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WHAT IS OUTDOOR 
EDUCATION?

by Peter Mitchell

Outdoor Education is a planned learning experience that takes place 
out of the classroom.  It is a broad category that fosters discovery and 
experimentation, often in connection to the natural world. Outdoor 
Education engages with social interaction, inclusion, personal 
wellbeing and development, as well as individual and group learning 
processes. Drawing on the methods of non-formal education, outdoor 
educators place an emphasis on processes rather than on results. 
Outdoor educational programmes are normally developed and 
implemented in conjunction with a trainer or facilitator, but formal or 
standardised testing is generally eschewed.  Instead, other markers – 
such as self-reflection, self-discovery and ‘personal growth’ – serve as 
indicators of success (Institute for Outdoor Learning).
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Outdoor Education, as we will see, has a  long history and tradition. But 
the current practice draws on modern learning principles, which are outlined 
below. Outdoor Education, incorporating experiential learning and non-
formal learning, has the potential to engage learners in an active way, and it has 
a  number of positive benefits when compared to formal education.  Studies have 
highlighted the longer-term positive impact of non-formal education programmes 
on participants and the wider communities in which they live (Russell, 2001). 
Through enabling learners to actively shape and structure their learning 
environment, Outdoor Education fosters leadership and interpersonal skills, 
as well as emotional intelligence. Such ‘soft skills’ are often overlooked in formal 
education programmes. Moreover, the active learning environment often results 
in greater levels of knowledge retention than classic classroom based learning. 
If we also consider the health benefits of getting young people active outdoors, there 
clearly are many arguments in favour of widening access to Outdoor Education.  

In recent years, the potential of Outdoor Education has been recognised by policy 
makers and educational authorities in several European countries.  Germany was 
an early pioneer of Erlebnispädagogik, while in Scandinavia early childhood education 
places an importance on the outdoors (Becker, 2016, Sandseter & Hagen, 2016). 
Recently, the Scottish Government began promoting Outdoor Education as public 
policy, integrating the approach into its ‘curriculum of excellence’ (The Scottish 
Government, 2010). On an transnational level, Outdoor Education is increasingly 
being recognised as an effective method to be used in youth work and youth projects. 
Outdoor Education programmes and training courses are funded by the Erasmus+ 
Programme of the European Union and various national bodies that promote 
international youth work. In Germany, for example, Outdoor Education is promoted 
through the Federal Government’s Kinder- und Jugendplan.

While Outdoor Education is gaining increasing support among educational 
policy makers and at an institutional level, there are a number of current challenges 
and perspectives for practitioners and the discipline itself. This includes broadening 
the accessibility of Outdoor Education offerings for diverse target groups, such as 
young people from underprivileged or ethnic minority backgrounds, or to participants 
with special needs.  Moreover, Outdoor Education can play an important role in 
promoting gender equality.  It is a  common requirement for Outdoor Education 
programmes to demonstrate how their curriculum engages with and promotes gender 
mainstreaming. 

THE SCOUTING MOVEMENT
by Peter Mitchell

Lord Baden-Powell, founder of the Scouting Movement, is often identified as one of 
the founding figures of Outdoor Education. Powell established the Scouts in 1907, 
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and his best-selling book, Scouting for Boys, encouraged activities such as camping, 
backpacking and bushcraft. In addition to installing ‘character’ amongst the ranks of its 
young cadets, the Scouting Movement also sought to promote patriotism and service 
towards the British Empire. Academics have criticised a number of characteristics of 
the early Scouting movement, such as its connections with themes like militarism, 
imperialism, homophobia, masculinity and racism (Brookes 2016). Still, the movement 
is still recognised as one of the first of its kind to identify the outdoors as a  space 
for learning and development for the young generation. And Scouting today, though 
retaining some of its original marshal trappings, such as uniforms, is widely recognised 
as a movement that promotes inclusion and access to the outdoors for all. 

KURT HAHN AND OUTWARD BOUND
by Peter  Mitchell

The modern discipline of outdoor and adventure education is most commonly 
traced to Kurt Hahn (Hattie, 1997). Born in Wilhemite Germany in 1886, Hahn had 
a  distinguished career which shaped the development of outdoor and non-formal 
education curricula in Britain, the United States, Germany and elsewhere. Raised 
in a  wealthy German-Jewish family, Hahn was educated at Heidelberg, Freiburg, 
Göttingen and Oxford. He returned from England to his native country just two 
days before the outbreak of the First World War and served in the Foreign Ministry, 
analysing articles in the Allied press. During his military service, Hahn made a number 
of friends in high-places, including Imperial Germany’s last Chancellor, Hahn’s future 
patron, Prince Max von Baden. In 1920 it was von Baden who provide Hahn with the 
initial opportunity to test out his educational ideas, employing him as the headmaster 
of his newly founded school at his estate in Salem (Stetson, 1941, p.2).

 The Salem project was an attempt to move beyond the traditional German state 
education system’s focus on rote learning the ‘three Rs’ and to embrace a more holistic 
approach that placed an emphasis on the development of character. In the Salem 
school, as one biographer puts it, Hahn ‘set out to train young people to have moral 
independence, an ability to choose between “right and wrong,” and an improvement 
in their physical health. The school emphasized these aspects in its education’ (Stetson, 
1941, p.3). However, the ascendancy of National Socialism resulted in the project 
being cut short. In 1933, after a brief stint of incarceration, Hahn, a German-Jew and 
outspoken critic of Hitler, emigrated to Great Britain. He continued to pioneer his new 
approaches to education at the Gordonstoun’s School in Morey, Scotland, which he 
founded in 1934. Here, the tenets of Salem – an inspiration drawn from the philosophy 
of Plato’s Republic, on the one hand, and a holistic approach that integrated education 
outside the classroom in the form of hiking and sailing expeditions, on the other – 
were continued and further developed. Hahn’s educational Philosophy would come 
to rest on a set of basic pillars and principles. His four pillars were: Physical Fitness, 



14  / OUTDOOR EDUCATION FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE

Craftsmanship, Compassion, and Self-Reliance; while the four principles drew on 
Safety, Service, Courage, Leadership, Diversity and Environmental Stewardship.

Drawing on two decades of experience as headmaster of both the Salem and 
Gordonstoun’s schools, Hahn then founded what would prove to be his main legacy in 
1941: the Outward Bound programme which now operates over 40 schools worldwide 
and is one of the leading providers of Outdoor Education today (Veevers, Allison, 
2010, p. 75). The original Outward Bound curriculum, first implemented at Aberdovey 
in Wales, evolved over time into the recognisable programme that still influences 
outdoor educational offerings today.  

Like many of his peers, Hahn viewed the ‘outdoors’ as a material and ideological 
space in which perceived generational anxieties revolving around the themes of 
‘declines’ in youth and a diminishing masculinity could be addressed and corrected 
through instilling values of ‘self-discipline’, ‘leadership’, community service and 
the  development of character (Milikan, 2006, p. 842-843). While Hahn’s original 
emphasis on the promotion of ‘character’ and ‘leadership’ encountered increasing 
criticism by the mid-1960s, and were largely jettisoned in favour of ‘softer’ attributes 
such as ‘self-discovery’ and ‘personal growth’, essential aspects of his early Outward 
Bound programme endured. As with Hahn’s programme in Aberdovey, students, 
together with an outdoor trainer, normally spend a limited period of time at an outdoor 
‘centre’, with the ‘expedition’ serving as a key catalyser of learning. 

The Outward Bound programme can roughly be summarised as follows: it takes 
participants who are open and motivated to learn and inserts them into an unfamiliar 
and often testing outdoor environment alongside their peers. Over the course of 
the programme, participants undertake a series of incremental tasks that encourage 
problem-solving and teamwork, which ‘creates in the individual a state of dissonance 
requiring adaptive coping’, which on completion  fosters a  sense of achievement 
and competence. The whole experience, it is argued, stimulates self-reflection and 
encourages the participant to question their subjective perception of themselves. 
The empowering experience of mastering the harsh, unfamiliar environment of 
the  outdoors in cooperation with one’s peers is envisaged as having a  longer-term 
effect; the journey to ‘personal growth’ be ‘transferred’ into the participant’s everyday 
life on completion of the programme (Walsh, Golins, 1976, pp. 20-21). Through its 
programme, Outward Bound seeks to promote its mission of helping people to discover 
and develop their potential to care for themselves, others, and the world around them 
through challenging experiences in unfamiliar settings.

JOHN DEWEY: LEARNING BY DOING
by Ioanna Mirto Chatzigeorgiou

John Dewey has been widely recognized as one of the most influential philosophers 
of education. He was also a  pragmatist, progressivist and social reformer. He was 
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born in 1859 in Burlington, Vermont and died in New York City in 1952. 
During his life he worked for Michigan, Chicago and Columbia University 
and except for his famous essays and books on education, he researched 
the  topics of epistemology, metaphysics, aesthetics, art, logic, social theory 
and ethics. Dewey believed that the traditional educational approach based on 
massive provision of information, or else the “spectator” theory of knowledge, 
is miseducative and instead suggested an education based on experience.

An ounce of experience is better than a  ton of theory simply because 
it is only in experience that any theory has vital and verifiable significance. 
An experience, a  very humble experience, is capable of generating and 
carrying any amount of theory (or intellectual content), but a  theory apart 
from an experience cannot be definitely grasped even as theory. It tends to 
become a mere verbal formula, a set of catchwords used to render thinking, 
or genuine theorizing, unnecessary and impossible (Dewey, 1916, p.144).
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But what is an experience?
Dewey considered that education should be a question of, by and for experience. 

But he clearly stated that not all experiences are educative. In fact he said that 
traditional schools offer experiences that limit future growth and experiences, 
sensitivity, responsiveness, etc. and thus are miseducative experiences. Experiences 
can also be non-educative if they are not reflected upon and in this way disconnected 
from future actions. “Unless experience is so conceived that the result is a plan for 
deciding upon subject matter upon methods of instruction and discipline, and upon 
material equipment and social organization of the school, it is wholly in the air” 
(Dewey, 1938, p.44).

For an experience to be educative, a series of criteria should be met, most important 
of which are continuity and interaction. 

Continuity describes the aspects of experience that can be cumulatively linked  
to each other. As Dewey stated “The measure of the value of an experience lies in 
the perception of relationships or continuities to which it leads up” (Dewey, 1938, 
p. 133). For him, the principle of continuity, also called the experiential continuum, is 
that all experiences are carried forward and influence future experiences. Interaction 
is when experience meets the objective conditions and the previous internal 
experiences, attitudes, beliefs, habits, prior knowledge, and emotions. Dewey claims 
that continuity and interaction are the longitudinal and lateral aspects of experience. 
In their relationship with each other, continuity and interaction provide the educative 
significance and value of an experience. Overall, he defined the educational process 
as a  „continual reorganization, reconstruction and transformation of experience” 
(Dewey, 1916, p. 50).

Dewey never clearly stated the famous quote usually attributed to him “learning 
by doing”, although he indeed underlined the importance of including “real life” 
inside schools.

Finally, in order to prove the broader sense of his philosophy, it is indicative 
to say that he later thought he might substitute the term “culture” for “experience” 
in his writing, since he believed education was a  reciprocal process of social and 
individual change.

Outdoor Education is fundamentally based, since its birth, on Dewey’s theory 
of education and experience. However, in Outdoor Education his theory is often 
misinterpreted as a “learning by doing” plus reflection sequence. But Dewey underlined 
the importance of reflection even more: he thought that reflection is a mode of experience, 
what he called the reflective experience: a real problem arises out of present experiences, 
a tentative interpretation of the given elements is made, relevant data are observed, 
and a hypothesis is formed, acted upon, and finally tested.

Accepting and applying Dewey’s theory is to involve processes and exercises in 
Outdoor Education that lead to educative reflective experiences for the participants. 
Outdoor trainers and educators should offer the suitable environment and opportunities 
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Trainers can describe theoretical situations to see how different participants feel about 
different situations, how they perceive themselves and the skills they have to offer.

For example, where do these situations put you?

Running a Marathon

Writing a poem

Performing in public

Cooking

COMFORT ZONE

LEARNING ZONE 

PANIC ZONE

for their participants to face real-life or simulated problems and help them grow while 
rethinking and observing their inside and outside world.

OUTDOOR EDUCATION PRINCIPLES
by Peter Mitchell

CHALLENGE BY CHOICE (CBC)  
Challenge by choice is an important mechanism in non-formal education as it 
recognises that participants will have different strengths and weaknesses, and different 
priorities for learning (Wallia, 2008). For example, one participant could be physically 
very strong, but struggle to express themselves with words. Another participant might 
be great at talking, but struggle to cooperate in a team.

Outdoor Education activities should be balanced so that participants with different 
strengths feel able to contribute to the group, and also be challenged by unfamiliar 
situations. Rather than sticking to what they know, participants should be encouraged 
to push themselves and learn from their experiences.   

Using challenge by choice is asking the participants to participate fully and actively 
during experiences and activities. It is up to each individual to find challenges for 
themselves and recognises that it is their own responsibility to work on their personal 
growth.

Challenge by Choice recognises that:
 � Participants are good at different things
 � Participants have different priorities for learning and growth

 In Challenge by Choice, participation from participants should be:
 � Voluntary
 � Self-directed
 � In the “learning zone”
 � Collaborative

Challenge by Choice can be linked to other techniques that empower participants.  
CBC can be linked very closely to the Stretch Zone Experience model (page�32).
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With the use of three zones participants can think about pushing as much as is 
possible to them – everyone is different.  This is the key message of Challenge by Choice.  

 CBC is also present during contract setting at the start of a project. Rather than 
rule-setting – the group decides the values that are important to them, and hold each 
other accountable to these standards. This again enforces values of self-assessment 
and Challenge by Choice. In this model, as a participant you are accountable to yourself 
and to the group, rather than to an authority figure (such as a teacher) as in Formal 
Education.

Challenge by Choice has a few important exceptions, such as:
 � Following Health and Safety Guidelines
 � Pitching in with cleaning, cooking, and other maintenance activities
 � Racism, Sexism, Homophobia etc. cannot be tolerated

 
Challenge by Choice is also important when thinking about the feedback you give 

as a trainer. It’s easy to automatically give praise in the way you were praised in formal 
education. Formal Education focuses on correct/incorrect, good work or bad work – 
and it is easy for this rhetoric to find its way into your language, if you’re not careful. 
Instead, try to use language that focuses on the participant’s personal goals, and their 
effort.

 
Rather than “you did well”, try “are you happy with what you achieved?”
Rather than “you failed”, try “what would you change for next time?”

LEARNING BY DOING

Learning by Doing is the key principle of Outdoor and Non-formal education, and 
the name pretty much sums it up (Dewey, 1936). In formal learning environments, 
such as in school, students are usually seated and taught theories and concepts through 

Think about how you would manage the following scenarios to make sure participants 
are making the most of Challenge by Choice:

1. A participant has climbed as far up the Jacob’s Ladder as they feel comfortable 
with, but other participants are shouting at them to keep going.

2. During an Archery session, a participant sets themselves the challenge of scoring 
a bullseye. They achieve their goal in the first shot.

3. A  participant who struggles to express themselves verbally says debriefing 
is “pointless” and tries to distract the others during it.
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Examples

LEARNING OBJECTIVE FRONTAL LEARNING LEARNING BY DOING

Knowing the parts and 
understanding the mechanisms 

of an engine

A lecture on motors. 
Using diagrams to show how 
the engine works and reading 

about the science behind it

Taking apart a car motor and 
putting it back together again, 

with the guidance of a mechanic

Understanding 
Plant Biology Lectures, book work, diagrams

Going outside, 
comparing different plants. 
Collecting leaves, looking at 

and discussing them. Planting 
seeds, seeing how they grow.

 

CRITICAL THINKING 
AND PROBLEM SOLVING

Rather than being told facts that need to be learned and memorised, in non-formal 
education participants are encouraged to find their own solutions, using trial and error.  
Participants are encouraged to make mistakes and take time trying different solutions in 
an emotionally and physically safe environment. This contrasts to classroom learning, 
where teachers are often under time constraints to get through a  set curriculum 
(for an overview of the scholarship on critical thinking (Moore, Parker, 2012).

Trainers must resist the temptation to explain the “easiest way” to do things. 
Participants need a judgment free atmosphere so they can feel comfortable enough to 
make mistakes.  

TRANSFER
This is arguably the most important aim of Non-Formal education. Transfer means, 
simply, that the participant takes the learning that they have accrued over the project, 
and can apply it to other aspects of their life.  

TAB. 1 FRONTAL LEARNING TO LEARNING BY DOING, OWN ELABORATION BY: PETER  MITCHELL.

lectures and book work. Learning is often abstract, and many find it difficult to engage 
with. Non-formal education takes a different approach and focuses on the practical.

Following the principle of the Kolb’s Learning cycle (page�29), employing  
debriefing techniques are an integral component of learning by doing. This enables 
participants to reflect on the practical experience, self-evaluate, and ensures 
the sustainability of the learning experience through facilitating transfer.  
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 Transfer is crucial to non-formal education, and without it, the practice would 
struggle to remain viable in the wider economy. It’s vital to be able to show participants 
progress, and demonstrate that Outdoor Education can and does have lasting effects 
on participants’ lives. 

This relates to the six stages of learning (Priest, Gass, 1997):
1. Letting the experience speak for itself (1940’s)
2. Speaking for the experience (1950’s)
3. Debriefing or funnelling the experience (1960’s)
4. Directly frontloading the experience (1970’s)
5. Framing the experience (1980’s)
6. Indirectly frontloading the experience (1990’s)

Stages 4, 5 and 6 emphasize a  more nuanced approach from the practitioner, 
employing “Frontloading”, to make the participant think about transfer throughout 
the activity, rather than simply at the end.

Frontloading – where transferable skills are explicitly framed before the task begins. 
The facilitator makes it clear that during the activity, participants will be using and 
developing skills relevant to other aspects of their life.    

Example: “In this task we’re going to be working together as a team to achieve our 
goal.  It’s not about the outcome, it’s about the process.”

Or perhaps less directly: “Think about what’s important while completing this 
task.  Think about how you can work most effectively to achieve the task.”

Framing – using metaphors to create meaning and link activities to other parts of 
participants’ lives.

Indirect Frontloading – using paradox or deliberately framing the activity in 
a confusing way to change participants expectations or surprise them.

Example: “This activity will be too difficult for you to achieve. You won’t be able to 
work together to finish this task.”

Don’t feel obliged to stick only to one style of frontloading. It is best when a trainer 
can use a  variety of these approaches in different situations to keep participants 
thinking about what they’re learning and how they’ll use it later.

 
Transfer can also be facilitated by employing reflection and debriefing techniques.
Whenever you frame, frontload or debrief activities, you are, in some way, 

attempting to foster transfer.Transfer of skills learnt such as team building and critical 
thinking is definitely possible and noticeable, and this is why Outdoor Education is so 
popular, not only with schools and learning groups, but also as team-building activities 
for businesses.
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 An obvious example of fostering transfer is the process of “soloing”, where 
a participant spends time alone, usually in nature, contemplating on their learning and 
growth. This is usually done at the end of a project, and explicitly asks the participant 
to reflect on what they have learnt, think about how they can apply their learning 
to other aspects of their life, and what goals they want to set for themselves in their 
own lives. (Solo, page�217)
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