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How important is environmental learning to outdoor adventure education?

This essay will investigate the importance of environmental learning to outdoor adventure education. Firstly, the essay will establish what environmental learning is, its advantages and disadvantages along with examples. Secondly, this essay will determine the meaning of outdoor adventure education, through theories and examples. In addition, the benefits and negatives will be considered when analysing the importance of environmental learning to outdoor adventure education.

Outdoor Adventure Education is “conducted in a wilderness-like setting or through nature and physical skills development to promote interpersonal growth or enhance physical skills in outdoor pursuits” (Gilbertson, Bates, McLaughlin. & Ewert, 2006, p.8).  Outdoor ‘Adventure’ education implies that this idea of being outdoors on a trip/ activity creates a sense of risk (Brown and Beames, 2017).

Outdoor adventure education covers a broad range of topics, so it is useful to narrow the focus in order to examine the environmental aspect. Williams (2018) considers that environmental learning is a key part of outdoor adventure education. 

Environmental learning has been defined as “Education about the environment, in the environment, and for the environment” (Eco-Learning, no date). This definition covers a wide range of aspects including the earth’s ecosystems and environmental problems relating to them as well as the environment. It is also stated that any outdoor location can provide an opportunity for environmental learning (Eco-Learning, no date). Primary school children in the UK typically spend 635 hours per school year in classrooms (Burgess, 2013).  However, there are many other areas where students can learn effectively and enjoyably such as the outdoors (Smith, 2002). Alternatively, educators’ debate that environmental learning can help or hinder the students’ learning. An example of this would be if a classroom of students were to be taken outside, they would be in different surroundings. Being outside, pupils are able to use most of their senses, such as smell, vision, touch and hearing to learn about the natural environment. These different surroundings can affect a student’s physical and mental health. For example, the sun would not only provide vitamin D (NHS, 2018) but it could also elevate the mood of the students (Ehrenfeld, 2017). According to Gardner (1993, cited in Beames et al., 2012) a benefit of incorporating a multisensory approach to learning is that the outdoors will provide the learner with an environment that will be able to engage all the senses and multiple intelligences in ways the classroom cannot. 

Dewey stated that “An experience is always what it is because of a transaction taking place between the individual and, what at the time, constitutes the environment” (Dewey, 2011, p. 15) which is in line with the approach taken by outdoor education activity providers.  By providing students with environmental learning as an integral part of outdoor adventure education, the needs of the students will be met.  Dewey’s belief is that students learn by actually taking part and doing tasks and learning through experience. This is seen as a hands-on learning approach, however Dewey’s idea of learning from an experience also allows learning from reflecting on the expereince. This has the idea of taking past experiences, good or bad and learning from them. This can be linked to Mortlock’s model (1984) for adventure which this essay will look at in more detail later.

Maslow identified that in order for learning to take place certain needs must be met (Burleson and Thoron, 2017). These needs have been divided up by Maslow into 5 levels of hierarchy. (Burleson and Thoron, 2017). These are basic needs, psychological needs and self- fulfilment needs. Basic needs consist of physiological needs and safety needs such as food, water and security. Psychological needs are split up into belongingness and love needs as well as esteem needs, such as friends and feelings of accomplishment. Finally, self- fulfilment needs which are described by Maslow as reaching one’s full potential, include creative activities (McLeod, 2018). Environmental learning is important because it can be used with outdoor activities to help satisfy learners’ needs. An example of this is the organisation Kingswood; they particularly focus on the development of life skills through their outdoor activities in order for participants to reach their full potential. Kingswood believe that their residential trips have the ability to make educational experiences more exciting and unforgettable (Kingswood, no date). Kingswood uses environmental learning by providing life skills programmes based in the natural environment the outdoors has to offer in order to help motivate the students and focus on pupils’ emotional, personal and social skills (Kingswood, no date). Outdoor adventure education provides the learner with a range of different activities that can be linked to the different levels identified by Maslow by incorporating environmental learning (Burleson and Thoron, 2017). 

Mortlock’s Model for Adventure considers outdoor adventure education in terms of play, adventure, frontier adventure and misadventure (Matlock, 1984, cited in lecture notes, 2018).  The Model reflects on how risk can transform play to misadventure through some or all of the stages.  The importance of environmental learning in this context can be appreciated because it can in certain circumstances reduce risk or indeed eliminate it altogether and avoid misadventure.  For example, the outdoor adventure education provider PGL deliver a ‘survivor’ activity to schoolchildren.  This is in a wilderness set scenario (PGL, No Date).  While taking part in the survivor activity, pupils are given the chance to develop their effective teamwork skills to liaise and build a shelter. They are also given the chance to learn new skills such as navigation and meteorological skills when they have to decide on the layout of the site. They also learn how to share responsibilities for completing tasks set, but most of all they have fun and learn from the environment they are in. This is environmental learning and it is providing school pupils with the skills and knowledge to be safe in the outdoors and reduce risk to prevent misadventure.   

Another way in which environmental learning is positively linked to outdoor adventure education is through the increase in lessons in BushCraft Skills and activities provided by established organisations such as Scout and Guide groups.  Writing for the Guardian newspaper, British adventurer Bear Grylls, who is widely known for teaching survival skills, argues that ‘Schools alone can’t teach children skills such as resilience and common sense’ and proposes that ‘Scouting, one of the nation’s greatest character factories, is so important’ (Guardian, 2015, p. 1). This is evidenced by the fact that half of the Scouting programme is dedicated to adventure and the outdoors (Scouts, 2017), which clearly shows the movement’s connection with the wilderness. The Scouts also recognise that their activities help young people to set and achieve goals and to develop confidence (Scouts, 2017). Regarding these comments, the Scout groups use environmental learning to help young people develop and gain new skills and, in this respect, Scout and Guide groups recognise the importance of environmental learning to help young people develop resilience and a respect for the outdoors.  Being prepared for risk and danger and having the skills to deal with any situation that may arise helps young people build the confidence they need to deal with adversity.

As can be seen above, although there are clear positive links between environmental learning and outdoor adventure education, there are also negative links between the two. To begin with, most outdoor activities will result in some sort of disturbance to the surrounding environment (Buckley, 1991). For example, driving to a national park to go navigating already impacts the environment in a negative way because it is adding to the rising pollution through exhaust emissions (Green, 2018).  As a result, climate change is happening, and this is driving many plants and animals out of their current ecosystem.   This then has a further knock on effect because each plant and animal have their own role in their current ecosystem and without their addition can result in the loss of other plants and animals (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2017). 

As more people experience the outdoors, it becomes more crowded and thus can have a greater impact on the environment. An example of this would be rock climbing, an outdoor adventure activity that many people see as an activity that is passionate about protecting the environment (Brennen, 2010). However, stated in an article online, “Rock climbing isn’t quite as impact-free as some might assume” (Zielinski, 2017).  In other words, the suggestion is that many rock climbers have a negative impact on the environment such as while climbing, the rock face is defaced. Thus, results in many plants, animals and other species having their habitat destroyed along the cracks and cervices. Holzschuh and Tessler (cited in Zielinski, 2017) suggest that; if climbers can minimize their impacts on the rock’s vegetation, respect and obey restriction set and reduce their impact on the environment (picking up litter), then these environments will last far longer and thus will result in the area having a potential environmental future.

Furthermore, As the outdoors becomes more popular through outdoor adventure education, it clearly means that areas of wilderness will become more populated and recognised. This means that there is the possibility we lose areas of the wilderness through path erosion and other human impacts on the environment, which is highlighted by (Williams, no date) who says, “Place has a present, a past and future”. In this respect, learning about a sense of place is seen by Williams as a new, different and exciting way to use the outdoors.   He is also saying that unless steps are taken to protect and conserve the environment, future generations will be denied the sense of place that current and past generations have enjoyed.

To conclude, this essay has given a detailed account of the importance of environmental learning linking it to outdoor adventure education. Throughout this essay definitions were looked at along with theories and research dealing with both environmental learning and outdoor adventure education. Dewey’s theory of experiential learning (2011) showed the success of a hands-on approach to outdoor adventure education while linked to environmental learning. Thus, linked to Gardner’s (1993) multisensory approach towards the outdoor classroom really shows the importance of environmental learning through outdoor adventure education and how we can use surroundings to enhance the learners experience. 
As discussed above, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (2017) is relevant here with relation to the different needs which need to be met in order to learn. If an individual is out in an environment and their basic needs are not being met (food, warmth and security) then the desired learning may not take place, although learning connected with the equipment required to stay warm in extreme conditions will most certainly have taken place.

It is essential to equip pupils with the knowledge and understanding of their environment in order to develop the skills they need for stewardship of the outdoors.  In this respect, outdoor education must incorporate learning about sustainability and existing threats to the natural environment so that it can be conserved and enjoyed by future generations.
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