     LEARNERS AND LEARNING WITHIN THE ADVENTURE ACTIVITY MEDIUM 
There can be no doubt that as individuals we each have different rules for learning, driven by our own interpretation of new experiences and knowledge from an early age.  Clearly, this approach to learning emphasises the fact that as individuals we perceive and process information in very many different ways often referred to as Learning Style Theory. This theory implies that how much any individual learns is very much related to whether the ‘educational’ experience is geared towards their particular style of preferred learning rather than to how intelligent they are, or from what social background they may come from. In essence the question to be asked is not ‘how bright is an individual’ but how is the individual bright?’

The concept of learning styles is seated in the classification of psychological types and is based on research which demonstrates that as a result of heredity, upbringing, and current environmental demands, different individuals have a tendency to both perceive and process information differently. These different ways are usually classified as either being an Activist, Reflector, Theorist or a Pragmatist. [McCarthy ‘The 4-Mat System’; Kolb ‘Experiential Learning’; Jung ‘Psychological Types’ and Lawrence ‘People, Types and Tiger Stripes’.(1)].

Activists:

Activists like to involve themselves in the ‘here and now’ of a new experience,  approaching the event without bias or any preconceived ideas in relation to what they will or wont learn. They allow ‘the experience’ to dominate themselves, overflowing with enthusiasm about anything ‘new’. They keep an open-mind and tend not to be sceptical which enriches their enthusiasm for the experience. Unfortunately, they tend to ‘act first, ask questions later’ which does not always produce a positive end result. 

Once the excitement dies down they are eager to seek out new experiences as they easily get bored with any long-term project or activity. Whilst they are gregarious in their approach, constantly involving themselves with others, they seek to centre all activities ‘around’ themselves.

Reflectors:-

Reflectors like to stand back and ponder on new experiences usually from many different angles and perspectives. They like to collect lots of data and information both first hand and from others in order to think about it thoroughly before coming to any conclusion. It is the collecting of data and information in addition to thinking through every angle of it, rather than coming to any single conclusion, this is for the Reflector, the learning point of new experiences. They adopt the philosophy that being cautious is better than being wrong. Being thoughtful in approach, means that they will usually sit quietly and not involve themselves in any discussion, light-hearted or otherwise.

They also like to observe others in action and are able to use the experience of others as a learning curve for their own learning – these are the individuals who choose to attempt any outdoor activity last.  Characteristically, they tend to adopt a low profile and bare a slightly ‘distant’, tolerant and unruffled air about them. 

Theorists:-

Theorists like to adapt and integrate observation into complex but non the less, logical sound theories. Problems are thought through step by step, again in a logical manner. Disparate facts are assimilated into coherent theories which fit into a sound framework of reference. Theorists tend to be perfectionists who won’t rest easily until things are tidy and fit into this framework of reference. They also like to theorise and synthesis and are keen on basic assumptions, principles, theories, and models. Rationality and logic is their personal philosophy of life. 

Frequently asking the question: “does this make sense?”  or “how does this fit with that?”  the theorist adopts the stance that “if it’s logical, then its right”. Theorists also tend to be detached, analytical and dedicated to an activity experience preferring to be objective rather than subjective or ambiguous. They often reject things that do not appear to ‘fit in’ – e.g. refusing to pass through a narrow obstacle in a cave because they do not believe their body could get through despite what the see and hear from others to the contrary.

Pragmatists:-

Pragmatists are keen to try out ideas, theories and techniques to see if they work in practice. They positively search out new ideas and take the first opportunity to experiment. Usually eager to test out new activities in practice. They like to get on with things acting quickly and confidently on ideas that attract them. Tend to be impatient with ruminating and open-ended discussions, being essentially practical down to earth people who like making practical decisions and solving problems. Their life philosophy is “there is always a better way” and “if it works, it’s good”. 

Like driver behaviour, learning styles as described above, arise from early childhood messages and experiences as they are interpreted within our own nurturing framework, and therefore, if contaminated or negatively interfered with, will become a mixed and confused emotional and psychological background which will effect the individuals ability to learn positively later on in life.

However, as it is widely acknowledged that ‘learning’ (especially in humans), is viewed as a cumulative process i.e. new experiences and knowledge bringing about changes, which in turn allows us as individuals to progress intellectually and academically to any stage we wish. M. Howe (1975)(2), we can see how contaminated ‘learning style’ allows barriers to be in place to interfere with this ‘cumulative’ process.  

So what is it that dictates or determines these differences of ‘learning styles’?  Is it differences in the environment people live in, or just social differences? Does early childhood experiences have anything to do with it or is it just a case of ‘hit or miss’, i.e. if you are in the right place at the right time you can learn much better than those not in the right place at the right time? 

There can be no doubt that the most popular theories around are the behavioural, humanistic and cognitive approach although there are several others that are gaining in popularity, namely Constructivism  and Neuroscience Theory. The former, pioneered by Bartlett(1932), and later expanded on by J & M Brooks(1998) Jonasson (1991)(3), bases its philosophy on reflection of our experiences on which  we construct our own understanding of the world we live in and that we each generate our own ‘rules’ and interpretation which we then use to make sense of these new experiences. In this respect, learning is simply a way of processing and adjusting our ‘rules’ to accommodate new experiences to fit into our own personal frame of reference. Neuroscience on the other hand is the study of the human nervous system, the brain and the biological basis of consciousness, perception, memory and learning constructs. In this respect, Neuroscience Theory links our observations about cognitive behaviour with the actual physical processes that support such behaviour which includes ‘learning’. In essence, the nervous system and the brain is the physical foundation of all human learning processes. G. Edelman (1992)(4). 

According to Whiting & Child (5) however, learning occurs whenever an individual adopts new or modifies existing behaviour patterns in a way which has some influence on future performance or attitudes, Child goes on further by saying that no one learning theory provides us with all the answers as to why any individual learns the way they do. 

The Behaviourist Theory on the other hand, concentrates on the study of overt behaviours that can be observed and in some way, measured and evaluated. It likens the mind to the ‘black box’ of an aircraft in the sense that response to stimuli can be observed quantitatively, ignoring the possibility of thought processes occurring in the mind. In essence, behaviour theorists define learning as nothing more than the acquisition of new behaviour discounting any mental activity. 

The Cognitive Theory of learning however, is based on the thought process behind a particular behaviour which changes behaviour viewing learning as involving the acquisition or reorganisation of the cognitive structures through which we process and store information. Good & Brophy(1990)(6).  In order to cope with this learning process Piaget (an eminent Zoologist) postulates that we develop a schema to help us understand the world we live in and that we learn through discovery of the environment around us. 

This schema is basically an internal structure that is based on knowledge and previous information. When new information comes along it is compared to existing structures and either the schema is adjusted, altered or even extended to accommodate this new information.  

JS Bruner (1966) (7) sees this approach to learning as being able to allow for conceptual learning by an individual in that they are able to work from what they know to the unknown and from the concrete to the abstract, In effect they are able to increase learning by relating new knowledge to existing knowledge. Brunner calls this approach the ‘spiral curriculum’.

In the 1950’s and 60’s, The Humanist Theory of learning (Andragogy) emerged as a backlash to the behavioural, Trait and other psychodynamic theories and focuses on the uniqueness of the human individual acknowledging that the ‘core‘ personality is the positive drive to self-fulfilment (8). 

Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow were leading exponents of this theory and they began to look at the individual as having free will, free choice and able to operate in the here and now concept. 

They also believed that everybody had an innate drive towards personal growth and learning. This theory takes an holistic overview of an individuals total personality matrix [background & upbringing], childhood, life’s experiences, aspirations, hopes and desires, cultures, ethnicity, genders and religious backgrounds. In essence, it is the total personality and life’s journey of the whole person that will dictate how best they will learn rather than intelligence quotation or cultural, social or educational background alone.(9)

One core concept in Roger’s theory is the actualisation tendency that he defines as the inherent tendency for all organisms ‘to develop all its capacities in ways which serve to maintain or enhance the organism’.  One of Maslow’s core concepts operates from two categories of human motives – growth motives and deprivation motives. 

Whilst the deprivation motive concentrates on life giving needs – food, warmth, sleep, avoidance of pain etc. the growth motive concept aligns itself to development, self esteem, approval of others and of course, of the self. (10). [Both these eminent psychologists were proponents of the Humanist Theory of learning]. 

Given that most learning for an individual takes place as part of a group rather than individually, this does not necessarily imply that learning by individuals operating in groups has to entail an instructor/teacher delivering a multi varied lesson to accommodate all the different learning styles, rather that the teacher should view their group of students as individuals who require skills to learn how to learn within their own ‘learning’ style framework. It transposes then, that as we have different learning styles as ‘students’, as instructors/teachers we will undoubtedly have different ‘teaching’ styles that is based on our own preferred learning styles. 

Similarly, as all human behaviour is driven by internal ‘drivers’ – be strong; hurry up; please me; be perfect; and, try hard (Transactional Analysis), how an individual grows and develops from an outdoor activity experience will of course, depend very much not only on their own internal drivers but that of the instructor/teacher who in essence is fifty percent of any ‘learning’ experience. 

As the basic concept of all instructing/teaching is to allow individuals to grow and develop through a variety of internal and external stimuli, it follows that knowledge and implementing such knowledge of both learning and driver theory, is vital if we are to aspire to the concept that learning and education ‘frees the mind and spirit’. Mortlock, C. (2002)(11)

So where does all this fit into the adventure activity arena and the instructing/teaching of ‘students’ in an outdoor educational/adventure environment?

In essence, it is an extrapolation of the acceptable norms of ‘teaching’ and ‘learning’ of individuals as adopted by some educational establishments where the andragogy style of learning approach is embraced. Andragogy being in this format, the style of learning attributed to how adults learn best as apposed to how children and young people learn [Pedagogy]. 

In this context, andragogy is defined as the approach of helping individuals learn, fundamentally being based on the characteristics of adult learners, in that:-

· as a person grows and matures, their self-concept moves from one of total dependency to one of increasing self-directedness;

· as an individual matures, they accumulate an expanding reservoir of knowledge and experience that causes them to become a growing ‘rich’ resource for learning;

· adults tend to have a problem-centred approach to learning.

In essence, a pure andragogy approach to teaching/learning is seen as being a total autonomy for life long learning and taking ownership for personal development and learning.

On the other hand, looking at the Pedagogy approach we note that children and some young people are more dependent on others to learn; by nature and definition are more immature and less experienced than adults; and, are subject-oriented in relation to learning. In this context, they have no ownership over their learning and are totally dependent on others in this respect. This style of teaching/learning approach is ideally suited for those individuals, both child and adult, who have severe learning difficulties such as autism, attention deficit disorder, tourette’s syndrome, downs syndrome and even some forms of dyslexia and dyspraxia.

As many of the current organisations and establishments utilising adventure activities, for what ever reason and motive, adopt a teaching style akin to the andragogy approach, this will play its part, in setting up learning barriers for some clients. Using Kolb’s learning cycle we note that all ‘learning begins in concrete experience which is then reflected on. Out of this reflective process comes the abstract thought and concepts which in turn allows us to test out our concepts against reality’.   

As most individuals with unresolved childhood trauma are highly likely to present in their daily behaviour, a constant reflective process regarding their traumatic [abusive] experience, when coupled with a teaching approach which expects them to emotionally ‘fit in’ with the andragogy approach to teaching/learning, the end result will be, that learning will be the last thing on their minds as they will not be able to get past the reflective stage. 

If they are lucky enough to be able to get past this stage, when they try to implement any new concepts into real experience, they will most probably come up against an internal barrier due to their unresolved feelings and emotions surrounding their trauma [abuse].  If the trauma is childhood abuse, guilt will certainly be a major issue for these individuals -  guilt for the abuse in the first place – guilt for not stopping it from continuing – guilt for not stopping it happening to siblings – guilt for telling on their abuser (if appropriate) – and guilt for continually thinking about the abuse rather than getting on with their lives. 

In addition to harbouring feelings of self ‘guilt’ about their abusive experiences, they may also harbour feelings of unworthiness, undeserving of enjoyment and happiness, and somehow ‘different’ from others. All these unresolved issues act as barriers to learning and unless overcome, will prevent the individual from increasing their own ‘life’ experiences. In essence, they will become stagnated in their restricted world of knowledge, educational and experiential immaturity.  Therefore, having an understanding of the different learning styles and driver behaviour, is the first step to becoming a ‘skilled practitioner’.    

In this respect, it is my belief that such an approach to adventure activities irrespective if it is being used to give individuals an educational learning or therapeutic experience, should be delivered not in any one singular teaching/learning approach, i.e. andragogy or pedagogy style but should take into consideration all learning barrier issues through a mixed approach, and which should be the driving force for all adventure activities. This way, the individual participant should have equal opportunity to experience, learn and enjoy every aspect of the activity despite their own preferred learning style being shaped by barriers out of their control. 

However, within the arena of human development there is one major argument that appears not to want to go away or to be resolved to any satisfactory conclusion and this is the argument between nature and nurture. One side of the argument is that personality is ultimately formed and developed biologically whereas the other side believes that it is formed by social relationships and through the learning process.

The first arguments relies on the fact that recent developments in genetics and neuroscience theory give credence to the fact that all the key features of development are already laid down in the chemical activities of an individuals DNA which is as we know, inherited from earlier family members along the parental line. Both sides of the argument put like this, would on the surface, appear to be both nonsensical and too simplistic to rationalise the holistic development of an individual.

If we look at aggression for instance, we note that research tells us that whilst it is highly likely that it can be produced by the genetic factor, how this aggression is delivered or determined is largely dependent on social learning which of course, includes the restraints society imposes through its social norms, culture and legal framework. Of course, if we break this down even further, we see that it is the individuals upbringing, i.e. their early developmental years that is the starting point for social learning to take place.

Whilst it is an accepted fact, that learning takes place through a continuum of life with or without changes being made in a wide variety of ways, the structure and potentialities of personality development is established in the earliest formative years of an individuals life.

Remembering that our parents, all extended family members in addition to all those non family adults who we come into contact with during the first seven years of our lives, will be subject to their own Driver behaviour, it is not surprising that behavioural traits are passed down through families and becoming consolidated throughout time. Also remembering, that we all learn through a plethora of mediums only taking on board that information we need that appears to conform to our own internal developmental framework, it should be no surprise to any teacher/facilitator/practitioner, that within any given group of individuals, there will be wide variety of learning styles and driver behaviour. The average practitioner will know this but do nothing to develop a teaching style that compensates for these anomalies, whilst the skilled practitioner will also know this but adapt and adopt strategies that will set them apart from their practitioner colleagues.
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