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Outdoor Experiential Education: An Alternative Approach to Learning 

 

Abstract 

This paper analyzes the philosophical foundations as well as the psychological and sociological 

benefits of the Outdoor Experiential Education (OEE) methodology, identifies existing issues 

with its real-world implementation, and looks forward into possible future developments within 

the field. Through a thorough analysis of state of knowledge literature and past research, new 

connections are drawn between the importance of OEE for the development of youth and 

society, the issues of equity and social justice that have yet to be resolved, and the field’s 

potential to empower diverse populations of young learners in the future. 

 

Keywords: outdoor experiential education (OEE), strengths-based pedagogical approach, 

personal growth, reflective learning, social justice, equity, empowerment 
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Introduction 

Learning is the process through which we acquire knowledge of the world around us, and 

become inspired and empowered to change it for the better. It is a process that develops in us a 

perspective from which we observe and interpret our lives, and one that helps us form opinions 

about every situation, place, person, thing and idea that we encounter. Through learning, every 

new generation receives the gift of cultural and historical knowledge from their ancestors, and 

through it, they carry this wisdom into the future. The role of Education is to foster this crucial 

process of learning in our society, and to provide every member of every community with the 

unique opportunity to discover. And yet, it appears that much of the mainstream school-based 

education that we receive in the United States lacks some of the wonder that learning is meant to 

encourage. This paper explores an alternative approach to learning, through the use of outdoor 

experiential education, and recounts the history, present, and future potential of this field. 

 

Chapter I: Defining Outdoor Experiential Education 

In order to delve into an analysis of outdoor experiential education, the concepts of 

“experiential education” and “outdoor experiential education” must first be defined. This chapter 

highlights the key characteristics of both fields and the methodological approaches associated 

with them, and provides examples of their implementation. 

 

Experiential Education 

The Association for Experiential Education (AEE, 2013) defines experiential education 

as “a philosophy that informs many methodologies in which educators purposefully engage with 

learners in direct experience and focused reflection in order to increase knowledge, develop 
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skills, clarify values, and develop people’s capacity to contribute to their communities” 

(Shellman, 2014, p. 3). The goal of experiential education is to create an environment and 

instructional method that allows students to immerse themselves fully in the material they are 

learning about, engage with it in a memorable and meaningful way, and reflect on the 

conclusions that they draw both independently and as a group. This method aims to provide 

students with a comprehensive learning process through which they can develop their academic 

and interpersonal aptitude, and take away skills and knowledge that can be applied in areas of 

their lives outside of strictly education. Such a process usually includes hands-on, direct 

interaction with a subject, followed by an outlined set of personal and team goals or challenges, 

and concluded by a discussion or reflection aimed at synthesizing newly acquired information. 

“Time spent in hands-on efforts tends to engage learners physically and emotionally in both the 

process of learning and the outcomes of the experience” (Howden, 2012, p. 43). 

An example of an experiential learning activity might look like this: a group of seventh 

graders learning about pulleys in their physics class go outside with their teacher, and build a 

pulley system together using the branch of a tree and some rope (hands-on engagement with the 

material). Perhaps each student is assigned an individual role that allows them to contribute to 

the project (personal task), or they are broken up into teams that work on different parts of the 

challenge together (group task). Once the pulley system is built (with the supervision and 

assistance of the teacher), the teacher then reinforces the material learned in class using the 

physical mechanism as an illustration, and opens the group up to a discussion of the project they 

just completed (reflection, application and synthesis of new information). The power of such 

experiences can be attributed to the simple idea that by being physically involved in an event or 

activity that impels a learner to actually execute the very thing he or she is learning about, 
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multiple aspects of the person are engaged. This causes the learning process to feel genuine, and 

the outcomes are perceived by the learner as meaningful, personal and memorable (Howden, 

2012). The origins of this learning methodology can be traced all the way back to Ancient China, 

where students were often reminded of the proverb: “what I hear I forget, what I see I remember, 

what I do I understand” (Xunzi, 340-245 BCE). In other words, in order to facilitate learning that 

is truly implementable, transferable, and memorable, physical experience is essential. 

In “Outdoor Experiential Education: Learning Through the Body” Eric Howden uses the 

example of his daughter learning to ride a bike, as an illustration of the processes involved in 

experiential learning. A large part of it, he explains, is just gaining confidence and comfort with 

the bike and the surrounding situation. At first, the learner is faced with the fact that her mental 

and physical actions are at odds with one another. It is this dichotomy, of the physical and mental 

finding themselves conflicted when we are presented with a challenging experience, says 

Howden, that gave rise to the educational methodology of experiential education. By utilizing 

this conflict between the physical and mental, it is believed that broad learning outcomes, such as 

increased self-esteem, enhanced interpersonal relationships, teambuilding skills and improved 

leadership capabilities can be achieved (Howden, 2012). So while embodied experiences are 

fundamental to the learning process, the goal of experiential education is to create a setting in 

which learners are physically, mentally and socially engaged, so that naturally or instructionally 

presented challenges can be overcome, reflected upon, and used as a basis for future actions. 

 

Outdoor Experiential Education (OEE) or Adventure Education 

According to Priest and Gass (1997), outdoor or adventure education is a subcategory of 

the more general field of experiential education, and involves a process in which the learner is 
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placed into a unique physical and social environment, typically in nature or in the outdoors, and 

given a set of problem-solving tasks that create a state of adaptive dissonance. The learner then 

adapts to these tasks by mastery, which in turn, reorganizes the meaning and direction of the 

learner’s experience. Outdoor experiential education (OEE) also integrates the broader 

experiential education approach and teaching methodology with environmental learning, 

utilizing outdoor settings that provide for natural challenges and multiple hands-on learning 

opportunities. Jay W. Roberts describes outdoor experiential and adventure education as an 

increasingly popular pedagogical approach, which encompasses a variety of curriculum projects 

from outdoor and environmental education, to service learning and place-based education. While 

each of these sub-fields has its own history and particular methodology, they draw from the same 

progressive intellectual taproot. Each, in its own way, evokes the power of “learning by doing” 

and “direct experience” in the educational process (Roberts, 2012). 

Outdoor experiential education or outdoor adventure education refers to educational 

situations that take place in a wilderness or outdoor setting and have an element of adventure or 

challenge used as a method to educate through direct experience. Examples include: Outward 

Bound (OB) and National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) courses, which set the goal of 

helping learners change their sense of identity and self-concept while learning experientially in 

the outdoors; the Audubon Expedition Institute, which uses outdoor exploration of various 

environments and the creation of experiential learning communities to develop ecological 

leadership; Project Adventure, which trains teachers to facilitate ropes courses and group 

initiatives in public and private schools nationwide; and many more summer camp organizations 

and outdoor or environmental programs. Outdoor experiential education (OEE) is about hands-

on, direct experience, involvement in a community of learners, the facilitation of total attention 
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and engagement, and the discovery of oneself, one’s peers and one’s surroundings (Linney, 

2010). OEE promotes connections between first-hand experiences and abstract concepts, thereby 

building character (James, 1980), developing critical thinking skills (Brookfield, 1996), and 

fostering civic development (Waldstein & Reiher, 2001). 

 

Chapter II: Philosophical Foundations 

The fields of experiential education and outdoor experiential or adventure education have 

drawn from the philosophies of two seminal thinkers in the past century: John Dewey and Kurt 

Hahn (Warren, 2005). This chapter addresses the philosophies presented by these two “founding 

fathers” of the field – philosophies which are often referenced to support the validity of hands-on 

experience and challenge as educational tools in the outdoors. 

 

John Dewey (1859-1952) 

One of the foremost thinkers on the subjects of experience and education, and considered 

by many to be the “father” of experiential education was John Dewey. Dewey posited that in 

order to come to understand the world, learners need to interact with it directly. In his view, 

experience is the foundation of education, and learning through activity (of the body and/or the  

mind) that is relevant to the student, followed by a period of reflection as knowledge becomes 

assimilated to later be applied to future experiences, is integral. The ultimate goal of education, 

then, is for learners to take action and test what they have learned through some future situation. 

These educative experiences, in turn, become the means through which learners can develop a 

sense of purpose and direction, which they can later utilize as active participants in a democratic 

society (Dewey, 1938). Of course, the material being learned must in some way be made relevant 
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to the learner, and this is where the role of the educator, facilitator, or instructor becomes 

instrumental as well (Shellman, 2014). 

John Dewey believed that the link between democracy and education was the central 

element to creating a just society. He described democracy as “more than a form of 

government,” saying that “it is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated 

experience” (Dewey, 1916, p. 87). Dewey was convinced that the main responsibility of 

education was to harmonize the various elements in the social environment, and to make sure 

that each individual learner gets the opportunity to escape from the limitations of their usual 

social group by coming into real-world contact with the broader environment. At the core of 

Dewey’s beliefs, was the role of education in preparing a student to be a productive member of a 

community. Dewey maintained that the interaction of students with difficult social dilemmas was 

at the heart of education. “I believe that the only true education comes through the stimulation of 

the child’s powers by the demands of the social situations in which he finds himself. Through 

these demands he is stimulated to act as a member of a unity, to emerge from his original 

narrowness of action and feeling, and to conceive of himself from the standpoint of the welfare 

of the group to which he belongs” (Dewey, 1897, p. 20). 

Additionally, Dewey believed that the alignment of intrinsically interesting thoughts with 

long-term goals, produces a dialectical rhythm that allows for optimally effective learning. He 

posited that such a rhythm is achieved by the process of experiential education, and maintained 

that this alignment of interest and goal, makes momentary absorption in the immediate 

experience possible, and gives learners the ability to course-correct based on the desired 

direction of their individual learning processes. According to Dewey, this type of contrast in 

consciousness furnishes essential feedback that allows intrinsic interest to stay on track towards a 
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valued goal, and makes learners more motivated and engaged with the help of the utilization of 

immersive experience (Dewey, 1910; Sipthorp, 2015). 

 

Kurt Hahn (1886-1974) 

Kurt Hahn was a German educator who fled his country for England after being jailed by 

the Nazis for his outspoken opposition. He became known in the 1930s and 1940s for his unique 

approach to education, in which he addressed areas he called declines in personal attributes in 

youth (and society): the decline of fitness, initiative, imagination, craftsmanship, self-discipline, 

and compassion (Richards, 1999). To address these, Hahn introduced a series of physical 

experiences for his students. His purpose and process for doing so is illustrated by his approach 

to enhancing “initiative.” In a speech, Hahn explained his purpose: “[Expeditions] reveal the 

inner worth of the man,” he said, “the edge of his temper, the fiber of his stuff, the quality of 

resistance, the secret truth of his pretenses, not only to himself but to others” (Richards, 1999, p. 

67). As this quote clearly demonstrates, Hahn’s approach did not place as much weight on the 

physical side of the experience as one might expect, despite his expeditions being intentionally 

physically difficult. Instead, Hahn’s attention was on the emotional, social, and psychological 

aspects of learning, using the physical more as an educational tool, than an ultimate goal. 

This process of utilizing physically difficult experiences to produce psychological growth 

came to be employed for a more specific purpose after Hahn was enlisted to develop a training 

regimen for young sailors in the early stages of World War II. Hahn saw that older, more 

experienced sailors, had a much greater ability to withstand the training, because they had 

already developed a sense of wind and weather, a reliance on their personal resources, and 

trusting bonds with their ship-mates. Observing this, Hahn created a training program for the 
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younger sailors that combined small boat experiences, athletics, rescue training, land and sea 

expeditions, and service. By putting these elements together in one curriculum, Hahn developed 

what would later become a template for teaching through physical experiences that is still used in 

OEE today (Howden, 2012). 

Using the educational systems that he developed during his sailor training experience, 

Kurt Hahn founded the Outward Bound School in Britain in 1945. He became an increasingly 

influential figure in the experiential education movement, and continued to be very concerned 

with the social issues of his time. Hahn’s beliefs were based on the philosophy of Plato, who 

taught that a human being cannot achieve perfection without creating a just society (Warren, 

2005). Hahn’s educational thought was also deeply influenced by the injustices of the Hitler 

regime that he had personally experienced, and he developed his schools around principles that 

would address the social declines of the era. He emphasized in his curriculum, the development 

of empathy in students by encouraging them to participate in service, which became the 

foundation of his commitment to justice. Like Dewey, an ultimate aim of Hahn’s educational 

method was to nurture civic responsibility, something that he believed was manifested in 

students’ defense of human decency and in the practice of acts of compassion (Warren, 2005). 

 

Chapter III: The Importance and Benefits 

of Experiential Learning Through OEE 

 Throughout the history and evolution of the field of outdoor experiential education, 

multiple studies have looked into the impacts that such programs and experiences have on 

participants. This chapter will address what real-world implementations of OEE resemble in 

practice, and then examine and present the importance and benefits of experiential learning 
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through OEE that such studies have shown, specifically in the areas of: positive psychology, 

strengths-based pedagogical approach, personal growth, autonomous student experience (ASE), 

empowerment, experiential self-regulation, and reflective learning. 

 

Outdoor Experiential Education in Practice 

Outdoor experiential education is utilized in a wide variety of settings, and for a broad 

array of different goals. Many universities use it as part of freshman orientation programs with 

the aim of giving new students a shared experience; therapeutic practitioners use it as a means of 

addressing mental health concerns such as addiction by providing experiences that create a 

setting for incremental positive change; secondary schools use it as a way to diminish bullying 

by giving students a reason to work collaboratively; and businesses use it to engage their 

employees in making operations more efficient and profitable through building effective 

teamwork skills (Howden, 2012). Despite this variety of applications, the real-world 

implementations of OEE often look remarkably similar in practice. Whether the physical 

experience consists of an intensive, multiweek wilderness expedition in a remote location or a 

simple, single-day team-building experience conducted at a local park, the same foundational 

philosophies are used for the impact that they have been shown to have on participants. 

In almost any OEE experience, participants are presented with a set of incrementally 

difficult challenges to overcome, provided with the tools needed to do so, but usually left to 

figure out the necessary intermediate step of understanding how to apply these tools to attain 

success on their own. Being challenged (physically and mentally) tends to create mental and 

social distress which, when managed well, creates opportunities to break down barriers, and 

opens the potential for self-discovery by individuals as well as groups. Team bonds between 
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group members are built while interpersonal communication, problem-solving, decision-making, 

and goal-setting skills are improved. Confidence amongst the group and within individuals is 

built as the level of challenge gradually increases. Due to being simultaneously challenged in 

multiple ways, learners experience their ultimate success as genuine, and as carrying multiple 

levels of personal and group accomplishment. Participants feel that they have chosen to take on 

the challenge presented, and have broken through the physical and mental barriers associated 

with it to do so (Howden, 2012). 

Following this model, OEE in practice utilizes challenges that require participants to 

work together in a setting with no outward connection to their usual environment in order to 

create the conditions necessary for group success: a willingness to take on challenges, empathy 

among team members, a dedication to assisting one another, and personal feelings of 

accomplishment (Howden, 2012). A key aspect of such experiences is a setting in which 

participants are fully responsible for their actions, and can therefore own their accomplishments, 

while recognizing others for their successes as well. After all, it is difficult to come away from a 

shared experience that includes moments of challenge as well as moments of facing fears and 

overcoming them, without a deepened understanding of and respect for oneself and one’s team 

members. 

 

Positive Psychology and Strengths-Based Approach 

Several studies have drawn the connection between positive psychology (specifically 

strengths-based learning) and important outcomes in outdoor and adventure education. 

Participation in OEE has been associated with developmental outcomes such as personal growth, 

enhanced interpersonal skills, and group development (Ewert & Garvey, 2007). However, little is 
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understood about the process by which this type of development occurs (Passarelli et al., 2010). 

In their paper “A Strengths-Based Approach to Outdoor and Adventure Education: Possibilities 

for Personal Growth”, Passarelli, Hall and Anderson suggest that research and theory from 

positive psychology provide one perspective on the process by which these outcomes are 

achieved, and aim to define strengths-based education within the domain of positive psychology, 

connecting it to key characteristics of outdoor and adventure education. 

Positive psychology is the science of optimal human functioning. Themes examined 

within this field include the studies of positive subjective experiences, positive individual traits, 

and positive institutions (Passarelli et al., 2010). Among many concepts from positive 

psychology that are being actively studied and applied in youth education are flow, hope, 

gratitude, and character strengths. The consideration of these positive psychological concepts in 

designing educational methodologies helps create learning environments and experiences that 

amplify students’ greatest resources: their natural talents and strengths. Activities that involve 

the exploration and application of one’s strengths produce a positive emotional response 

(Boyatzis et al., 2006). Positive emotions open the mind to a wide range of cognitive and 

behavioral options, while negative emotions often have a narrowing effect on the mind. In other 

words, positive emotions “broaden” learners’ perspectives on education. The psychological 

benefits of experiencing positive emotions are stored to create a reservoir of physical, intellectual 

and social resources from which a learner can draw in future situations. 

A strengths-based approach to education is a philosophy of teaching and learning that 

“represents a return to basic educational principles that emphasize the positive aspects of student 

effort and achievement, as well as human strengths” (Lopez & Louis, 2009, p. 1). This 

pedagogical approach is designed to encourage participants to intentionally use their talents and 
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natural skills to achieve success in the environment in which they are placed. Designing 

experiential learning activities that help students identify and develop their greatest talents and 

strengths, allows students to later apply these strengths in future processes of learning and 

intellectual development in order to achieve new levels of personal excellence. The traditional 

developmental approach to education includes measurement, identification of strengths and 

weaknesses, and a focus on weakness fixing. In this approach, strengths are often minimized, or 

even ignored. In contrast, a strengths-based approach measures talent by identifying strengths 

and then encourages the learner to apply an understanding of these strengths to areas in which he 

or she might feel less confident, thereby utilizing existing skills to fortify areas of “weakness”. 

Education aimed at developing strengths consists of measuring strengths and positive 

psychological outcomes, individualizing the learning experience to the needs of each student, 

creating positive support networks, and applying and developing existing skills. 

Intentional development of strengths through “novel experiences and previously 

unexplored venues for focused practice of their strengths” is of particular relevance to outdoor 

and adventure education (Lopez & Louis, 2009, p. 5). A strengths-based approach is applicable 

to numerous aspects of OEE that impact participant learning and development, and is often 

utilized in OEE methodology. The unfamiliar nature of adventure programming environments 

cultivates new perspectives, and an increased sense of mastery (Nadler, 1993). A strengths-based 

approach offers psychological resources to support this process and generate positive learning 

behaviors in participants. These psychological results are achieved as the process of exploring 

and developing strengths promotes positive self-evaluation, which in turn, shapes one’s current 

and future beliefs about oneself. One’s belief that they can learn, leads to the development of 

“sophisticated strategies for intentional learning” based on one’s unique talents and the different 
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learning challenges that one faces (Kolb & Kolb, 2009, p. 2). Incremental challenge then, allows 

each progressive success to add to a learner’s self-efficacy, which produces a sense of personal 

growth. Creating this reservoir of positive emotions through strengths-based learning is what 

allows OEE participants to persist through the challenges that they are presented with. 

“Processing” or making sense of one’s experience, is another critical component of 

learning (the role of reflective learning will be discussed at the close of this chapter). The 

positive (strengths-based) wording of a question, determines what is discovered in the sense-

making process of answering it. In OEE post-experience reflection, questions that are 

intentionally designed to draw out the positive lead to affirmative forms of understanding, which 

in turn, motivates future action. Positive language enhances one’s cognitive capacity for 

perception, memory, problem solving, and learning, as well as increases one’s interpersonal 

ability to appreciate the best in others. If strengths-based processing focuses the mind on the 

positive (on strengths, talents and skills, rather than deficiencies and weaknesses), then positive 

action follows naturally (Passarelli et al., 2012). One of the great benefits of OEE methodology 

is that it strives for a balance between the participants’ sense of belonging and individual 

autonomy. The language that is created by focusing on collective empathy and empowerment 

creates the perfect conditions for mutual growth (the specific roles of individual autonomy and 

empowerment as results of strengths-based learning will be elaborated upon later in this chapter). 

As a result of a strengths-based approach, learners experience an increase in their vitality, in their 

ability to take action, and in their clarity about themselves as well as their relationships with 

team members and instructors. Learners’ sense of self-worth grows, and their desire to form new 

connections is increased. 
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In 2012, Passarelli, Hall and Anderson conducted a study in which a strengths-based 

approach was used in an international adventure education course for two consecutive years. The 

program outcomes, which were evaluated through quantitative and qualitative analysis and 

approved by the university’s institutional review board, provided preliminary evidence that the 

strengths-based approach was indeed associated with positive developmental outcomes. The 

results of the study demonstrated that students viewed this approach as adding value to their 

learning experience, which they described in three key ways: 1) by focusing their attention on 

opportunities for personal development, 2) by enhancing their personal relationships, and 3) by 

helping them respond effectively to physical, mental and social challenge. As Passarelli et al. 

hypothesized, intrinsic motivation correlated positively with perceived benefits and overall 

satisfaction with the strengths development project (Passarelli et al., 2012). Additionally, 

students who received strengths-based instruction showed far greater engagement in the course 

and had more positive experiences than those who received standard instruction, without the 

application of a strengths-based method (Cantwell, 2006). 

 

Autonomous Student Experiences (ASE) 

Autonomous Student Experiences (ASE) are defined as experiences in which participants 

have some amount of choice and control over the planning, execution, and outcomes of their 

learning process (Daniel et al., 2014). The topic of ASE is particularly relevant to the outdoor 

experiential education field, as it has traditionally utilized ASE for the purposes of fostering 

personal growth and group development. A wide range of autonomous experiences are used in 

formal and alternative education, including internships, practicums, service learning projects, and 
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self-directed independent studies. These types of experiences provide students with the 

opportunity to work independently of their teachers, professors or instructors. 

More intensive versions of ASE such as multi-day solos, final expeditions, and personal 

challenge events, are a major component of many outdoor adventure programs such as Outward 

Bound (OB) and National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) courses. ASE can also include 

smaller opportunities for autonomy such as day-to-day goal setting, taking responsibility, making 

decisions, serving as leader-of-the-day, and facilitating group discussion (Sibthorp et al., 2007). 

ASE often sequence towards greater autonomy over the course of the OEE program, starting 

with simpler autonomous experiences and then building up to a longer final event at the 

culmination of the course. ASE have been used by numerous organizations under the assumption 

that they empower participants to face challenges and promote personal growth. ASE like 

student solos allow for “reflection, self-reliance, resourcefulness and confidence building” in 

learners (North Carolina Outward Bound School [NCOBS], 2007, p. 79). ASE such as final 

expeditions create a student-led experience that allows a group to take responsibility for itself 

and manage its own internal dynamics while using the technical and interpersonal skills acquired 

on course to navigate to a pre-determined destination. 

In their 2014 study of NOLS and OB course students, Daniel, Bobilya, Kalisch and 

Mcavoy found that final expedition and solo participants perceived these ASE as some of the 

most memorable and significant components of their OEE course, during which they were able 

to construct personally meaningful outcomes. These experiences that contained elements of 

uncertainty, where the participants took increased responsibility, were often crucial to their 

development on course. The majority of research on ASE suggests that they promote learning, 

personal growth, and group development (Daniel et al., 2014). Many OEE programs, including 
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camps, adventure therapy programs, wilderness orientation programs, and retreat centers, use a 

variation of the NOLS or OB models for their ASE. A goal of the NOLS curriculum is to 

“develop students as leaders who make decisions and lead without the direct guidance of their 

instructors” (Schimelpfenig, 2007, p. 4). Students learn best when given opportunities to be 

responsible for their own decisions, and the instructor’s role is usually to be available only in 

case of an emergency, as well as to coach, and to debrief at the beginning and end of the course. 

Students are allowed to independently apply the skills, judgment, and leadership abilities 

developed throughout the course, and are given numerous opportunities to “display competencies 

necessary for wilderness travel, to better understand their abilities and limitations and to gain 

valuable experience upon which to further develop their self-awareness and judgment, and 

accomplish a realistic and achievable goal” (Schimelpfenig, 2007, p. 1). According to ASE 

research, any supervision that is smothering or highly visible seems to minimize the positive 

outcomes of the independent experience (Daniel et al., 2014). 

Autonomous student learning is important to OEE due to its alignment with the core 

philosophical tenets of the field, as well as many cultural traditions associated with the maturing 

processes of young adults. Experiential education, formerly linked to progressive education, is 

“education of, by and for experience” (Dewey, 1938, p. 29). Such education is founded on the 

premise that in order for education to occur, students need authentic learning, resulting from 

active involvement with carefully chosen, concrete activities, followed by opportunities for 

reflection and application. ASE work to enhance participant motivation and responsibility, for 

the purposes of increasing knowledge, developing skills, and clarifying values through direct 

autonomous experience. Built upon this holistic philosophy, ASE engage participants 

“intellectually, emotionally, socially… and physically in an uncertain environment where the 
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learner may experience success, failure, adventure, and risk-taking” (Itin, 1999, p. 93). OEE, 

particularly through the use of ASE, serves as a vehicle for personal empowerment by enabling 

students to take charge of their own lives and learning processes. Research has demonstrated that 

OEE enhances self-awareness and understanding by placing students in challenging outdoor 

situations, whereby they are impelled to independently confront fears, expand competencies, and 

strengthen identity and self-efficacy. 

Maturing persons also accept problem-solving responsibility and make self-directed 

choices based on an internal (as opposed to an external) locus of control (Daniel et al., 2014). 

ASE facilitate this advancement by giving students freedom from a directive and controlling 

instructor. “Humanizing” education, characterized by creative freedom and collaborative 

problem solving, provides students with the autonomy necessary to complete this maturing 

process. “Students, as they are… posed with problems relating to themselves in the world and 

with the world, will feel increasingly challenged and obliged to respond to that challenge… 

Problem-posing education affirms [them] as beings in the process of becoming” (Freire, 1970, p. 

68, 72). As will be further discussed in the next section of this chapter, empowerment is central 

to experiential education, particularly OEE and OAE (outdoor adventure education). Students are 

significantly more internally controlled as a result of participation in OEE (Hans, 2000). 

Research also indicates that experiences that students perceive as meaningful empower them to 

engage more fully in the activity (Leffert et al., 1997). Empowering experiences include those in 

which students have some control over what to do, when to do it, and for what purpose, which 

are all elements that ASE facilitate. In other words, the increased opportunities for autonomy 

resulting from ASE and offered by OEE programs, are shown to be pedagogically valuable. 
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In summary, ASE represent one expression of experiential education philosophy and 

provide maturing and self-fulfilling experiences for participants, as well as contributions to 

personal and group growth. Gambone and Arbreton (1997) identified several core program 

elements that contribute to youth development: a sense of safety, challenging and interesting 

activities, a sense of belonging, supportive relationships with adults, involvement in decision 

making, leadership opportunities, and involvement in the community. Dimensions of autonomy 

(such as responsibility, leadership development and self-reliance) are what many young people 

need to mature in contemporary culture (Gambone & Arbreton, 1997). These elements are often 

accentuated in experiential education settings, including many OEE programs, and reach their 

full potential when ASE are used. 

 

Empowerment 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines “to empower” as a means “to enable; to 

promote the influence or self-actualization of,” and defines “enable” as “to provide with the 

means, knowledge, or opportunity.” Qualities of empowerment are understood as decision-

making power, access to information and resources, learning skills important to the individual, 

having options from which to make choices, and effecting change in one’s life and community. 

Empowerment entails a sense of personal control or agency, and a belief that one’s actions will 

result in a desired outcome. 

Experiential settings hold great potential for empowering participants (Shellman, 2014). 

In his book How Children Succeed published in 2012, Paul Tough argues that what matters more 

for a successful future than merely possessing well-developed cognitive skills, is for young 

people to have well-developed non-cognitive skills of character, such as social acuity, self-
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confidence, perseverance, resilience, and stress-management (Tough, 2012). Useful in and of 

themselves, these kinds of skills are also critical for developing a sense of agency and 

empowerment. The ultimate purpose of any form of education is to empower learners to think, to 

feel, and to act. At its best, education can develop and expand knowledge and critical thinking 

skills, aid in decision making, and motivate learners to take action (Shellman, 2014). An integral 

element of empowerment, is the development of individuals’ capacities to exert an influence. As 

previously defined by the AEE, experiential education is “a philosophy that informs many 

methodologies in which educators purposefully engage with learners in direct experience and 

focused reflection in order to increase knowledge, develop skills, clarify values, and develop 

people’s capacity to contribute to their communities” (AEE, 2013, para. 2, italics added). 

Empowerment is crucial to the contribution to society, which both the AEE and the “father” of 

experiential education John Dewey deem so central to education. Hence, experiential education 

plays a critical role in empowering learners. 

Experiential education settings are perfect for developing empowerment as they are 

widely diverse, ranging from adventure-based activities, to wilderness therapy, to environmental 

education programs, to service-learning, to experience-based training. Although empowerment 

can be a process and product of different kinds of experiential programs, OEE is ideal for this 

type of development. OEE programs provide participants with multiple opportunities to set and 

achieve goals, identify and utilize resources, demonstrate initiative, extend and receive support 

from others, assume leadership roles, make decisions, persist at challenges, solve problems, and 

go beyond their perceived limits. By allowing participants to develop the skills needed to 

become their own agents of change, OEE fosters an environment that allows for empowerment 

to develop. The idea of empowerment is often associated with positive factors, and is intuitively 
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appealing, as it implies an enhanced ability and effort to shape one’s life and/or community and 

environment. This is a goal particularly consistent with many OEE programs. 

Empowerment is the process of building one’s capacity and enhancing one’s attributes in 

a way that facilitates positive development of the individual as well as of collective society 

(Shellman, 2014). Empowerment refers to the link between “a sense of personal competence and 

a desire for and willingness to take action” (Zimmerman & Rappaport, 1988, p. 746). It is 

fostered alongside the belief that goals can be attained. Empowered individuals might be 

characterized as having the ability and willingness to participate in, and act upon, decisions that 

impact their own and others’ lives. Empowerment is related to self-efficacy, a concept that has 

been the focus of much research in experiential education. Self-efficacy is one’s beliefs about 

one’s ability to successfully perform a given task in order to achieve a certain outcome (Bandura, 

1977). Efficacy literature suggests that when individuals believe that they can create an effect, 

they often take the opportunity and the initiative to do so. Psychological empowerment moves 

“beyond the belief that one can overcome barriers/complete tasks, and includes the individual’s 

capacity and willingness to make such an effort” (Zimmerman & Warschausky, 1998, p. 13). A 

personally significant increase in power that an individual obtains through his or her own efforts, 

is the most indicative successful outcome of the process of empowerment. 

 The parallels between empowerment and the experiential learning cycle are clear. 

Learners assess the outcome of an experience, formulate a theory regarding the result of their 

experience, and experiment with new ways of participating and acting in future experiences. 

Although not always referred to specifically as “empowerment,” many documented outcomes 

(such as self-efficacy, self-determination, locus of control, and competence) attributed to 

experiential program models are related to empowerment. As discussed in the previous section of 
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this chapter, experiential education settings are typically designed to support and encourage 

student autonomy. Opportunities such as ASE provide learners with a sense of ownership of their 

experience, as they participate in decisions regarding the course of action taken, and directly 

perceive the outcomes. Such a sense of ownership of the process and investment in the outcome 

leads to empowerment. Activities that aim to empower participants have been found to increase 

positive developmental outcomes, and improve quality of life and subjective well-being 

(Shellman, 2014). These findings are consistent with the outcomes found in a variety of OEE 

programs. One cannot simply bestow empowerment upon another, however, one can provide a 

facilitative environment that integrates empowering processes. OEE does exactly that, and is 

ideally suited for fostering empowerment in participants. 

 

Experiential Self-Regulation 

Learners thrive when they are given the opportunity to regulate interest and goal 

direction. Through direct experiences that are both interesting and goal-relevant, learners can 

internalize and better understand their own agency in the learning process. OEE can foster the 

very kind of experiential self-regulation needed to maintain this balance. The idea that learning 

can be valuable and fun does not seem controversial, and yet, learning is not always both, and is 

in fact most often considered more “valuable” than it is “fun” (Sibthorp et al., 2015). In the best 

of pedagogical situations, we are lucky to experience learning that is goal-relevant as well as 

intrinsically interesting. Dewey (1910) considered this combinatory state to be “the ideal mental 

condition”: a state that he described as optimally mentally engaging. How does one achieve such 

a state? one might ask. It is through the facilitation of experiences that are valuable and goal-
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relevant as well as intrinsically interesting and fun that a disposition towards lifelong and self-

regulated learning orientations and the “ideal mental condition” can be fostered. 

In 2015, Sibthorp, Collins, Rathunde, Paisley, Schumann, Pohja, Gookin and Baynes 

conducted two interrelated studies to better understand the potential of OEE programming to 

affect learners’ capacities to regulate interest and goal direction (experiential self-regulation). 

The term “self-regulation” refers to the self-control of behaviors and emotions so as to conform 

to the expectations of a particular situation. This study focused less on the behavioral aspect of 

self-regulation, and more on the control of attention and students’ ability to monitor learning 

activities, in order to enhance motivation and quality of experience. Experiential self-regulation, 

the capacity to regulate interest, and goal direction, is thought to be especially important for 

understanding successful self-directed and lifelong learning (Rathunde & Csikszentmihalyi, 

2006). Sibthorp et al. were interested specifically in comparing growth in Self Directed Learning 

(SDL) during an OAE/OEE experiences to growth in SDL at other times. The study found that 

when students were given opportunities to self-regulate so that their learning experiences were 

both goal-relevant and intrinsically interesting, their abilities to stay on a path of lifelong 

learning were increased. Students were able to make their interests persevere, as well as 

continually reaffirm them through deep engagement in relevant experience, while avoiding 

getting stuck in states of boredom, drudgery, or anxiety, that drain energy and attention (Dewey, 

1910). Learning is enhanced when students are better able to self-regulate states of interest and 

goal direction. One likely facet of the development of self-regulated learning is the importance of 

having direct and consistent learning experiences that can change the common perception of 

learning as disconnected from intrinsic interest and an element of fun. 
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In Sibthorp et al.’s study, the term “intrinsic interest” refers to what Dewey calls “play”: 

interest that does not require a large amount of cognitive energy, as the experience is inherently 

engaging. According to Dewey, this process is cognitively restorative. The term “effortful 

attention” refers to the opposite: focus is on an extrinsic goal, and attention is not inherently 

driven by the experience itself, as it must be intentionally or willfully directed via effort. Dewey 

explains that such a process is cognitively taxing. Regulation is only possible if the desired goal 

is understood, and the path to goal achievement requires focus, direction, and effort. However, 

most paths to goal achievement include individual experiences that are both intrinsically 

interesting and effortful. The “ideal state” occurs when these two elements are aligned, and the 

learner is working towards a goal via an inherently interesting process (Dewey, 1910). 

According to Dewey, “drudgery” is an activity which is goal-relevant but uninteresting. 

“Fooling” is an activity that is intrinsically interesting, but low in goal direction (Dewey points 

out that “fooling” is nevertheless an important restorative state, due to its potential for 

developing intuition, creativity, and reflective thought). “Apathy” is an activity low in both 

intrinsic interest and goal direction. The “ideal mental condition”, then, is high in both goal 

relevance and intrinsic interest. This balance can be achieved through the development of an 

experiential wisdom related to how one learns and functions, and understanding that intrinsic 

interest leads to a relaxed openness, absorption, and tolerance for ambiguity (Sibthorp et al., 

2015). It is through the balanced interplay between intrinsic interest and effortful attention that 

one can self-regulate learning. 

Sibthorp et al. (2015) found that experiential self-regulation had the potential to carry 

over into students’ lives outside of OEE, and impact their dispositional learning orientations and 

self-direction. The study results showed that before the NOLS semester, structured classes and 
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homework were most frequently reported as “drudgery”, and structured classes were also 

commonly reported as “apathy”. After the OEE course, structured classes were reported as more 

interesting, and were, along with recreation, the most frequent activities reported as optimally 

engaging (Sibthorp et al., 2015). The second study further examined dispositional changes by 

looking at the effects of OEE on SDL. Data supported a shift towards a greater interest in 

learning, which remained significant even four weeks after course completion. These studies 

ultimately demonstrated that environments which are able to offer interesting and goal-relevant 

experiences can also foster a participant’s ability to better self-regulate their own learning 

trajectory after the experience is complete. 

Research has shown that OEE is well suited to facilitate optimally engaging learning. 

Direct, hands-on experiences that are both goal-relevant and interesting are a hallmark of OEE; 

the content and context of each OEE experience is novel, which allows learners’ capacity 

towards self-regulation to be stimulated by new and directly engaging environments. OEE is 

inherently hands-on and active, yet still allows time for reflection and contemplation by design. 

This engagement and reflection is necessary for a learner to enjoy their experiences in the 

moment, while still making adjustments to the general trajectory of their educational path. 

Environments such as these, work to combine challenge and support, and are optimal for 

adolescent development (Rathunde, 1996). OEE encourages participants to try, to fail, and to 

learn through their efforts to improve and correct their own regulatory strategies. Tolerance for 

adversity is developed as students learn how and when to exercise either willpower or effortful 

attention in the face of challenge in a balanced way. To self-regulate learning, goals need to be 

adjusted, willpower needs to be used, and experiences must be modified to facilitate interest and 

engagement: all elements offered by OEE. While OEE experiences may not have the capacity to 
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significantly shift students’ motivations to learn in the first place, they are able to change 

students’ perceptions of what is possible in a learning environment. OEE changes the way 

students view educational contexts, reshaping their perception to see education as something that 

allows and requires individual self-direction, control, and initiative. 

 

Reflective Learning 

One final element of OEE that has helped demonstrate the field’s importance and benefits 

as an educational methodology, is the concept of reflective learning. “If we are exposed to one 

new event after another without a break we are unlikely to be able to make the most of any of the 

events separately” (Boud et al., 1985, p. 26). Reflective learning is the process of synthesizing an 

experience, and bringing out it’s widely applicable relevance to a participant’s life through a 

discussion and reflection focused on drawing out broad connections. “The experience is had as 

part of a process of exploration that includes reflecting on [it]… during and afterward, thereby 

reorganizing the meaning and direction of the individual’s experience” (Howden, 2012, p. 45). 

While Kurt Hahn designed the blueprint for utilizing physical experiences to influence 

psychological outcomes, current practices in OEE commonly include the additional element of 

reflection. Today, OEE continues to rely on the physical experience as a key component to the 

learning process, making use of reflection as a fundamental part of it as well. Through reflection, 

an environment that emphasizes focus on individual and group actions is created for learners. In 

this way, the OEE experience becomes less of an end in itself, and more of a means towards a 

greater, more widely applicable outcome. Reflection during and after a physical experience 

involves discussing how participants responded to a challenge (personally and as a group), how 

they succeeded and where they fell short, how they reacted to failures, and how they plan to 
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make use of their successes and failures during future challenges. This allows learners to review 

not only the experience itself, but the conscious and unconscious effects that the experience may 

have had on them. 

This learning methodology provides a means for taking education outside of the learning 

environment itself and into areas of applicational knowledge. “Experiential learning encourages 

reflection on the meaning of abstract concepts as these concepts are highlighted through 

experiences and encouraging individual action through the act of committing to an idea and thus 

accepting responsibility for choosing that idea and for acquiring the knowledge to fully utilize 

the idea” (Kolb and Lewis, 1986, p. 100). To increase the learning that occurs during embodied 

experiences, modern OEE programs utilize reflection tools such as questions. Asking: what?, so 

what? and now what? are common formats of guiding a reflective conversation. “Returning to 

the experience, attending to feelings and re-evaluating the experience” are the main goals of 

reflective learning (Boud et al., 1985, p. 26). The question what? allows students to reflect on 

and recall everything that happened. While in the midst of a challenge or high-intensity hands-on 

situation, there is no time to fully comprehend every part of the activity, so recalling the steps 

involved in it afterwards is a crucial part of internalizing and comprehending the process. So 

what? allows group members to see and assess how they function both personally and 

interpersonally for themselves. Finally, now what? applies students’ insights to future situations. 

It is also at this point that group members begin to look towards how their actions and 

interactions might transfer to other aspects of their lives outside of the OEE experience they are 

currently involved in. Extensive personal and social understanding can result from a physical 

experience involving activities that are seemingly irrelevant to everyday life. When first 

developing his teaching methodology, Kurt Hahn sought to provide young sailors with the 
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mental fortitude to survive long enough to be rescued by giving them experiences that were not 

simply of the sea, but through the sea (Miner, 1999). This way, the challenges were broad 

enough to build the young sailors’ capacity to overcome tremendous psychological distress. 

Through applying this same method in OEE, reflective learning can be used to ensure that 

lessons learned through direct experiences are transferred to areas of life that extend far beyond 

the defined experience itself. 

 

Chapter IV: The Problem of Equity in Outdoor Experiential Education 

 While outdoor experiential education has been shown to be important and beneficial in 

many regards, the field of OEE is far from perfect. Some of the main concerns surrounding 

current OEE practices are related to issues of equity, diversity and accessibility. This chapter will 

examine the deficits currently present in OEE and OEE-relevant research, particularly in regards 

to gender, race, ethnicity, environmental (in)justice, (dis)ability, socioeconomic status, and 

lifelong learning. It will then expound the activism and actions that the Association of 

Experiential Education (AEE) has taken in order to address some of these issues. 

 

A Need for Equity 

Outdoor experiential education has often been critiqued for its White, male, upper class, 

able-bodied history, thereby compelling professionals and programs to consider issues of social 

justice within the field (Warren et al., 2014). Many experiential education professionals are 

looking for ways to fully understand the intersections of experiential education with issues of 

social and environmental justice (Breunig, 2005). The demographic, economic, and social 

changes occurring in our society make it crucial for OEE professionals to meaningfully engage 



OUTDOOR EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION 
 

 

30 

with these issues as vital components of their practice (Warren, 2012). Given continued 

underrepresentation of nondominant populations in outdoor experiential education, there is a 

clear need to create more welcoming environments, increase equity in programs, and empower 

all participants to become agents of change. While current practices used to create equitable 

outdoor adventure education experiences do exist, they are often specific to individual 

organizations or programs, and not universally applicable to other settings or to the full spectrum 

of underrepresented populations (Warner & Dillenschneider, 2019). 

Some OEE literature historically asserts that social justice theory must remain true to its 

Marxist roots, with a focus on economic inequities (McLaren, 2015). OEE organizations 

following this belief often limit their diversification and inclusion efforts to the offering of 

scholarship based on financial need. Other pedagogues assert that social justice educators must 

adopt a more expansive lens, and that issues of social privilege and oppression must involve 

examinations of race and ethnicity, culture, gender and gender identity, age, ability, and 

socioeconomic status (Hooks, 2003). OEE must more effectively serve the needs and reflect the 

values of the breadth of marginalized populations in society (Warren et al., 2014). Social equity 

is critical to a just society. An equitable approach to education considers how unique identities 

such as ability, race, gender, sexual orientation, and class bestow unearned privileges upon some 

and not others, and takes these nuances into account when designing settings, methods and 

curricula for learning (Bell, 2016). John Dewey suggested that education should prepare all 

students for more meaningful civic engagement through the development of skills necessary to 

critically assess society and act in ways that contribute to a more just society. Kurt Hahn also 

believed that experiential education should impel students towards leading lives of compassion 

and service to others (Itin, 1999). Both historically and today, OEE is a context perfectly suited 
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for enhancing social equity and developing the capacity of young people to be leaders in their 

communities by fostering the positive social attitudes and behaviors needed in a just society 

(Warner & Dillenschneider, 2019). And yet, OEE practices are lacking in the very capacities that 

they seem perfectly suited to facilitate and help flourish. 

To achieve social equity, OEE must take on the responsibilities of critiquing and 

rebuilding the systems in place that create and perpetuate harmful power dynamics. Despite 

existing efforts, the majority of OEE programs continue to reflect the populations, perspectives, 

and values of the surrounding dominant culture (Warren et al., 2014). The field typically 

privileges Caucasian, affluent, heterosexual, cis male, and currently able-bodied participants, 

inadvertently or not. Additionally, historical contributions to the fields of OEE and OAE by 

groups such as women and people of color are difficult to find, as many have been scrubbed 

from OEE histories and literature or have otherwise been dismissed as less important than the 

contributions of White men to the field. This privilege is manifested in both instructor and 

participant demographics and in some of the characteristics of OEE learning environments. If the 

OEE field does not implement broad social change, women, people of color, people who identify 

as LGBTQIA+, people from lower socioeconomic classes, people with disabilities, and many 

others will likely continue to be disregarded and underrepresented. 

Efforts currently being made are mostly addressing the marginalization of individual 

identities alone, which will not help to increase equity sufficiently, as identities do not exist in 

isolation. Rather, all identities intersect with others (Breunig, 2017), and this intersectionality 

must be taken into account when implementing changes in the field of OEE. It is integral that 

strategies aimed at enhancing equity acknowledge and support participants’ intersectional 

experiences of their various identities (Bell, 2016). Systemic, industry-wide change is necessary 
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to align current OEE practices with the philosophical foundations and ideals that they were 

developed upon, and to put OEE in a position to truly provide equitable experiences that help 

prepare participants to be contributing members of a more just society (Rose & Paisley, 2012; 

Warren et al., 2014). 

 

The Outdoors and Adventure as Contested Constructs 

Nature and the meanings ascribed to the natural environment are rooted in history, 

gender, race, and culture (Ewert et al., 1993), and many constructs of the concept of adventure 

are based on positions of privilege and oppression. Social justice theory accepts that social 

identities exist in intersectionality, rather than acting independently (Shinew et al., 1995). 

Unfortunately, the field of OEE has been slower to report and address intersectionality, with 

early literature often focusing on independent social identities in attempt to solve existing issues 

of equity (Warren, 2005). The following sections explore the state of knowledge concerning 

individual social identities while still acknowledging that these issues are interwoven and 

mutually reinforcing in far more complex ways than OEE literature currently represents. 

Gender: 

Although the first addressed, and most expansive of all broad topics dealing with social 

justice in OEE, the topic of gender is still under-developed and lacking in feminist theory, as it 

deals with women’s issues in isolation rather than with the complexity of gender relations overall 

(Freysinger et al., 2013). For women in the outdoors, the traditionally constructed adventure 

narrative was often problematic, and they needed to negotiate and restructure their ideas about 

outdoor adventure in order to participate (Little, 2002). In the past decade, a movement towards 

studying girls’ experiences in the outdoors has arisen, with literature examining what works best 
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for girls (Whittington & Mack, 2010). The value of single gender OEE experiences for women 

and girls has been firmly established in the outdoor field as a way to provide supportive 

environments for females to learn in adventure programming. However, new research has yet to 

find ways to mitigate factors that continue to disadvantage women and girls in mixed gender 

OEE programming (Mitten et al., 2012). 

Language is also a fundamental part of social justice. The emphasis on distinguishing 

“hard” and “soft” skills in the outdoor field and other gender-biased language are examples of 

linguistic sexism that continue to contribute to gender role conditioning in OEE (Jordan, 1990). 

The language of “hard skills” and “soft skills” often creates an orientation that favors males over 

females in hiring, promotion, and the assignment of leadership roles, as well as facilitates an 

instructional style that fails to account for, or even acknowledge, the gender differences of 

instructors and participants (Mitten et al., 2012). While not all OEE programs still support the 

use of such problematic terminology and linguistic bias, many still do, and have yet to address 

and tailor their approach. 

 Areas concerning gender which OEE literature has yet to address in depth, include the 

invisibility of the experience of women and girls of color (Roberts & Drogin, 1993), the hetero-

normative nature of many instructional styles within OEE programs (Russell et al., 2003), the 

extremely rare examination of men’s role in the dialogue about gender issues in OEE (Rasberry, 

1991) and the almost nonexistent attention to sexual orientation and LGBTQIA+ participation in 

OEE, which has also been only minimally developed (Mitten, 2012). 

Race and Ethnicity: 

The amount of information available in literature about issues concerning race and 

ethnicity in OEE varies by group. The state of knowledge moved from exploring race primarily 
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as “Black versus White”, to investigating the Latino experience (Chavez, 1992), with fewer 

studies including Native American (Hall, 1992) and Asian experiences in the outdoors (Winter et 

al., 2004). Accounts of biracial and multiracial populations’ experiences are still mostly missing 

from the equation (Roberts, 2013). 

Research has examined different types of barriers (socioeconomic, lack of knowledge, 

and discomfort) along with attitudes, prejudice, discrimination, marginality, injustice and 

inequality as experienced in OEE programs. Challenging the field to explore new and more 

inclusive methods of facilitation, brought to light the fact that some leaders often alienate ethnic 

minorities, among other groups, based on their preconceived assumptions and lack of cultural 

competency (Warren et al., 2014). Understanding of cultural traditions and norms must be 

achieved as a holistic vantage point if OEE is to become a fully equitable field. Professionals in 

OEE have looked into issues of racism by unpacking the idea of White privilege in relation to 

outdoor and adventure education, and examining the unearned and often unseen advantages that 

White people experience in outdoor adventure (Rose & Paisley, 2012). Cultural studies as well 

as critical research perspectives currently investigating racial assumptions and White privilege in 

OEE are all gradually making their way into outdoor learning and instruction (Lynch, 2012). 

Early questions about why there is a lack of participation among people of color in OEE 

(Ashley, 1990) led to an examination about the contested nature of outdoor places for historically 

oppressed groups. The social and collective memory of Black individuals in relation to the 

outdoors is laden with generational trauma, and for many, carries associations with slavery, 

share-cropping, lynching, and more, thereby contesting the natural environment as a “sanctuary” 

or a “place of refuge” as has been reflected in predominantly White beliefs (Johnson, 1998; 

Martin, 2004). This kind of collective memory of past experiences of legally mandated 
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segregation, generational trauma, flight from rural to urban areas due to forced labor outdoors, 

and racially motivated violence that most typically occurred in remote areas, all continues to play 

a role in deciding how people of color spend time in nature (Taylor, 1989). Latinos likewise 

reported feeling unwelcome or discriminated against despite many outdoor areas in the United 

States “reminding them of their homelands” (Chavez, 2005, p. 32). Native American authors 

point to the misappropriation of cultural and spiritual practices into OEE programs in the past as 

a contested area in the field as well (Hall, 1992). For people of color, the everyday practices 

aligned with environmental interactions have been directly related to issues of identity and 

cultural history. 

The dominant narrative of preservation (the idea that wilderness should remain 

untouched and pure as opposed to being used for sustenance) has been historically preached by 

OEE programs, and is also a factor in considering both race and class (Agyeman, 1989). Well-

intentioned but uninformed individuals and organizations often position themselves as knowing 

what underprivileged communities want and need better than the communities themselves. By 

talking about communities as “others” who need to be saved by programmatic, structured 

experiences in the outdoors (often lead by instructors from far more privileged backgrounds than 

those of the participants), professionals are missing the empowered connections to nature that 

already exist in the communities themselves. “Social trends show an often deep and profound 

connection to the land, yet culturally, there are numerous subcultural as well as self-imposed 

personal constraints limiting outdoor experiences” (Roberts, 2008, p. 93). Many people of color 

report feeling that being involved with the environment is something White people do, because 

historically the exclusion of the poor and of people of color in parks and other outdoor spaces 
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was a hallmark of the US system, as these spaces were “founded upon middle and upper-class 

sensibilities and eugenicist ideologies about pristine wilderness” (Byrne & Wolch, 2009, p. 5). 

In conclusion, any meanings ascribed to nature or perceptions of place, as well as how 

the concept of outdoor adventure is defined, have not always fit the traditional Eurocentric, able-

bodied, male paradigm. Recent research has revealed the historically created and currently 

reinforced roots of White privilege in the ideological underpinnings of OEE (Rose & Paisley, 

2012). This line of research argues that OEE programs can unintentionally reproduce whiteness 

through the dominant discourse of colonial innocence, uninhabited wilderness, and the erasure of 

indigenous people from these conversations. Simply aiming to bring more ethnically and racially 

diverse individuals into this preexisting system does not change its problematic underlying 

structure. In order to achieve more culturally aware and inclusive teaching methods and 

outcomes, create a sense of belonging for all students, and foster a more inclusive, participatory 

outdoor learning environment, OEE programs must focus on the study and integration of social 

justice concepts in its underlying structures (Warren et al., 2014). 

Environmental (In)justice: 

The early history of environmental injustice is represented in the oppression of 

indigenous peoples, including their displacement from the outdoor environment that sustained 

them and served as their home, and rooting any discussion of environmental justice in the 

Western, White colonization of the outdoors itself (Gruenewald, 2003). The term “environmental 

racism” first appeared in literature in the 1980s, in relation to the finding that environmental 

hazards were disproportionately located in marginalized communities, primarily Black, Hispanic, 

or First Nations (Haluza-Delay, 2012). The idea of “environmental justice” first appeared in the 

1990s, in reference to the efforts of confronting environmental racism. The effects of 
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environmental racism extended beyond spaces that were considered to be people’s homes, and 

included access to outdoor recreational opportunities, other quality of life pursuits, and even 

mere survival (Johnson, 1998). 

Research in OEE is beginning to show how environmental justice issues include 

constraints to participation in outdoor programs (Gomez, 2008). Ethnic minorities and poor 

people with an increased exposure to environmental hazards typically experience a decreased 

connection to more positive environmental amenities and outdoor recreation areas. Their 

association with the outdoors is that of uncontrolled risk, danger, and uncertainty or discomfort. 

A necessary and urgent task of OEE is to “use the injustice frame to identify and analyze racial, 

class, and gender disparities and to emphasize improved quality of life, autonomy, and self-

determination, human rights, and fairness” (Taylor, 2002, p. 41). Challenges resulting from 

environmental injustice must be addressed in order for OEE programming to be more widely 

accessible and welcoming. 

(Dis)ability: 

For people with disabilities, outdoor adventure remains a contested area due to attitudinal 

and structural inequities of outdoor programs (Dillenschneider, 2007). Any discussion of “able-

bodied” is built upon the assumption that there exist disabled “others.” This type of binary 

language and categorization is problematic, and the goal of OEE needs to be to embody concepts 

of universal design, inclusion, and integration for all people engaged in OEE programming. 

Early therapeutic outdoor programs for people with disabilities used a practice of segregation, 

and were often intended to “fix” young adults that exhibited physical or neurological differences 

(Dillenschneider, 2007). The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), gave support to an 

evolution in thinking about outdoor programming for people with disabilities towards inclusion 
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and integration for all. Inclusion is an attitude and approach that seeks to ensure that every 

person, regardless of ability or background, can meaningfully participate in all aspects of life. 

Integration is the act of bringing together individuals to create a unified whole. An example of 

utilizing inclusion and integration would be a wilderness experience that includes a variety of 

persons with and without disabilities. Research has shown that participants of such integrated 

wilderness programs were able to transfer positive outcomes back into their daily lives, resulting 

in a positive impact for their families and communities outside of the OEE program (Holman & 

McAvoy, 2005). 

Much like the way language plays an important role in the discussions of gender, race 

and ethnicity in the context of OEE, “person first” language plays a critical role here as well, and 

has been adopted by many OEE programs. The concept of universal design as well (to be further 

discussed in the next chapter), is a process that includes consideration of environments, facilities, 

equipment, programs, processes, lessons, and other resources, congruent with the goal of 

inclusion for all people to the greatest extent possible (Center for Universal Design, 2013). 

Universal design, integration and inclusion initiatives aim to enable all people to have equitable 

opportunities to participate in every aspect of OEE, and have been adopted by many but not all 

programs. 

Socioeconomic Status and Lifelong Learning: 

Attention to the poverty of at-risk youth in outdoor programs has unfortunately been the 

predominant way to examine socioeconomic class in OEE (Davis-Berman & Berman, 1999). 

Any further exploration of class issues is extremely scarce, and deserves more focus in the future 

of OEE (Sikorcin, 2003). Older adults and lifelong learners are also a population that has been 

“seriously neglected and… there is a need to develop programs for them that revive former skills 
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and interests and teach new ones” (Sugerman, 1999, p. 388). While these areas lack almost any 

literature and may require the most attention from OEE professionals to be developed, all of the 

previously discussed issues of equity need to be further addressed, examined more deeply, and 

viewed through an intersectional lens, which will hopefully illuminate new perspectives on 

possible future solutions. 

 

The AEE’s Actions and Activism 

The contemporary development of social justice in the United States outdoor experiential 

education field is inextricably linked to the Association for Experiential Education (AEE). The 

AEE is the primary professional affiliation of most individuals working in the field of OEE, and 

as a professional organization, issues of concern within the AEE mirror the culture within the 

broader outdoor experiential education community (Warren, 2005). 

The first social justice issue to be considered by the AEE was that of gender concerns. In 

the early 1960s, women were first allowed to participate in Outward Bound courses, but not 

without much controversy and questioning of their ability to succeed on expeditions. Women-

only outdoor programs began to gain popularity in the mid-1970s and peaked in the 1980s. The 

boycott of the 1978 Missouri AEE conference by women and male allies was a significant wake-

up call to the AEE, because it was held in an Equal Rights Act non-ratified state (Garvey, 1990). 

Sexism and the underrepresentation of women in the outdoor field lead to the organization of the 

Women in Experiential Education Professional Group (WPG) of AEE in 1984, a group which 

advocated for an association-wide diversity statement (Roberts, 1997). 

The success of these movements towards greater equality highlighted the need to address 

critical issues in a more organized fashion. Multiple special interest groups arose as outdoor 



OUTDOOR EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION 
 

 

40 

programs struggled with figuring out how to make their facilities and attitudes more welcoming 

to people with disabilities. When anti-gay Amendment 2 passed in Colorado, the rights of 

LGBTQIA+ members were restricted, posing an issue for Colorado OEE programs whose 

diversity statement included non-discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation. The AEE’s 

response to this dilemma led to the development of the Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual/Allies Professional 

Group in the organization. The AEE also has a long history of working to address racial concerns 

in OEE as well. In the mid-1970s it was becoming more and more obvious that the cultural 

backgrounds of White instructors did not match the backgrounds of urban kids of color that were 

participating in OEE programs, creating a gap in cultural understanding, and causing instructors 

not trained in cultural competency to (often unintentionally) alienate participants. 

At the 1979 AEE conference, a request at the Annual General Meeting for more minority 

participation in AEE resulted in a Board of Directors plan to address this issue (Garvey, 1990). 

AEE board diversity initiatives arose in response to more membership concerns. In the 1990s, 

the AEE’s new plan to foster a more racially diverse membership base in the organization gave 

rise to multiday diversity training workshops for AEE leaders, and the Native, African, Asian, 

Latino and Allies group was formed at the St. Paul conference. At the same time, the AEE board 

of directors determined a revised vision statement that would drive the activities of the 

association. This vision statement included a commitment to “create a just and compassionate 

world by transforming education and promoting positive social change” (AEE, 1997, p. 4). Even 

though the majority of large-scale institutional changes and diversity initiatives implemented by 

the AEE were of a responsive rather than a proactive nature, these association plans have been a 

strong influence on the evolution of social justice in the field of OEE. 
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Another part of the AEE’s influence on the field were grassroots membership initiatives 

for social justice. These initiatives ranged from conference protests at which members voiced 

concerns about using Native American spiritual practices irreverently, to protests calling 

attention to the lack of women or people of color as major conference speakers, to the voicing of 

concerns about barriers for people with disabilities in OEE. It is apparent that the concept of 

diversity has been developed much further in the outdoor experiential education field than has 

the concept of social justice. The earliest discussion of the subject in OEE literature relegated 

oppressed groups to the status of “special populations” with special needs that required 

sensitivity in outdoor programming. In 1983, the Journal of Experiential Education focused on 

special populations: “those who have in some way been impaired by accidents of birth or 

environment” (Wood, 1983, p. 3). Any analysis of the dominant culture climate that 

disadvantages “at risk” kids of color, migrants and immigrants, women, or people with 

disabilities was blatantly missing from this viewpoint. The term “environmental influences” 

(Whitaker, 1983) was often used as a political code word for oppression and discrimination. 

Mentions of the racism, sexism, or classism that created inequities for these social groups within 

the field of OEE was completely absent from literature (Warren, 2005). The preferred language 

in the 1980s and 1990s used to describe the goal of these initiatives was to “celebrate diversity.” 

Articles written in the Journal of Experiential Education (JEE) express how the professional 

community of experiential educators can learn to value differences within their groups, and while 

the strengths of having many different perspectives and lifestyles is highlighted, little is said 

about the power imbalance attached by society to those differences (Warren, 2005). 

The principles of Kurt Hahn that have guided the field of OEE need to be adapted to the 

reality of the present, in which homogeneous groups are rare. Hahn clearly identified that the 
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cultural diversity of leaders in outdoor experiential education programs is lacking, and has been a 

persistent problem, a problem he recognized and grappled with since 1979 (Kielsmeier, 1989). 

Some of the early social justice discussions were also labeled under the term “multicultural 

issues.” A 1992 publication in the JEE on multicultural issues dealt not only with cross-cultural 

and international expeditions, but also with education about concerns of race and sexual 

orientation. Multicultural education was defined as “a structured process designed to foster 

understanding, acceptance, and constructive relations among people of many different cultures 

encourages people to see different cultures as a source of learning and to respect diversity in the 

local, national, and international environment” (Garvey, 1992, p. 6). Unaware and 

unacknowledging of any disparity of social power between groups, this definition is 

representative of the prevailing attitudes within the AEE hierarchy at the time. Several articles in 

the Multicultural Issues JEE attempted to expand the definition of multiculturalism to include 

examinations of social oppressions, and discussed fighting racism in urban schools, questioning 

the use of Native American cultural practices as experiential education, White people’s 

responsibility to address racism, and service learning in Native American communities 

(Conquest, 1992). Addressing all of these topics helped to define the new terrain of dialogue 

about social justice within the AEE and the field of OEE. 

 The shift from primarily appreciating differences to addressing instances of historical and 

present-day discrimination and oppression began showing up in the literature in the late 1990s 

and early 2000s. “Acknowledging diversity is not enough. Today we face the new task of going 

beyond boundaries of mere recognition and inclusion of differences by permitting them to 

reshape the basic concepts and theories of our discipline” (Roberts, 1996, p. 118). In designing 

diversity initiatives, OEE organizations should ask themselves the question: is the goal of a 
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diversity initiative to add more individuals of diverse backgrounds into an existing, 

preestablished equation, or is it to genuinely diversify that equation with the inclusion of 

different perspectives? If inclusivity is indeed the goal, diverse ideas about and approaches to 

OEE must be cultivated. Just as biological diversity is vital to the future of wilderness and the 

environment, student and perspective diversity should be a priority for OEE institutions moving 

forward. By creating a more diverse discourse surrounding wilderness and adventure learning, 

more people from a variety of backgrounds will be able to make a personal connection with 

education in and through the outdoors (Gress & Hall, 2017). Organizations need to change their 

internal framework in order to encourage participation by those outside the dominant culture. 

 

Chapter V: The Future of Outdoor Experiential Education 

If OEE organizations hope to foster a positive environmental ethic across all segments of 

the US population through firsthand experience in the outdoors, and maintain their relevance and 

ethical justification, they must make it a goal to reflect the needs and perspectives of diverse 

communities in their programming. This goal of understanding and including diverse attitudes, 

expectations, and needs of ethnic and racial minorities extends beyond large outdoor education 

schools like NOLS and Outward Bound. Outdoor recreation and park managers and smaller 

experiential and outdoor learning organizations, such as summer camps, wilderness therapy 

centers, environment and nature classrooms, and all other communities within the field of OEE, 

must also do their part to ensure that the American public benefits from, and experiences the 

educational value that outdoor areas hold. This chapter looks into the future of outdoor 

experiential education, assesses what changes have yet to be made, and proposes possible steps 

towards a solution such as: the broad integration of OEE into mainstream school curricula, the 
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implementation of Universal Design of Instruction (UDI) and Social Justice Education (SJE) 

strategies in OEE programming, and the use of the OEE format for future empowerment. 

 

Working Towards Equity 

As has been established, equitable OEE experiences are ones that are accessible to 

participants from a diversity of different backgrounds and that provide all participants the 

opportunity for meaningful participation that recognizes and values these unique backgrounds. 

For OEE to work towards equity more fully, the common approaches to equity must be 

understood. There are two widespread approaches to justice: distributive and communitarian. A 

distributive approach ensures that all members of a group or society have access to resources 

(Rawls, 1971). Financial aid and scholarships are common distributive justice approaches that 

organizations use with the hope of creating greater equity by attempting to reduce or eliminate 

financial barriers to participation. While this approach may help to create greater representation 

on courses by focusing on increasing access, it does not necessarily mean that all participants, 

especially those from underrepresented groups, will have equitable experiences while 

participating. A communitarian approach on the other hand, ensures that all members feel that 

they have an integral role, feel valued, and feel respected (Artiles et al., 2006). By including the 

use of communitarian pedagogy that acknowledges participants’ unique backgrounds, OEE can 

create opportunities for all participants to engage throughout the course in meaningful ways 

(Warner & Dillenschneider, 2019). 

First, organizations must shift their focus from how to recruit people of color to how to 

recreate the organizations themselves to be more welcoming of cultural diversity. Second, 

organizations and their (primarily White American) leaders must be willing and looking to share 
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their power with leaders of color. Mary McClintock suggests ways educators can move from 

limiting to empowering members of subordinate social groups. She spells out some of the subtle 

ways power can be wielded unconsciously or unintentionally by dominant groups, and elaborates 

on eradicating oppressive behavior in interactions with subordinate group participants by paying 

attention to and avoiding token dynamics (McClintock, 1989). Only through disciplined 

reflection and action will the professional community of outdoor experiential education be able 

to take on the “multicultural challenge” (Kielsmeier, 1989, p. 14). 

 

What Change Still Needs to Occur 

Despite the efforts that have so far been made to address the issues of equity in the field 

of OEE, many topics have yet to be discussed, and merit further consideration and exploration. 

Some future goals of OEE should include: reconceptualizing the meaning of outdoor spaces and 

the idea of adventure; attending to the intersectionality of race, class, gender, and other identities; 

utilizing post-structural feminist frameworks to examine gender issues; including biracial and 

multiracial populations’ experiences in the OEE narrative; considering how different cultural 

groups and ethnic minorities culturally experience the outdoors; investigating immigrants’ and 

undocumented participants’ potential exclusion from outdoor programs; discussing the role of 

socioeconomics and class oppression in OEE; establishing a norm of universal design and 

accessibility; implementing cultural competency training in leadership development; critically 

assessing visual and media images of outdoor leaders and participants to ensure adequate 

representation; including social justice theory and practice in outdoor adventure therapy 

programs; and developing a critically reflexive OEE research agenda (Warren et al., 2014). 
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Broad Integration of OEE into Mainstream School Curricula 

In 2017 Joan K. James and Theresa Williams conducted a study in which OEE 

experiences were integrating into a mainstream middle-school curriculum. Through this study, 

the voices of middle school students, preservice teachers, and practicing middle school teachers 

in support of school-based experiential outdoor education were heard (James & Williams, 2017). 

The benefits of engaging youth in memorably relevant learning, immersing them in physically 

active, field-based education, and providing them with authentic, contextualized opportunities to 

extend classroom-based learning were researched and highlighted. School-based experiential 

outdoor education, although often neglected as a part of the curriculum in our current era of 

high-stakes test-based accountability, was determined to be not only beneficial, but necessary. 

Scaffolding the material being learned in the classroom to the field and then back to the 

classroom, results in memorable, comprehensive, and long term learning, and has been shown to 

be particularly valuable for students who struggle with traditional school tasks (Barlow, 2015). 

By bringing OEE into the school environment, the benefits of experiential learning will not only 

be made more accessible to students who would otherwise not have the opportunity to participate 

in extracurricular OEE programs, but would also greatly enhance and supplement students’ 

standard academic learning experiences. 

Over the past two decades, the negative consequences linked to low standardized test 

scores have forced schools and teachers to narrow the curriculum in order to focus their efforts 

on test preparation. As a result, untested curriculum and time-intensive, student-centered, 

experiential learning that integrates subject matter in meaningful ways have been de-emphasized 

or completely eliminated. Currently, OEE is receiving little to no emphasis in mainstream 

schools. Increased focus on test-based accountability means fewer school-based opportunities for 
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children to experience nature and actively participate in environmental science outside (Faulkner, 

2006). Classrooms, lectures, textbooks and labs are not enough to develop in-depth conceptual 

understanding of the material being learned, and application of environmental science concepts 

in experiential, real-life field contexts is extremely valuable (James & Williams, 2017). Research 

indicates that active, subject-integrated, in-context learning is the most effective way to reach 

students (Bass et al., 2012). Unfortunately, these instructional practices are being abandoned in 

favor of test preparation (Berliner, 2011). 

Research supports that integrating OEE into K-12 curricula results in better standardized 

test performance, reduced discipline and classroom management problems, and increased 

engagement in and motivation for learning (Scott et al., 2013). Emotional engagement in school 

is the crucial noncognitive factor that directly correlates with academic achievement (Blad, 

2014). OEE is exciting and emotionally engaging for children, and consequently leads to deeper 

and more effective learning. Research indicates that, oftentimes, pupils who tend to be 

“invisible” in standard school settings, demonstrate impressive critical thinking skills and even 

take on leadership roles in the outdoors, thus leveling the academic playing field (Barlow, 2015). 

Applying classroom-learned educational content in concrete and relevant OEE contexts leads to 

students more deeply understanding the material and more effectively developing critical 

thinking skills. Similarly, building on information obtained through direct experience once back 

in the classroom adds dimension to the learning process. 

In the discussion of their study, James and Williams express the hope that other teachers 

and schools will use their results to integrate OEE practices into their curricula (James & 

Williams, 2017). Accounts of the OEE experience that were had as part of the study, quoted 

directly from participants, provide a rich illustration of its benefits. Most students and educators 
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that participated in the study considered this outdoor education event to be an extremely valuable 

experience. “We didn’t just get data from some worksheet; we saw how the data was collected, 

and that makes it much more meaningful,” one student said (James & Williams, 2017, p. 8). The 

most fascinating and inspiring result of the study related to students who typically displayed low 

confidence in the classroom because of their lack of comfort or competence in traditional school-

related skills, involving a lot of reading and writing, sitting, and listening. It was these very 

students, however, who most often became the leaders in outdoor education environments. 

Suddenly given a platform to utilize their individual learning styles, they excelled and thrived in 

outdoor field experiences, and demonstrated their high-level thinking skills in a more hands on, 

active, and experiential manner. Students identified with special needs and learning disabilities 

often took on leadership roles in this environment as well. “I watched a student with special 

needs direct three other [neurotypical] students in a seemingly dysfunctional group to succeed [in 

pitching their tent] before all other groups,” one participating teacher reported excitedly (James 

& Williams, 2017, p. 8). 

When learning is active, experiential, and applied in real-world contexts, it is memorable 

and more easily committed to long-term memory. Student-centered learning where students are 

engaged in constructing their own knowledge through experience also has the effect of bringing 

learning alive and rekindling a love of learning in students who have otherwise lost touch with 

their motivation. It is evident from the responses in James and Williams’ study (as well as the 

literature that they reference in support of their conclusions), that most students gain less from 

situations where they are expected to passively listen and absorb information, than from 

experiences which allow them to fully participate and interact with the material. When students 

are engaged in “doing” the science, their motivation to participate skyrockets, which ultimately 
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leads to memorable, long-lasting learning. Building the bridge of learning from school to field 

and back to school is a huge key to the effectiveness of implementing OEE in mainstream 

education, as it emphasizes the importance of connecting classroom and field learning to deepen 

conceptual understanding (James & Williams, 2017). 

 Another researcher who highlighted the importance of integrating OEE into more broadly 

accessible forms is Grant Linney. In “IMBYs and the Future of Outdoor Experiential Education: 

Redefining the Meaning of ‘Up Close and Personal’”, while expressing appreciation for the 

traditional OEE settings that offer a range of foreign geographies and habitats, Linney points out 

that the time is past due for educators to consider the downside of travelling away for OEE. He 

reminisces on an article he had read several years before, in which the author praised “Not in My 

Back Yards” (NIMBYs) for their passion and well thought out arguments. With reference to 

OEE, Linney’s proposal is that educators move away from NIMBY to “IMBY” (“In My Back 

Yards”), and while not suggesting that existing outdoor education centers should be closed, 

Linney argues for the implementation of OEE outside of these often expensive and in many ways 

non-inclusive facilities. He urges outdoor educators to teach that the idea of “up close and 

personal” learning can occur locally and in relatively inexpensive ways. He suggests that 

bringing OEE into areas that are accessible, friendly and local to a more diverse array of 

students, a powerful connection will be made with both their classmates and their natural 

surroundings (Linney, 2010). By broadly implementing OEE pedagogical methodology into 

mainstream education through school curricula and locally accessible programming, the 

currently problematic underlying structure of the OEE experience can be reshaped and made 

welcoming, inclusive and beneficial to a diversity of learners. 
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Implementing UDI and SJE Strategies in OEE 

Effective strategies for providing equitable experiences for all participants in current 

OEE programs still remain largely unclear, despite a sustained call for social justice (Warren et 

al., 2014). One possible way to create more diversity and inclusion within OEE is through the 

implementation of universal design of instruction (UDI) and social justice education (SJE) 

strategies in existing programs and organizations. Although other educational disciplines (such 

as mainstream classroom education) have also struggled to provide equitable educational 

experiences to all students, they have identified UDI and SJE as effective strategies for 

enhancing equity (Gay, 2018). As the OEE field continues to work towards creating more 

equitable experiences for participants from diverse backgrounds, there is a need to develop 

program structures and teaching practices that move beyond using only distributive justice 

approaches, such as scholarships, to enhance access. Rather, if the goal is to foster more 

meaningful participation by all, administrators and practitioners must embrace a communitarian 

approach as well (Warner & Dillenschneider, 2019). The application of UDI and SJE strategies 

would be a way to implement a communitarian approach to enhance equity and empower 

participants to become agents of change. OEE professionals need to intentionally design 

programs and practices that meaningfully serve all participants, offering them tools for becoming 

agents of change in their own communities (Warner & Dillenschneider, 2019). 

 Universal Design of Instruction (UDI): 

UDI is the educational approach of designing learning environments to minimize barriers 

and maximize learning opportunities for students of diverse backgrounds, abilities, and identities 

(Burgstahler, 2017). Inflexible design of environment, materials, and methods gives rise to 

barriers to access (Meyer et al., 2014) and therefore places the responsibility of adjustment on 
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the student, rather than on the designed and selected features of the learning environment. A 

proactive approach aims to embed resources for all students in the educational environment 

itself. UDI theory draws upon neuroscience research, investigating how learners identify and 

categorize information and organize and express ideas, aiming to identify what motivates people 

to pursue and persist in learning. “UDI can be applied to all aspects of instruction, including 

class climate, interaction, physical environments and products, delivery methods, information 

resources and technology, feedback, and assessment” (Burgstahler, 2017, p. 1). Initially used for 

enhancing equity for people with physical, cognitive, and sensory disabilities, UDI has also been 

used to accommodate a broader range of characteristics, including age and development, primary 

language, racial and ethnic heritage, gender, religious affiliation, and socioeconomic identities 

(Burgstahler, 2017). UDI takes all human characteristics that influence access to learning into 

consideration, and provides an accessible learning environment that fully engages and 

appropriately challenges all participating students. 

Teachers that embrace UDI assume that their students will have different learning needs 

(as all learners do, regardless of documented ability). Such educators adapt their teaching 

methods to provide options, create opportunities and make students feel acknowledged, valued 

and respected. Multisensory inputs allow students to access material through their choice of 

vision, hearing, touch, or movement, and allow students to engage with the material in ways that 

are most compelling to each individual. UDI provides all students with equitable access to the 

same content, individually appropriate learning challenges, and the opportunity to demonstrate 

mastery based on their unique backgrounds, abilities, and identities (Meyer et al., 2014). An 

example of UDI implementation would be to offer subject-related content that includes relevant 

contributions from women, people with disabilities, people from indigenous cultures, and other 
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people typically underrepresented in the community and literature of the topic. Opportunities to 

take meaningful roles in the experimental process would also be made available to all students. 

As a strategy and philosophy, UDI recognizes that education cannot be meaningful when offered 

through a standardized, one-size-fits-all approach. The focus is on facilitating experiences that 

provide students with the autonomy to choose methods of instruction and engagement that best 

meet their needs and preferences (Meyer et al., 2014). 

Integrating UDI principles into existing OEE practices can help the field move towards 

fulfilling the goal of equitable participant-centered experiences that are inclusive of a broad 

spectrum of learners. Programmers should reexamine their intended outcomes, such as 

leadership, character development, and technical and interpersonal skills, and use them as a 

guide for UDI program development. By engaging in a reflexive process to understand how their 

biases privilege some people and disable others, OEE professionals will be able to establish 

practices that foster safe and supportive learning environments for all. Organizations should aim 

to make changes to course curricula, materials, pedagogy, food, equipment, and preparations in 

order to accommodate individuals from diverse cultural identities. Facilitators should use 

instruction and debriefing methods that empower and validate the experience of each participant 

by utilizing multimodal and multisensory strategies. The use of multiple different teaching and 

engagement strategies is essential to the implementation of UDI. Being presented with options, 

empowers learners to select supports that meet their needs, and by fostering greater equity for 

those with more pronounced differences, can contribute to an increased commitment from all. 

While many of these strategies are already common in OEE, the intentional inclusion of UDI as 

an underlying framework can help programming move beyond a standardized approach and 

enhance equity for all students (Warner & Dillenschneider, 2019). 
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Social Justice Education (SJE): 

A key element of social justice is the recognition of power disparities based on individual 

difference (Bell, 2016). Social justice is distinct from inclusion and diversity, in that inclusion 

and diversity acknowledge individual differences but do not necessarily identify privileges 

resulting from these differences (Goodman, 2011). Furthermore, neither inclusion nor diversity 

explicitly addresses the systems of power that lead to oppression in the same ways that social 

justice does (Warren, 1998). The aim of SJE is to provide students with the skills to recognize 

these inequalities in education, and to take an active role in acknowledging and disrupting them 

to create more equity. SJE intentionally emphasizes social responsibility, student empowerment, 

and equitable distribution of resources by providing students with opportunities to develop the 

skills necessary to become leaders in increasingly diverse communities. SJE environments are 

experiential by design, and often replicate active citizen engagement in democratic processes of 

inclusion, collaboration, and choice. SJE methodology aims to open the dialogue between 

students and educators as a crucial element of successful learning environments, as well as to 

nurture positive group dynamics, account for individual perspectives, and maintain critical 

thinking and self-reflection (Goodman, 2011). Highly effective SJE pedagogy focuses on: 

creating an inclusive environment based on democratically, clearly established norms; helping 

students recognize their positionality to understand systems of privilege and oppression; 

balancing affective and cognitive learning; utilizing student knowledge and perspectives; 

encouraging collaboration and active engagement; and emphasizing personal awareness, 

knowledge, skill development, and planning (Adams, 2016). Utilizing students’ voices and 

identities as valuable components to the curriculum in addition to the instructor’s perspective and 

knowledge, is one of the key strategies of SJE. 
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The underlying goals of SJE align closely with many of the philosophical traditions that 

the early pioneers of OEE, who saw education as a mechanism for creating a more just society, 

advocated for (Itin, 1999; Rose & Paisley, 2012; Warren, 1998). Incorporating SJE principles 

into OEE pedagogy can offer opportunities for creating more equitable programming that 

empowers participants to think critically about social issues, both during their experiences and 

upon their return to their larger communities. An essential element of SJE is the intentional 

development of critical thinking skills (Adams, 2016). Its emphasis on critical thinking allows 

SJE to build upon existing pedagogy. An essential characteristic of OEE programming, as well 

as many SJE programs, is the use of experiential learning, which often relies on opportunities for 

reflection (Martin et al., 2017). Reflection and intentional debriefs allow for a unique social 

environment in which learning can be acknowledged, processed, and transferred to later be 

applied in the future. Open and effective communication is essential for successful SJE and OEE 

group experiences (Hackman, 2005). Through such a reflexive process, participants are given the 

opportunity to become more aware of the impact they have already had on their communities and 

the positive impact they can have upon their return. Instructors need to coach participants 

through recognizing the needs of others, which will help develop a key component of both SJE 

and OEE: empathy (Rose & Paisley, 2012). 

Universal design of instruction can be used to help create more equitable experiences for 

students from diverse backgrounds. Social justice education can be used to empower participants 

to think critically about their experiences and become agents of change during and after their 

OEE course. Both strategies implemented together can help organizations more effectively 

evaluate programmatic structures and align their practices to enhance equity and empowerment 

for all participants. If program administrators and instructors do not work towards providing 



OUTDOOR EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION 
 

 

55 

more equitable experiences, OEE risks continuing to be system of privilege that fails to address 

and abolish its perpetuation of systemic oppression. UDI and SJE have the potential to be 

effective communitarian strategies for creating more equitable OEE experiences, by better 

meeting the needs of all participants and empowering them to become agents of change in their 

communities. 

 

Using the OEE Format for Future Empowerment 

In order to stay relevant, outdoor experiential education programs must demonstrate the 

impact they can have on a broader social level (Shellman, 2014). If experiential education 

programs can empower individuals to take actions that not only improve their personal life but 

also reach above and beyond by positively affecting their communities (a goal which, research 

suggests, is very much attainable), OEE will maintain an important role in not only individual 

but also community development. Given the increasingly complex world we live in today, and 

the many future challenges we will undoubtedly face, nurturing the development of a society of 

empowered individuals who feel they possess the resources to respond to current and future 

challenges, and are willing to do so, is of utmost importance. 

Outdoor experiential education not only offers opportunities for participants to develop 

empowerment as a process, but also facilitates the development of a more empowered state as an 

outcome. Empowerment can be fostered by encouraging individuals to examine their personal 

beliefs and behaviors and by helping them understand how the choices they make influence their 

ability to effect change and achieve goals (Argyris, 1998). Common features of OEE programs 

include self-reflection, self-evaluation, and ongoing opportunities to give and receive feedback. 

Through these elements of OEE methodology, self-defeating attitudes and behaviors can be 
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replaced with feelings of confidence and capability. Such an attitudinal shift in learners will not 

only act to contribute to acceptance, informedness and inclusivity in the field of OEE, but in 

society as well. 

Research has supported the empowering effects of outdoor experiential education on 

participants. Jean Angell described the power of a wilderness solo for women: through complete 

reliance on the self in a challenging setting, women come to know what they are capable of. By 

being given opportunities and encouraged to exercise their power, women felt empowered to 

take action to their fullest potential (Angell, 1994). Another study of women survivors of sexual 

trauma, who participated in an intentionally designed three-day adventure therapy program based 

on a group process model of empowerment, found that participants displayed acts of personal 

power during as well as after the program they were involved in (Ross, 2003). These findings 

suggest that empowerment developed in one setting can then be successfully transferred to and 

used in other contexts. The results of a study of girls participating in a ropes course challenge 

also supported the ability of OEE to foster empowerment: by drawing out attitudes and feelings 

not present in the girls’ everyday lives at home or at school, the adventure activities highlighted 

opportunities for the girls to view their abilities in a positive light. The activities allowed 

participants to gain a sense of accomplishment, which ultimately lead to an increase in self-

confidence (Autry, 2001). Empowerment is achieved through having a level of responsibility, 

receiving support from and helping others, developing skills, and overcoming challenges. Studies 

have shown that the self-knowledge and self-awareness that individuals gain from attaining 

difficult goals, as well as from reflecting on their experiences, motivate many OEE program 

participants to actively approach challenging tasks in their personal and social lives (such as 

changing careers, ending negative relationships or even relocating) when they return home. 
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John Dewey and Kurt Hahn both recognized the value and power of the self-knowledge 

that one gains from overcoming difficulty and adversity, when formulating their methodologies. 

OEE programs that present learners with challenging but surmountable situations in addition to 

periods of focused reflection can foster empowerment through a safe and supportive environment 

paired with opportunities to demonstrate personal initiative. There is evidence to support the 

conclusion that as a result of involvement in OEE, learners experience increased feelings of 

empowerment and become more likely to make positive changes in their personal lives and their 

communities. “Feelings of empowerment may moderate the threat and stress inherent in difficult 

times by providing the resources of human capability and psychological strengths needed for 

individuals to persevere” (Spreitzer & Doneson, 2005, p. 16). Through outdoor experiential 

learning, we can empower young people by helping them develop the skills they need to build 

positive and supportive relationships, exert control over their circumstances, and use effective 

coping behaviors. Outdoor experiential education, if implemented in a mindful and equitable 

manner, is not only well equipped, but is perfectly designed to develop individuals’ abilities to 

exert a positive effect on their own lives, and potentially on the lives of others (Shellman, 2014). 

 

Conclusion 

After a thorough examination of the past, present, and possible future developments 

within the field of OEE, as well as a review of the relevant literature and research, it becomes 

clear that the use of outdoor experiential education as an alternative approach to learning, either 

integrated into mainstream education or made more widely accessible through extracurricular 

programming, can be used to revive the spark of excitement that the educational process should 

bring to all learners, and advance the ultimate progress of both individuals and society. 
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