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Here’s a collective response from Simon Beames, Pete Higgins, and John Telford. 

Considering these important questions has elicited four principal points that we’d like to offer to the discussion.
1.      First, there is no evidence that explicitly links residential / mountain centre experience with increased recreational outdoor activity later on in life. Therefore we need to be careful about the claims we can make.

a.     The nearest we’ve come to establishing this link is through John Telford’s PhD (2010), which demonstrated that the influence of outdoor education experiences at Ardentinny outdoor education centre was very varied (eg. recreational activities, jobs, family life). However, participants themselves had difficulty calculating the importance of their experience at an outdoor centre balanced against all the other influences and experiences in their lives. The proportion of past Ardentinny participants who continue to hillwalk is low and it is incredibly difficult to establish to what degree the Ardentinny experience contributed to those who do hillwalk.

b.    We should also be aware that even if a young person has had an incredibly positive experience at an outdoor centre, the likelihood of them pursuing any new passion for the outdoors is hugely influenced by what is considered to be ‘normal’ in their home/school environment. The availability of clubs, finance for transport, and so on, is a factor, of course, but probably much less than we tend to think. In the absence of outdoor activities being normal things to do, complementary research in other areas strongly emphasises the importance of regular, ongoing contact with a supportive adult (or adults) who knows the individual well and is perceived to be a sort of mentor/guide.

2. Following on from the above, there is therefore a strong rational argument to be made for having a coherent outdoor learning progression.

a.     This progression starts in the school grounds at a young age, and moves outwards to the local neighbourhood, to day trips, and then to residential mountain centres.
b.    With this kind of approach, young people will arrive at the outdoor centre knowing how to navigate, how to deal with wet / cold weather, monitor their own energy and fluid levels, and manage foreseen hazards.
c.     From this perspective, the woodland walks (that seem disparaged in the original email) are an essential part of the progression to the mountain centre.
d.    Finally, the mountain centre must have strong links to schools.  The mountains are wonderful classrooms that are teeming with science, geography, math, languages, history, and health and well-being. 

3. Third, in the absence of a coherent outdoor learning progression, two factors need to be considered.

a.     If a principal concern is inclusion of the most marginalised of our students, then the likelihood is that these young people have no more experience of low-level woodlands than they do of hilltops or mountains. Therefore, given the greater accessibility of low-level woodland areas -- particularly to children and young people (marginalised or not) -- it makes sense to provide initial experiences into these sorts of more easily accessible outdoor spaces.
b.    Following on from the above point, it may be that individuals will venture further into mountainous environments.  Still, this shouldn’t really matter: Is outdoor education any less successful or effective if participants ‘only’ enjoy recreating in low-level woodlands for the rest of their lives?

4.     There are aspects of outdoor experiences, such as meeting a challenge, retrospective satisfaction, authentic responsibility and greater degrees of freedom that research suggests are valued by participants in outdoor education. As outdoor educators, we should be aware that there are many ways to provide for these, whatever the elevation we choose to work at.
1.                  Establish the context of what is happening to prevent kids getting these valuable experiences and why they are important.

WESTERN ISLES COUNCIL – Isi Oakley & Tim Pickering

Some schools in the Western Isles complete a residential experience at an outdoor centre (usually Scaladale but some mainland centres are also used) and some of these include hill-walking. Given the extensive hill walking available on the islands, our current provision for this is nowhere near as extensive as we would like. This is mostly due to cost and lack of funding, both for schools wishing to access this sort of activity and for the Outdoor Learning department in terms of subsidising it. In addition to this, there is a scarcity of qualified instructors in the Western Isles, making increased provision at peak season very difficult, and expansion outside this peak made tricky by the weather and light levels of winter. There is also a disconnect between Outdoor Learning and the Education department, who do not perhaps see Outdoor Education in general as a priority up here.
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The ‘blocks’ to young people taking part are well known and should be documented, perhaps statistics with a ‘personal’ cost / social cost as well as figures may support this – do we collect such stats / data?  The principal blocks that I come across on a regular basis are: 

a.       a shortage of appropriately qualified staff (and that is taking into account experience and competence as well as qualifications)

b.      the cost in terms of staff cover or training for staff

c.       the imagination of schools to deliver [ambitious] learning in a more adventurous environment and the broad mindedness to schedule this (I am up Ben Nevis with Lochaber High School next Friday!)

d.      Pupils fitness and motivation?

Is there a need to provide via SAPOE some common solutions to these challenges staff face on a regular basis?

2.                  This needs to take a national perspective (policy context – for example Curriculum for Excellence), LA cutbacks on provision, using alternative ‘forest experiences’.

 
WESTERN ISLES COUNCIL – Isi Oakley & Tim Pickering
LA cutbacks are certainly an issue – with delivery often limited to short timescales to reduce costs for groups as our budget will not fund it, and also to increase the number of young people we can work with when employed for a day. These factors certainly mean that activities such as bushcraft and short woodland/ environmental walks are much more practical to achieve than a full day on the hills. We’re not keen on the use of ‘forest experiences’ implying a poor cousin and that the experience isn’t as valid. The forest experience is often a first taste of being in the outdoors and can lead on to wanting a further exploration into the hills and mountains. In addition to this, many young people in the CnES area are very used to exposed moor and hill, but woodland is a whole new experience!
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Alternative experiences can me more convenient, more weather resilient and cheaper 

3.            What is happening specifically at Blairvadach.

4.            Who are the kids that are not getting the opportunities (inner city, urban, lower income groups) and what is the evidence for this?

 Opportunities in different schools vary a lot, depending usually on an individual teacher or volunteer who becomes a driver for facilitating development of a certain area. There is only one school (in Tarbert) that has the ability to deliver effective hillwalking themselves, and they do this as part of an excellent outdoor module in PE. In other schools there is no provision for this, and seemingly little desire for it.

 
5.            What alternatives do these kids have (scouts, parents, DofE) and why such kids may not be able to access these options.

 D of E and Scouts are both active on the islands and D of E is the main way that young people are able to access walking activities. Due to shortage of volunteers, it is not available to everyone and some groups are much more effective than others. This is slowly improving and up-skilling of volunteers is helping. In some areas (west-side of Lewis) there is excellent provision and high take-up. In other areas lack of volunteers cancel expeditions repeatedly (Harris) and in others the D of E groups are fledgling still and taking limited numbers (Barra and the Uists).

 
6.            Why outdoor centres are important – part of the pathway – how this fits into a bigger picture pathway?

 We don’t have a LA outdoor centre and so are unable to offer the same sort of trips as Blairvadach. This is a huge gap in our potential for outdoor provision but unlikely to be rectified.

 

Not sure where it fits but there is the difficulty with hill walking as not being ‘sexy’ and for old people, Ray Mears and Bear Grills etc. have popularised bushcraft and should outdoor educators not be using this capital to bring young people out into the environment?
