important to outdoor adventure education because it is needed to understand if a certain place is good for different activities an example of this is when rock climbing, when climbing you want to know that the rock you are putting your anchors in to are stable and will not crumble under the strain. Therefore, researching the place, you are visiting before you go can help lead to a better experience for yourself or a group. This can also be considered environmental learning because it is learning about the environment you are working in, by knowing what environment you are working in it can also help you to protect that environment as with the rock climbing, by knowing the type of rocks you are climbing on you are less likely to cause damage to any habitats on or near that rock, if you didn’t know if the rock was soft or weak then it may collapse when you are climbing and cause damage not only to yourself but to the environment around you. This shows that environmental learning is important to outdoor adventure education because it shows the necessity of knowing the environment around you and the hazards it may present if not dealt with or managed correctly.

Environmental learning ‘is education about the environment, in the environment and for the environment.’ (Eco learning, 2018) this can be related to a charity known as The Missing Kind, the charity has the aims of supporting and empowering individuals, so they can make their difference to the world and to inspire kindness without boundaries (Kindavillage, 2017 A) One of this charity’s projects is Kindavillage which is an ‘innovative social and  environmental impact centre supporting the local community’ (Kindavillage, 2017 B). Kindavillage works on giving back, the planet and environment, kindness to animals and wildlife and kindness without boundaries. Kindavillage teaches people about the environment around them and what they can do to look after and sustain it, it is aimed and anyone and everyone from adults to children as they put on events as well as holding school trips to teach children about the environment and why it is important. By using environmental learning, they teach people about the effects of looking after the natural environment around them and how to sustainably use it without damaging the environment in the process. Kindavillage buys land which it rents out to surrounding farmers and takes back little by little when they need space for a new project, although this helps to provide a small amount of income for the charity, it also unconsciously protects that land from being built on and making that unusable. This is important to outdoor education as it preserves the natural area and walkways which is necessary for outdoor education because without any outdoor space there cannot be any outdoor adventurous education. 

Kindavillage aims to bring local communities together so that they work to support each other and be kinder to each other and the area around them. People that work in the outdoors have an interest in the activities that they do, this leads the them learning about the environments they work in almost naturally as it follows their interests because of this, codes such as the countryside code come about where within the society of outdoor practitioners there are commonly accepted rules for working in the outdoors, such as, not leaving traces of being in a place besides footprints (not leaving rubbish on the floor) this builds social capital between the outdoor community as a level of unspoken trust is built between them to look after the environments they use for outdoor education in order for them to be preserved for future use, it can also be considered a social responsibility to look after the environment as it can be seen as a socially unaccepted thing to damage the  environment and so people will follow the code in order to be socially accepted (Bullivant, 2018). Social capital is ‘the networks of relationships among people who live in a particular society, enabling that society to function effectively.’ (oxford dictionary, 2018) social capital can be increased between people through ‘positive experiences of trust and co-operation within a group or community’ (Johnston & Percy-Smith, p325) Outdoor adventurous education can build social capital between groups of people as many activities require the group to trust and co-operate together in order to complete the task effectively and safely, because of this participants that may not necessarily know each other are forced to create bonds with the rest of the participants. Outdoor education provides real experiences that the participants may not experience in there day to day live and this increases social capital because not only do they make bonds with the other participants, but they also take those experiences and bonds of trust back into their day to day life and are able to apply them to everyday situations. Environmental learning is important to outdoor adventure education in this context because having knowledge of the area and knowing the people participating in that activity with you also share that knowledge increases the chance of bonds of trust forming, it also increases the chance of the participants having a better experience because they are not worried about things such as is the rock strong enough for climbing and so they can relax and enjoy the activity more and when they are relaxed there is a greater chance of bonds being formed between the participants and so they get more out of the activity then they may otherwise of done. 

Environmental learning can take place without the participant realising that they are doing it, whether it is through curiosity or trial and error, we are always learning about the environment around us whether we are out in the countryside isolated from everything or in the middle of a city, environmental learning happens all around us and so is an important aspect of life as well as outdoor adventure education. 

In conclusion I believe that environmental learning is important to outdoor education as it encourages and teaches people how the environment changes, how to look after it and how to live in harmony with it, all of these things are important in outdoor adventure education because if the environment gets too damaged then the practice of outdoor education will not be able to continue as it would not be safe. By using environmental learning to teach people within and outside the outdoors education society there stands a bigger chance of protecting and preserving the environment as we know it for generations to come and so share the experiences of outdoor adventure with them. However, I have also concluded that outdoor adventure education is as important to environmental learning as it is vice versa, as most people that take part in environmental learning or teach environmental learning has some connection with outdoor adventure education and so the two feed and fuel each other in a cycle.  Both environmental learning and outdoor adventure education are very similar but both have there differences, for example outdoor adventure education is aimed more at the participant and their personal development whereas environmental learning is aimed at the environment as a whole 
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