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How Important is Environmental Learning to Outdoor Adventure Education (OAE)?

‘Environmental Learning’ is a wide ranging and multi-faceted term in relation to OAE, as many aspects of OAE can be related to it. As such, this essay will first identify the importance of the environment from a wider perspective. Secondly, an educational perspective into the importance of environmental learning will be explored, along with the importance of teachers and facilitators within OAE. Finally, a narrower, individualistic perspective will look at how important environmental learning is to OAE students, regarding their education, well-being, and numerous other aspects relating to environmental learning.

On a global scale, the deterioration of the environment “poses a serious threat to the strength and vitality of the people” (Public Law, cited in Matre, 1990, p. 3). The state of the environment “has pushed environmental issues up the agenda for everyone” (Ogilvie, 2005, p. 75), with evidence of major ice sheets melting, the atmosphere altering, and biodiversity diminishing found by researchers for The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (2007, cited in, 2013, p. 4).

In contrast, Sussman (2010) offers the counter-argument, claiming that climate change is a ‘scam’, although this essay will assume climate change to be a genuine concern for the planet. However, more recent research by the IPCC (2013, cited in Prince, 2017, p. 161) found evidence that human lifestyles are unsustainable, indicative of a need for positive environmental change to create a sustainable future for everyone. Internationally, our goal is the construction of a sustainable future (Jeronen, Palmberg and Yli-Panula, 2016).

The evidence outlined displays the importance of the environment, pointing towards a need to create a sustainable future. Cocks and Simpson (2015, p. 217) state “each person perceives his or her relationship to the natural world in a unique and personal way”, which may be a positive or negative relationship. Zylstra et al (2014, p. 119) suggest that there is a “Western disconnect from nature” which is “central to the social-ecological crises.” They believe this is attributed to “nature” being seen as a “biophysical environment that exists without humans,” which furthers the “human/nature divide” (p. 121).  Zylstra et al suggest we must connect with nature, experience nature, and have information about nature.

One potential solution for disseminating the required information about nature and the environment would be through education, which, in the context of this essay, would be achieved via OAE. The Institute for Outdoor Learning (IOL) (2014, cited in Couper and Porter, 2016, p. 209) want OAE graduates to have both in-depth, and holistic understandings of the environment, and behaviours which might adversely affect it. Couper and Porter also note one of the most important aims of outdoor education being to raise awareness and respect for the natural environment, but claim OAE degrees find changing students’ environmental attitudes difficult, suggesting a change in pedagogy. 

D’Amato and Krasny (2011) suggest OAE has a restricted impact on environmental knowledge and behaviours, an impediment possibly caused by both egocentric and anthropocentric behaviours being “absolutely necessary in outdoor activities in order to ensure safety” (Couper and Porter, 2016, p. 215). In this light, the ‘adventure’ element of OAE may be detrimental to environmental learning, although it is argued that nothing “suggests that anthropocentric recreation professionals care any less about nature than ecocentrists,” and that “including both perspectives adds a layer of complexity to the outdoor narrative” (Cocks and Simpson, 2015, pp. 223-225). 

Despite these different opinions, conservation of the natural environment is still important to both anthropocentric and ecocentric students (Jeronen, Palmberg and Yli-Panula, 2016). Lekies, Yost and Rode (2015) suggest people have misconceptions of their natural environment due to stories portrayed through books or media, but claim that environmental education is instrumental in altering these perceptions. Prince (2017) found multiple studies showing people have an “eco-phobia, pessimism or action paralysis” (p. 164) because of these misconceptions, which were effectively tackled by challenging learners’ beliefs in their own ability to help with environmental issues, highlighting the importance of mentors and role-models in environmental learning.

Willis (2011, p. 133) argues that “understandings of adventure education often exclude attention to ecological relationships.” In addition, Cooper (1991) has criticised outdoor and adventure educators, saying not enough action is taken in altering student attitudes towards their natural environment, an opinion echoed in multiple studies from similar fields, analysed by Willis (2011, p. 92). Despite these criticisms, it can also be argued that a lack of intervention by an educator may not hinder a learner’s education in certain learning environments, such as a solo activity (Williams, 2012). Despite such circumstances, the role of the educator is usually “integral” to the “positive outcomes” from participating outdoors (Ernst and Schwartz, 2013, p. 12), as well as the amount of time spent outdoors.

Education has an enormous influence on how students interact with nature. As Marchand (2014) discovered, the amount of time spent in education has a positive correlation to pro-environmental behaviours, and that “the majority of students” have “pro-environmental world-views” (p. 66). Theodori and Luloff (2002) also found that most higher education students have pro-environmental attitudes. Marchand (2014, p. 65) also suggests that “pro-environment attitudes” may be raised “through outdoor adventure classes”. 

Having now looked at the importance of environmental learning from a wider perspective, and the importance of education in regard to environmental learning, this essay will look at its importance from a more individualistic perspective. This perspective will be related to ‘Connectedness With Nature’ (CWN) (Zylstra et al, 2014, p. 119), considered an important factor in outdoor education (Nisbet, Zelenski and Murphy, 2009; Elands and Marwijk, 2012). Environmental education and outdoor adventurous activities should ideally promote: caring relationships; a sense of community; physical, intellectual, psychological and social well-being; self-awareness; a sense of belonging and acceptance; teamwork; self-worth; improved learning results; and CWN (D’Amato and Krasny, 2011; Ernst and Schwartz, 2013; Jeronen, Palmberg and Yli-Panula, 2016).

There are clearly “well-documented health benefits associated with the natural environment” (Nisbet, Zelenski and Murphy, 2009, p. 717), many of which can be attributed to CWN (Zylstra et al, 2014). Spending time connecting with our natural environment can cause important “emotional, spiritual and transcendent experiences” (D’Amato and Krasny, 2011, p. 238), and after developing a CWN, most people want to “protect the nature that had enabled such positive personal growth” (p. 243). D’Amato and Krasny even reported anthropocentric participants wanting to help preserve nature after spending time connecting with it.

Notwithstanding the vast potential of benefits to be gained by OAE students from CWN, it is debatable that CWN, and environmental learning, are the most important outcome in outdoor education (Jeronen, Palmberg and Yli-Panula, 2016). Elands and Marwijk (2012, p. 3) found multiple studies concerned about improving people’s quality of life, in regard to minimising ecological impact, but also connecting with nature. In addition to the previously stated benefits of CWN, Mullins (2014) also found a correlation between emotional connection with the environment, and skill development in an outdoor activity. 

Having outlined such a wealth of benefits from environmental learning for OAE students, and the evidence of an unsustainable human-nature relationship, a link can clearly be drawn between OAE and the importance of sustainability, and the international goal of creating a sustainable future (Jeronen, Palmberg and Yli-Panula, 2016). “Ecological, social and economic aspects of sustainability can and should be woven within” outdoor training programs (O’Connell et al, 2005, p. 85), and integrating sustainability into OAE should be “recognised in outdoor recreation curricula” (p. 86). 

Looking again at the importance of a teacher/mentor in regard to sustainability, an ecologically literate teacher is instrumental in translating sustainability for learners (Christie, 2012), as they are in a “unique position to encourage others to develop and practice sustainable living” (O’Connell et al, 2005, p. 82). There is extensive research into how educators can use their position to teach about sustainability and environmentally friendly behaviours. Frameworks and models have been identified by Higgins (2002, p. 156), Nicol (2002, p. 139) and Marchand (2014). Nisbet, Zelenski and Murphy (2009) identify the importance of measuring people’s environmental relations and behaviours, and offer a reliably tested method to do so.  In addition, Cocks and Simpson (2015, p. 225) highlight the “practical value” of the vast amounts of “environmental philosophy” literature.

In conclusion, “environmental issues” are important to everyone (Ogilvie, 2005, p. 75),
as internationally people are striving to create a sustainable future (Jeronen, Palmberg and Yli-Panula, 2016). Sociologically, so-called ‘Westerners’ are seen as central to ecological crises and the environmental issues we face (Zylstra et al, 2014, p. 119), due to people disconnecting from nature. In the context of the essay question, environmental learning is paramount to OAE, a point recognised by the IOL (2014, cited in Couper and Porter, 2016, p. 209), who want all OAE students to have deep, meaningful understandings of the environment. Whether this learning is done ‘solo’ (Williams, 2012), in groups, or under the guidance of a teacher or mentor (Ernst and Schwartz, 2013, p. 12), the “well-documented health benefits” (Nisbet, Zelenski and Murphy, 2009, p. 717) and educational benefits (Jeronen, Palmberg and Yli-Panula, 2016), are still prevalent. So, from the evidence of this essay, environmental learning is important to OAE, for personal, academic, professional, and global benefit.
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