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Critically Evaluate Outdoor Education as a site of Cultural Struggle

Outdoor Education has taken on many forms in the UK, from its early conception where there were themes such as ‘fitness for war’, ‘character building’, ‘social education’ and so on. (Loynes 2008) to more of a solution to a problem identified in Kurt Hans ‘six declines of modern youth’(Lodewijk van Oord 2010).  Right through to what we all personally depict in our heads when we think of what ‘Outdoor Education’ represents today, a question that has provided a variety of answers.
The question that has been posed, is to evaluate Outdoor Education as a site of cultural struggle, for this to be successful it important to establish what we are talking about when we use the term Outdoor Education and to what depth our culture has an effect.
To provide clarity, this paper we will predominantly be considering outdoor education as described in the following definition, however additional definitions will be addressed. 
Outdoor Education is the promotion of aspects of personal, social, and environmental education through direct (adventurous) experience out of doors
(Higgins, 2004, 135)
Although the bracketed term (Adventurous) could be argued over its relevance I believe it adds fuel to the debate regarding the essay title.  Furthermore, it is also important that we understand the meaning of ‘culture’ and to what length we will consider the struggle as ‘cultural’ in this essay.  In the most simplistic definition culture is described as.
 ‘A way of life as a social group’ 
Theodorson & Theodorson(1969) 
In addition, it is also important to recognise the continual introduction of subcultures that may challenge or enhance a such a way of life, potentially Outdoor Education could be viewed as a subculture to Education.
In this Essay I will be looking at different elements of outdoor education that have proved a to be a site of struggle and consider the views of some of the main commentators in the process.  Firstly, we will be looking at the struggle of sustainability drawing on comments from Morlock(1984) and Nicole(2002) discussing the ever-changing look and feel of Outdoor education.  This will include the identity crisis created by the lack of a singular definition and the variety of topics that may sit within the overarching umbrella. 
Secondly, the essay will look at how the education system has faced a struggle with the on/off relationship between what Dewey describes as ‘traditional’ and ‘progressive’ education in its many forms.  These views will be discussed in connection with the comments from Cook and from Alison &Telford paper on the turbulent times within outdoor education.  We will also consider the forest school movement and its origins, exploring the longevity and potential pitfalls along the way.
Finally, we will look at a philosophical struggle that has carried through the years of outdoor education.  The views from Macfarlane in Mountains of the Mind, and the writing of Nan Shepard will be discussed, along with Dahlgren & Szczepanski (1998) in their attempts to educate and share what is noted as a sensory, sometimes spiritual experience.
In response to the original question, this essay will share evidence to confirm there is indeed an ongoing struggle faced by Outdoor Education, below we will categorise several points where this can be highlighted.  It will consider the potential influences from the different class, social structure and political pressures which has shaped, re-shaped and fragmented the concept of outdoor education.

Struggle of Sustainability
The first argument mentioned above looks at sustainability. Considering the idea of plotting the path forward and looking into the future of Outdoor education, we must therefore appreciate the importance of recognising the vehicle in which we wish to make sustainable.  Using the description above by Higgins (2004) we therefore need to consider personal, social, and environmental education as key components in this vehicle, not forgetting ‘outdoor adventure’ that underpins his description.  
The depth of debate and argument regarding the name of something suggests that maybe this is the main problem and not the context in which it tries to accommodate.  As commented on by Nicol, it was suggested by Noble (1995: 20) with regards Glenmore Lodge “It was so simple, so clean so wholesome back in the 50’s and 60s. We didn’t talk about outdoor education, at least not as a generic term.  We went camping or climbing or occasionally canoeing… with lack of criticism and justification”.  The concept of a name is debated in an article where Clark and Mcphie also refer to the “Crisis of Perception” as the root cause of planetary degradation.  Taking the current climate crisis into consideration, we could therefore have plotted a path where the vehicle of Outdoor Education had only one focus, being that of environmental education.  With singular focus on one subject, we may have been in a different situation regarding the global climate crisis.  To counter the thoughts developed with one’s own hindsight it is interesting to connect the thinking of John Muir (1998, p. 110) who suggested ‘when we try to pic anything out by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe’.  Drawing on this idea, it can be identified that by separating environmental education from social or personal education would therefor reduce its effectiveness and gloss over the fact that all is connected.  This however brings us back to the struggle of the name; “Outdoor Education” as its perception is fragmented by different cultures and social class.  Whether we picture Outdoor Education as a variety of thrill-seeking adventure challenges or learning the Latin names of all flora and fauna, we must accept that ends of the spectrum varied.  Thus, providing difficulty for the onlooker to become participant practitioners or even lobbyists to ensure the positive aspects are carried forward for the benefit of society.

Similarly, the sustainability is also affected by the surrounding culture in which it is situated, unfortunately today’s culture is gripped by an economic crisis.  This has forced all sectors to become extremely financially aware and therefore commercially driven, continually measuring the outcome against the input and so forth.  Although the economic crisis of today’s society is highlighting this, it is not a new concern, back in the 70’s and 80s it was reported that Local Authority outdoor education centres extended their use to members of the public (Faulkner 1983). This raising the question if residential outdoor education is provided for education or meeting the demands of public recreation consumption. Nicole (2002 pp92).  Interestingly Recreation itself is described as a ‘need-serving experience’ by Slavson (1948) whichever the choice of recreation everyone seeks to satisfy some inner need. Other views from the likes of Jacks (1932) suggest that recreation is the re-creation of something that gets damages within human beings.  This thought process suggests that Outdoor activity is a healer, something that has been touched on by many other as adventure therapy or proscribed forest bathing however what we need to consider is making outdoor education a preventative measure rather than a cure, allowing the benefits to be appreciated before we find ourselves in a position where it is needed to solve a problem.  Following from the metaphor above that outdoor Education is a vehicle, we now need to appreciate the struggle of financing the journey.  
With the Public sector suffering an ever-increasing economic struggle, the natural transition has had to become competitive within the private sector.  Through adapting and sharing best practice and embracing technological advances, centres have managed to claim a valuable market share and roll out many versions of outdoor education far and wide. This has brought us to the precipice of which many outdoor educators stand today. Behind us we have Ringer’s (1999) algorithmic paradigm with its distinctive features from the currently dominant, western capitalist, society referred to as modernism, Loynes (2002) include features such as a scientific rational, a production line metaphor and a marketable commodity.  This has been critiqued by Loynes as he described it as widely negative practice, the McDonaldisation of making everything the same (Loynes 2002) and ahead we have the emergent generative paradigm where it is founded on hope and possibility rather than standards and predictability.  Where Learning is goal free, and the experience is offered as a step on the road rather than a solution.  There are strong beliefs that going back to a way of he past would better represent the true essence of Outdoor Education. 
We must consider that although there are some negative associations with the algorithmic paradigm, we must appreciate that this adaptation has allowed the continual growth and sustainability to this point in time.  As Outdoor Education itself is adapting and traveling on its own path the journey will undoubtedly need finances in this capitalist world.  The tried and tested method of delivering adventure in a bun will still bring in a premium price.
“The fact that we have developed an awareness to global capitalist system does not necessarily preclude us from enjoying its products. 
 							Pike and Beams (2013)
To this extent the financial struggle to fund all aspects of the journey needs to be weighed against the concept of selling pre packaged fun to the consumer.  Adventure in a Bun, in business terms, is the necessary ‘cash cow’ needed to maintain sustainability and growth of a developing field, as long as the true practitioners are aware of the balance required to continue the path of outdoor education in the right direction.


Struggle within the Education System
“If the true practitioners are aware of the balance required” …  Quoting oneself to raise the question of my second argument, while our education system has gone through many reforms, are we really at a point where we can class public sector teachers as true practitioners of outdoor education?  
There are many examples of the past where we can draw upon to look at previous cultural struggles within the education system, with comments from Cook (1999) stating that “particular attention was given to the extent to which outdoor education fulfilled the expectations of policy makers”. Leaves us questioning the ambitions of such policy makers, however coming from a time within the War it is difficult to critique such statements.  With the goal of being triumphant in war having a global impact, it would be fair to assume any other beneficial outcomes would be overshadowed.  In addition, it is important to comment on the struggle moving forward, taking the steps away from the ‘fitness for was’ and ‘character building’ seemed straight forward In the immediate post-war period.  We saw the introduction of The New Secondary Education (1974) suggested the outdoor be used for social purposes, especially the prevention of juvenile delinquency Cook (1999) It was a way of getting children out of cities and into fresh air which provided countless benefits.
In theory this was great however it is understood that the growing number of residential centres were staffed by a growing number of ex-military employees.  We could argue that this had little or no effect on the way in which education was delivered however it is interesting to overlay the thinking of Bourdieu’s doxa; Doxa encourages not only the acceptance of the way things are but, moreover, gives us a sense that the way things are is the way they ought to be (Jenkins 2002,p.156)
Taking from this, most of the employees were shaped by their militaristic upbringing its easy to understand the how some themes would continue.  Furthermore, Cook believes there was a resurgence of the character building and leadership aspects based in the influence of three men she describes with upper class backgrounds. (Loynes 2007) These men were Kurt Hans, Sir John Hunt and Jack Longland, all with impressive achievements and undoubtable influence over the direction of Outdoor Education.
With less Local Authority Education centres in existence the public sector school has looked to private sector provisions to cater for their educational experiences, obviously this has come at a cost to both school and parents.  However, this has also been supplemented with several different initiatives that have been introduced.  In 2012 we saw the introduction of the ‘Daily Mile’ where school children would be encourages to complete 15 minutes of outdoor exercise at their own pace.  Although this activity is not branded up as Outdoor Education it claims to gain similar outcomes, to quote a research article from BMC Medical.
“Ultimately, we found that 15 minutes of self-paced exercise [such as The Daily Mile] can significantly improve a child’s mood, attention, and memory – enhancing their ability to learn.”  
 (Dr Naomi Brooks, University of Stirling 2020 p10)
Similarly, we have seen the introduction of Forest Schools to the UK in back in the early 1990 which looks at bringing children into the outdoors, follow a set of principles to promote young people’s emotional wellbeing. The principles talk about the promotion of holistic development, fostering resilient, confidence independent and creative learners. Tiplady & Menter (2020) All of which are appealing and fit with the emergent generative paradigm where the sessions take the form of a learner-centred processes to create a community for being, development and learning.  It is understood that the concept comes from the Scandinavian tradition of “Friluftsliv” (a cultural approach to outdoor living. (Wattchow and Brown)
With recent changes to the curriculum in Wales, teachers have been given the topic of health and wellbeing as an area of learning and experience alongside the more traditional topics of mathematics and language.  The teachers have also received an element of freedom to deliver such lessons in a manner that suits them.  The struggle I contend with is that the delivery of such topics done in a manner that suits them, as in the teacher or the school rather than the learner.  John Dewi comments in Experience and education that.
“The only ground I can see for even a temporary reaction against the standards, aims, and methods of the newer education is the failure of educators who professedly adopt them to be faithful to them in practice.  As I have emphasised more than once, the road of the new education is not an easy one to follow than the old road but a more strenuous and difficult one.
							                           John Dewey, 1938  
The above quote defines the struggle in even today’s education system, if we adopt principles from other countries to reform our own, like “Friluftsliv”, we must play close attention to the different societal culture we are adopting form.  As our society could be classed as the same i.e., “western” there will inevitably still be subtle differences that will in turn make the road to new education even more difficult to navigate.

Struggle from a philosophical viewpoint
Lastly, we will look at the philosophical struggle faced by the sharing of such experiential learning’s mentioned above.  To do this we need to consider how society will cope with the lack of goals and structure we are so accustomed to.  It is clear to understand the benefits of the natural, authentic learning of experience-based activity.  The true struggle however is how to convince others of this method without offering programable outcomes.  This difficulty seems to have forces us to take constant diversion off the path of making outdoor education fit for purpose.
Gramsci’s concept of Hegemony could be interpreted into what is happening within the education system; It refers to a process in which a ruling group makes conspicuous concessions towards the demands of a resistant faction or rising class; due to this, the challenging formation appears to have achieved many of its objectives, but the actual result is a hybrid situation that in fact strongly favours the real interest of the dominant force.( Jarvie and Maguire, 1994,pp. 108-29)  If this is to be considered, the education system will require a continual critical eye on the practices and experiences they choose to utilize, ensuring conformity does not force the learning experience into a box when not needed.    
The main principle of this philosophical struggle within outdoor education is in the way in which we attempt to share the intangible outcomes that may appear to different people at different times, and how indeed they are shared.
‘In my eagerness to share my dreams with others I took them to these places only too often to see the drudgery in their step. I put 'adventure in a bun'’
Loynes C (1998) 
This is something that strikes a chord across many pieces of literature, Robert MacFarlane discusses countless moments that would only resonate with him personally.  His Last chapter in Mountains of the Mind is titles “The Snow Hare” where he talks about the crossing of paths of such an animal in such a place. Whether the snow hare had crossed the path of him, or he had crossed the path of the snow hare?  Macfarlane also suggests that being in the mountains reignites our astonishment at the simplest transactions of the physical world.  Likewise, its noted in Personal growth through Adventure that these mystical experiences are all too rare, but their influence lasts a lifetime.  These are the moments we most wish for our children.  (Hopkins and Putnam. 1993)
Similarly, Nan Shepard describes an experience while spending time up in the mountain, she writes in her journal “These moments come unpredictably, yet governed, it would seem, by a law who’s working is dimly understood” Shepherd (1977).
These Magical moments are clearly real to each Author and probably true for the thousands of outdoor enthusiasts.  However, they are personal, specific to one moment in time “governed by a law who’s working is dimly understood” Shephard (1977) the idea of sharing experiential learning across the board to the masses may not provide what we desire, as we attempt to share the intangible outcomes that may or may not be present.
The writing of Loyne’s suggests that even the authentic sharing of experience can quickly and subconsciously become closer to the algorithmic paradigm.  Assuming at the same waterfall or mountain top will create a similar feeling within.  Taking the generative paradigm into account Loyne’s view that true experiential learning can only be achieved by throwing away the map, so to speak, something that does not lend itself to either the goal driven educational sector or the ‘value for money’ marketing commodity that is potentially required.
The idea of growing and establishing the concept of outdoor education will be a constant battle with the hegemonic enticement to conform, both with mainstream education and the commercialization of the culture it situated within.  Looking to the past, could be argued that there has been little change.  In some ways our views on education and the roles of adventure in the curriculum are much the same as Plato’s in the fourth century BC.  Certainly, the epic myths of the Greeks still capture evocatively the spirit and essence of adventure experience.  But even if the ideas are similar the context and perhaps our and society’s aspirations have changed. (Hopkins and Putnam 1993)  

Conclusion

In Conclusion we have looked at Outdoor Education as an over arching term, one of which gets a little lost and misplaced due to its varied history.  To sustain its practices society needs to have a clear understanding of what it is and therefore ‘we’ as academics within the field need to clarify what aspects make up Outdoor Education and disperse any myths that it is the teaching of one specific subject matter.  In the essay we talked about Outdoor Education as a metaphorical vehicle on a path.  We discussed the many different aspects to be included in this vehicle and the ways in which the journey could be funded.  It seemed apparent from the commentators that the shape of some practices today was too commercialised however I would argue it is because of the growth of these off shoots has kept our vehicle travelling.
The second argument highlighted the struggle faced within the education system, In this section we briefly mentioned the “Friluftsliv” approach where we drew inspiration for what’s now known as Forest Schools.  This albeit appearing successful at present there are many concerns with plucking elements from other cultures and trying to adapt them to suit.  We also looked at the emergence of the ‘daily mile’ that now has over 9000 schools taking part across the UK, another successful element that is working towards the same objectives as originally stated in our description of outdoor education.  In the combination  of the ‘Daily Mile’ and ‘Forest schools’ they touch on the development of personal, social, and environmental education however they only play a part of the picture and need to be supplemented with something more.

Lastly, we looked at the philosophical struggle where we recognised Antonio Gramsci’s hegemony to be at play within the cultural trends.  This could be argued that it is something of a near invisible occurrence that is only apparent once it has occurred.  The struggle of Outdoor Education may be far from over, with steps made by the Welsh education system it appears as though there is more options for Outdoor Education to be added to the curriculum however this as mentioned above is something that requires a critical eye moving forward.

As stated from Dewey earlier “the road of the new education is not an easy one to follow than the old road but a more strenuous and difficult one” Dewey (1938) these words are echoed by Loyne’s as he writes, my personal view is that is can of course be done, whether it will is another matter.  It will require the differentiation of marketplace outdoor adventure from third sector outdoor adventure… it will involve leadership able to buck the trend, invent new structures, resist being hijacked by the expectations of their colleagues and not be blinkered by their history, traditions, or rhetoric. Loynes (1998)

This statement from Loyne’s Adventure in a bun article draws together my final thoughts.  The journey ahead is long and maybe the destination will have moved prior to our approach in the sense that Outdoor Education is more likely to be viewed as ‘becoming’ rather than ‘being’ (Clark and Mcphie 2014) With that in mind I would suggest there will be a constant struggle as our culture tries to fabricate a destination for our metaphorical vehicle.
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