
Education 
 
Environmental education, properly understood, should constitute a comprehensive lifelong 
education, one responsive to changes in a rapidly changing world. It should prepare the 
individual for life through an understanding of the major problems of the contemporary world, 
and the provision of skills and attributes needed to play a productive role towards improving life 
and protecting the environment with due regard given to ethical values. 
       

Tbilisi Declaration on Environmental Education 
 
The term education means different things to different people. Families, parents, mentors, 
guides, homeschoolers, public and private schools might use this website with a view to 
education, but their aims vary widely, not to mention their views of what education should be. 
As with any professional field, Education grows, it experiences change and it learns from 
mistakes. Knowing that, an understanding of the history of outdoor, environmental and 
experiential education can provide important context for this project. Most will recognize that 
these three terms are often used interchangeably, but are they the same and if not, how are they 
applicable to us?  
 
Outdoor Education  
 
L.B. Sharp in 1943 was an early advocate of outdoor education suggesting that some things are 
best “learned through experience dealing directly with native materials and life situations outside 
school.” In 1955 J.W. Smith started the National Outdoor Education Project through which he 
aimed to extend and enrich the school curriculum through outdoor experiences.  Over time the 
concept grew to include education both in and about the outdoors, originally focusing on nature 
study, but today used to meet many objectives. Measuring the paving stones in a schoolyard for 
example could constitute an outdoor math lesson. The focus is on where the learning takes place. 
 
Experiential Education  
 
Experiential learning was recognized as a way of learning in the outdoors and programs soon 
developed which used real-world experiences to achieve their learning goals. In 1977 the field 
was more formally established with formation of the Association for Experiential Education 
(AEE). Definitions have also evolved with most settling on the understanding that a “learner 
constructs knowledge, skill and value from direct experiences.”  
 
A few AEE principles are worth noting: experiential learning occurs when carefully chosen 
experiences are supported by reflection, critical analysis and synthesis, the results of the learning 
are personal and form the basis for future experience and learning, and opportunities are nurtured 
for both learners and educators to explore and examine their own values (AEE, 2002, 5). Part of 
the experiential learning philosophy is the notion that the learner should take initiative, make 
decisions and be accountable for the results. The focus is on how the learning takes place.  
 
 
 



Environmental Education 
 
To some extent emerging from Outdoor Education this field began to form with the publication 
of the Journal of Environmental Education in 1969. Further events strengthened its growth, 
culminating in 1980 with a widely accepted statement of intent:  
 
The super-ordinate goal of environmental education is to aid citizens in becoming 
environmentally knowledgeable and, above all, skilled and dedicated citizens who are willing to 
work, individually and collectively, toward achieving and/or maintaining a dynamic equilibrium 
between quality of life and quality of environment (Hungerford, Peyton and Wilke, 1980, 44). 
 
Readers will recognize that the lines between these fields can be blurred. Environmental 
education can take place indoors with a textbook, while a bioblitz lesson in which creatures are 
counted along a creek takes place outdoors, and is both experiential and environmental.  
 
Hidden Corner & Geoeducation 
 
This project has taken an approach based upon the notion that strong and lasting impressions 
take shape when at least two of the above three are combined, but especially when outdoor, 
experiential and environmental education work together to support one another.  
 
The use of outdoor recreation activities such as kayaking, hiking, rambling and biking also helps 
combat the sedentary nature of many young lives today, especially if a mentor can guide 
participants through the included fitness program. All of the activities were chosen to help 
develop an affective connection to the bioregion, its systems and inhabitants, and to increase 
physical activity. You see, hear, feel, smell and remember more when you bike down a road than 
when you drive, and your heart and lungs work harder. All of these in turn enjoy maximum 
potential when enjoyed with others. 
 
In the context of these adventure activities, leaders are encouraged to facilitate initiative and 
experiential growth. When you reach a creek, stop the group or family and present a scenario: 
tell them it’s in flood and that they have to figure out a way to take everyone across safely. When 
you tuck your son into his sleeping bag in the San Rafael Mountains, ask him what he would do 
if he had to lead the group out the next day. Run through an emergency response with him, 
encouraging his thought and guiding his answers. Or have fun doing something similar around 
the campfire each night.  
 
The use of nature journaling is especially important when it comes to slowing down, observing, 
and developing connections. There is an intimacy to be gained with the careful drawing of an 
outline or gentle shading of a bough. Frustration too, but the emphasis here is on process and 
not outcome! Always accentuate this. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Natural history is another important part of this program. Many enjoy wonder when they learn 
the basic little facts about a creature’s existence. “Did you know that a Snowy Plover chick can 
run and hunt food within just three hours of being born, and that for this reason it’s born with 
adult-length legs?” This develops appreciation and value, which in turn can encourage behavior 
change.  
 
Together these work toward meeting the program’s core aims. On this note, keep in mind that 
volunteering for one of the organizations listed on the Community page can play an important 
role in the education process.  
 
In terms of environmental education, the Guidebook is perhaps the most important part of the 
program. It contains an environmental lesson for each of the trails listed under Journeys. The 
rationale behind the lessons includes the following: 
 

1. Focus on a single species, relationship, system, biome or topic per activity. (To rely on 
the organization for a lesson or educational materials when the primary activity is a visit 
to that organization.) 

2. Use the systems approach as context for the lessons. 
3. Emphasize the difference between an ecological pyramid and a food network when given 

opportunity to do so. 
4. Seek to inform, connect, nurture, excite and challenge. 
5. Use natural history, inquiry and observation to stimulate the growth of perception and 

connection. 
 
Keep in mind that the Guidebook is simply content. The facilitator’s enthusiasm and passion 
during delivery is even more important. Be infectious! 
 
Lastly we want to add that unstructured time for play needs to be an element in every outing. 
Allow time for swimming, fort-building and exploring.  
 
References listed in the reference section of this site.  


