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OUTDOOR EDUCATION AND THE SCHOOLS

Bert Horwood

Professor Emeritus
Queen’s University

The research reported to gatherings spon-
sored by the Coalition for Education in the Out-
doors has had relatively little connection with
school-based outdoor education. In this paper, I
will explore the potentially fruitful interface
between education in the outdoors and the
schools. The exploration is influenced by the
uncertainty of our times, and I have organized
this report to reflect two views. One is that the
social ferment of the mid-1990s is normal and
that we can continue to conduct research in the
way that Kuhn (1974) characterized as “normal
science.” The second view is that the social fab-
ric of the West may be undergoing revolution-
ary, paradigmatic changes which are hard to
recognize from inside and that to carry on as
usual may be futile.

By outdoor education, I mean any attempt
to educate people out-of-doors. Thus, a mapping
exercise in the school yard and the practice of
building trades while framing a house count as
outdoor education. For the purposes of this pa-
per, “school” is taken to mean any public or pri-
vate institution with a mandate to educate peo-
ple over a reasonably long term. Public and pri-
vate schools, colleges and universities are in-
cluded, but I have excluded agencies with short
term encounters (like Outward Bound Schools)
and those with a primarily therapeutic or reha-
bilitative practice, like programs for persons
who are imprisoned or addicted. These exclu-
sions are not meant to devalue such agencies,
but only to acknowledge the need to limit the
scope .of this inquiry and to recognize that such
programs have already been the subject of con-
siderable investigation from the outdoor educa-
tion research community.

Under these definitions, outdoor education
could be interpreted as dealing with the school
subjects—mathematics, English, sciences and

~

the like. Alternatively, it could be interpreted as
including characteristics of education that cut
across all subjects. Examples would include co-
operation, creativity, fitness, craft-ship, com-
munity, and so on. Both interpretations provide
many researchable questions. The numerous
possibilities of setting, subject and characteristic
are illustrated in Figure 1.

BUSINESS AS USUAL

Let us suppose that globalization and related
social, economic, and environmental changes do
not create a sufficiently serious set of uncer-
tainties to cause us to change our basic ways of
looking at the world of outdoor education. In
short; let’s assume that it’s business as usual.
On that basis, I examined the ERIC database,
current teachers’ periodicals, and selected theses
in order to construct a picture of the state of re-
search into outdoor education as it relates to
schools.

Most of the literature is comprised of un-
critical program descriptions: see Sattler and
Zalkin (1989) and Grantham (1995). There are a
few overviews. For example, Ford (1986) gives
a now somewhat outdated account of the range
of meanings of outdoor education, and Knapp
(1992) contrasts conventional and post-modern
ways of knowing in the practice of education
outdoors. In a similar vein, Strano (1995) offers
a compilation of research relating outdoor edu-
cation and curriculum in Ontario, and, to extend
the international theme, New Zealand outdoor
educators have conducted a survey of research
needs and promulgated it on the Internet
(Lynch, 995). One of the main conclusions from
this literature is that schools are heavily in-
volved with outdoor education. Another main
conclusion is that there is relatively little high
quality research and relatively few critical
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Figure 1. A three-dimensional matrix showing the relationships among examples of cur-
riculum concerns (school subjects and human growth and development) and outdoor edu-
cation settings at the outdoor-school interface.

perspectives in the field. The lack of well ar-
ticulated theory and epistemology is particularly
evident.

There are some exemplary research reports.
Amongst these are Gough’s (1993) critique of
the readings used in outdoor education,

Brookes’s (1993) theoretical argument about the

purposes and nature of outdoor education, and
several theses. I emphasize the theses because in
my small sample I found excellent research that
is not well disseminated. For example, Raffan’s
(1983) thesis brought new methods and insights
to the study of the curriculum tensions experi-
enced by school teachers teaching outdoors;
Henderson’s (1995a) thesis is a remarkable
synthesis of innovative method, education and
environment. There is also evidence that schol-
ars at the interface of schools and outdoor edu-
cation are paying attention to the need for re-
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search agendas and an extended view of re-
search methodologies. O’Rourke (1995) and
Robbins (1995) are examples of the former;
Henderson (1995b) provides a readable example
of the latter. It is not to detract from the value of
these efforts to observe that there is little evi-
dence that such research has any influence on
practice as portrayed in program descriptions.
Indeed, it seems to me that the there is a persis-
tent gulf between the communities of practice
and of research that requires urgent attention.

The two solitudes of research and educa-
tional practice persist because research findings
are not perceived as meaningful or accessible to
practitioners. Practitioners are rarely partners or
contributors to research. (Ants don’t have much
truck with entomologists.) In addition, signifi-
cant research is rarely followed up. This is espe-
cially true of master’s and doctoral research. In
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the recommendations to follow, I will make
some suggestions for improving this situation.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR UNSTABLE TIMES

Let us now suppose that “business as usual”
is an unsupportable assumption and that the so-
cial, economic and environmental orders are
changing rapidly in uncertain directions. There
are clear, sound voices that articulate our com-
mon experience of drastic changes in the social
contracts that have, in recent decades, been the
stability of our times. Writers like Berman
(1981), O’Brien (1994), Waks (1995) and Saul
(1995) paint a chilling picture of social, eco-
nomic and environmental degradation that
makes normal educational research pointless.
The force of these disturbing views is enough to
suggest that an entirely new and radical research
program is warranted.

Thinking about a research agenda for un-
certain and unstable times provides an upbeat
antidote for the pessimism that can ensue from
too much apocalyptic reading. For example, the
stunning discoveries of Prigogine and others in
self-organizing systems suggest a promising
evolutionary future for societies that choose to
allow the natural processes of self-organization
full play (Jantsch, 1980). Similarly, Gregory
Bateson’s thought, as explicated by Berman
(1981), represents another, related promising
future direction. But there is no research in out-
door education that investigates how these radi-
cal world views might take shape in either our
programs or our research. For any person who
thinks that outdoor education and the schools
will not be able to continue along their present
lines for much longer, there is an urgent and
exciting body of conceptual and developmental
work to be done.

RECOMMENDATIONS

There are two sets of recommendations. The
first involves extending and expanding practices
that already exist but are too limited. Ewert
(1996) has urged strategies that extend and
deepen the connection among outdoor education
researchers and workers in related fields, and
his ideas are particularly cogent in relation to
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the schools. There is a growing body of research
at the interface of outdoor education and the
schools. That literature needs to be comprehen-
sively and critically reviewed. This is especially
true of the excellent work that is buried in un-
published theses and dissertations. The stan-
dards for dissertation writing in many universi-
ties, paradoxically, tend to make very dull
reading. Somehow, the insights and discoveries
of graduate students need to be coherently and
interestingly brought into the light. '

Researchers in outdoor education who are
based in departments of recreation or physical
education should seek collaborators within
schools of education. There is much to gain and
to give. For example, it is clear from numerous
program descriptions that outdoor education is
often delivered by recreational leaders to school
children with minimum involvement by the
classroom teachers (for an exception, see Smith,
1995). The two worlds of outdoor recreation and
school may have mutual admiration, but they -
have little real communication and little sense
of shared purpose and common professional
language (Horwood & Raffan, 1988). Outdoor
leaders need to be trained to better understand
teachers and teaching, and teachers need to be
better educated to make maximum use of out-
door education opportunities. These changes in
instructor training and related research can hap-
pen only by expanding collaboration.

Why is collaboration lacking? There is a
need to study the variety of barriers and inhibi-
tions to collaborative work, both in program

'delivery and in research. And there is a need to

study the efforts to overcome them. Among the
most serious inhibitors are school personnel’s
discomfort in the outdoors, the systemic de-

~mands of the curriculum for high test scores in

the schools, and the system of academic rewards
in the research community. All of these point to
disciplinary isolation and to the tendency for
evaluation, or the fear thereof, to drive our
every action. There is a need to critically assess
evaluation in the context of outdoor education
and the schools.
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The second set of recommendations in-
volves breaking nearly new ground. An old bar-
rier exists between the communities of research
and professional practice in education. Re-
searchers, for good reasons, tend to choose
problems that are irrelevant to the concemns of
practitioners, and publish findings in places and
forms that practitioners rarely, if ever, explore.
The gulf between research and practice needs to
be bridged. Several existing trends could help.
Theory needs to be exercised more as dialogue
with practice and less as prescription. Teachers
and outdoor leaders need to be recruited as
coinvestigators with researchers. Outdoor edu-
cation research should be presented at teacher
conferences, and schools researchers should be
invited to outdoor education gatherings. Multi-
ple research perspectives— positivist, naturalist,
and dialectical—need to be deployed.

If the social, economic and environmental
fabric of the last quarter of the 20th century is
‘unravelling, then the call for research into new
concepts and relationships is pressing. For ex-
ample, what has outdoor education in a school
context to say to life after school? The conven-
tional answer is that graduates use their educa-
tions for employment, and their outdoor educa-
tion experiences should lead to appreciation of
the natural world. and recreational opportunities
as refreshment from work. But as fewer and
fewer people come to have jobs, there is a clear
need to reconceptualize what we are about. The
introduction of chaos theory into social systems
raises further demands for basic conceptual re-
search into its implications for outdoor educa-
tion structures. We are living in interesting
times. '
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