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“I am large, I contain multitudes.” Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself” 
 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this paper is to explore the notion of experience as it is used in 

environmental education. In particular, I will focus on the concept of “direct experience” 

with and in nature as a central organizing motif within the field.  Thoreau, in Maine 

Woods, evokes this theme when he writes: “Talk of mysteries--Think of our life in 

nature--daily to be shown matter, to come in contact with it--rocks, trees, wind on our 

cheeks! the solid earth! the actual world! the common sense! Contact! Contact! Who are 

we? where are we?” (1864, p. 664). Thoreau famously exclaims the ultimate value of 

“Contact! Contact!” suggesting that only direct experience with “the solid earth” and the 

“actual world” can be trusted and worth learning from. This distinctive stance on 

experience represents a strong current in the field of environmental education. Yet, what 

intellectual traditions inform such a construction of experience? Is “experience” as used 

in environmental pedagogy really a “common sense” term? Do we, in fact, all mean the 

same thing when we speak of “learning from direct experience,” “hands-on” learning, or 

“learning by doing”? 

 This paper begins from the premise that there is a strong current in the writing and 

thinking about environmental education that takes for granted a commonsense, and 

relatively homogeneous, construction of experience-in-nature. Often captured under the 

title “experiential education,” this orientation is evoked in a variety of curriculum 

projects that have emerged relatively recently. As environmental issues and concern grow 

in influence in the post Inconvenient Truth era, approaches focusing on the power of 

experience in the outdoors have multiplied (e.g. eco-pedagogy, place-based education, 
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expeditionary learning, eco-literacy, etc.). Richard Louv’s popular text, Last Child in the 

Woods, is one popular archetype of this trend. In it, Louv (2005) attempts to define this 

“movement” as he calls it, which combines learning with direct experience in the 

outdoors:  

Bucking the status quo, an increasing number of educators are committed 

to an approach that infuses education with direct experience, especially of 

nature. The definitions and nomenclature of this movement are tricky. In 

recent decades, the approach has gone by many names: community-

oriented schooling, bioregional education, experiential education, and, 

most recently, place-based or environment-based education. (p. 204)  

David Sobel (2004), in his influential text, Place-Based Education, explains the 

pedagogy as: “emphasizing hands-on, real-world learning experiences, this approach to 

education increases academic achievement, helps students develop stronger ties to their 

community, enhances students’ appreciation for the natural world, and creates a 

heightened commitment to serving as active, contributing citizens” (p. 7). David 

Gruenwald (2003) describes the myriad approaches this way: 

Several educational traditions, as well as innovations in pedagogy and 

school structures, keep alive a connection between teachers, learners, and 

‘real life’ outside schools. Experiential learning, context-based learning, 

problem-posing education, outdoor education, environmental/ecological 

education, bioregional education, natural history, critical pedagogy, 

service learning, community-based education, Native American 
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education—all of these approaches to education tend to include 

engagement with local settings. (p. 620) 

While the descriptors and labels vary (and seemingly increase by the day), the primacy of 

experience, of direct contact with the outdoors, remains the conceptual core.  

Given the centrality of experience, of “hands-on learning” and “learning by 

doing” to environmental education, it is somewhat of a surprise then that the concept has 

received relatively little attention and, in particular, critical attention. This is not the case 

with a concept such as “place” for example, which has received significant attention in 

recent years (Basso 1996; Gruenwald, 2003; Gruenwald & Smith, 2008; Ruitenberg, 

2005). Critiques of the modernization and standardization of certain forms of 

environmental education have also been richly explored (Bowers, 1993; Gough, 1999; 

Gruenwald, 2004; Orr, 2002). Yet the notion of this particular “root” of the field, that of 

experience-in-nature, has yet to be lifted up and properly examined as to how it 

contributes to and influences the “fruits”—the variety of environmental curriculum 

projects in action today.  

 In gardening, “lifting the roots” of a plant to move it or place it somewhere else is 

a common occurrence, particularly in the early Spring and late Fall. To move a plant 

successfully, you need to dig deep, being sure to capture the greatest extent of the root 

ball as you can to ensure that the transplanting will hold. Metaphorically, lifting the roots 

of environmental education means exploring core intellectual and theoretical antecedents 

that inform the fruits of the practice. Why is such a project worth doing? I will contend 

that the fruits of environmental education are not as robust as they could be and I am 

certainly not alone in making this case (Bonnet, 2004; Bowers, 1997; Gruenwald, 2003; 
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Orr 2002).  Too frequently, environmental education is technically and rationally defined 

and implemented through discrete and time-bounded events (e.g. field trips, school 

gardens, etc.), techniques (e.g. hands-on learning), or through isolated and disconnected 

content pieces (e.g. water ecology, natural history, etc.). This way of doing environmental 

education is not bad per se, and it may in fact be necessary and useful, but it is certainly 

not sufficient. Given the enormity of the task before us, environmental education must 

become “inconvenient” in terms of both content and method. As Aldo Leopold famously 

remarked, “In our attempt to make conservation easy, we have made it trivial” (1933, p. 

337).  So, environmental education needs to be “lifted,” moved from its current location 

and transplanted to a place where it can be more deeply rooted and more fruitful in its 

outcomes. But in order to do so, we must dig deep and critically re-examine the 

theoretical roots of some of its central organizing concepts.  

I see at least four major variations of experience that influence constructions of 

environmental education. The four are 1.) Romantic Experience; 2.) Social/Pragmatic 

Experience; 3.) Critical Experience; and 4.) Neo-Experience. There are certainly others, 

most notable being post-structural (de)constructions of “authentic” experience. I have 

chosen to emphasize the four I explore here due to the ways in which I believe they 

influence the “fruits” of environmental education, that is, how they influence practice. 

There are certainly others but, to me, these four represent some of the strongest 

influences on the field. After exploring the first three variations, I will specifically argue 

that it is the fourth variation, that of neo-experience, that has effectively colonized and 

eclipsed the other three in the ways it is neatly wedded to larger techno-rational trends in 
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education and schooling in the United States today. Finally, I’ll conclude with a 

discussion of the usefulness and importance of conceptual work of this kind.  

The Concept of Experience and Experiential Education 

Drawing from the work of Martin Jay in Songs of Experience (2005), I do not 

claim that through this analysis we will somehow capture or retrieve some “truer” or 

more accurate sense of experience in environmental education. As Jay states: 

Rather than force a totalized account, which assumes a unified point of 

departure, an etymological arche to be recaptured, or a normative telos to 

be achieved, it will be far more productive to follow disparate threads 

where they may lead us. Without the burden of seeking to rescue or 

legislate a single acceptation of the word, we will be free to uncover and 

explore its multiple and often contradictory meanings and begin to make 

sense of how and why they function as they often have to produce such a 

powerful effect. (p. 3) 

Thus, I will avoid attempting to  “legislate a single acceptation” of experience here. The 

concept of experience is one of the most slippery in Western philosophy and it would be 

fool-hardy to delve too deep into that terrain here.1 Indeed, the most cursory review of 

social theory and philosophy would reveal that the term “experience” is one of the most 

contested and complex we have. Nonetheless, the variations themselves allow us to see 

the “multiple and often contradictory meanings” of experience at use in environmental 

education. While it may be true that there is no one “right” variation of experience, there 

are certainly consequences to each construction both in terms of theory and practice. 

                                                
1 I would point the reader to Martin Jay’s excellent work, Songs of Experience (2005) for 
a fuller treatment of the concept of experience from the perspective of the humanities.  
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Celebrating the variation does not excuse us from our ethical obligations or choices. Each 

of them laid out in this analysis has real consequences for students, teachers, and all 

citizens.  

Beyond the concept of experience itself, “experiential education” has also been 

the subject of many attempts at definition. Most useful, for the purposes here, is Itin’s 

(1999) distinction between experiential learning (as a method) and experiential education 

(as a philosophical approach). As Itin claims: 

..if experiential education is correctly identified as a philosophy, it allows 

for the various expressions of this philosophy (service learning, 

cooperative learning, adventure-based, problem-based, action learning, 

etc.) to be linked together under this single philosophy. This provides a 

method for bringing those together who promote these various expressions 

and to argue for educational reform that would support experiential 

education in all settings. (p. 97) 

It certainly might be debated that experiential education acts as a form of “meta” 

philosophy for these more practical projects. Seaman (2010, personal communication), 

for example, argues strongly against claims that outdoor education lacks philosophical 

and conceptual originality and depth and is merely a shallow derivative of other “parent 

philosophies.”  The relative youth of all of these fields makes, as Louv states, the 

definitions and nomenclature “tricky.” Perhaps somewhere down the line the approaches 

will coalesce into a more coherent framework. In the meantime, however, we must 

muddle through as best we can. For the purposes of this paper, I will take the stance that 

the concept of experience evoked within environmental education certainly draws from 
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larger “parent” intellectual traditions (whether or not it also has its own distinct 

intellectual and theoretical history). And it is these traditions that I turn to now.  

Romantic Experience 

Curiously, Romanticisms’ influence on the construction of experience in 

environmental education has received minimal attention. This is in sharp contrast to 

current scholarship in environmental theory and philosophy, where the Romantic 

foundations of environmentalism are perhaps the most interrogated aspect of 

environmental thought today (Callicott, 1991; Cronon, 1996; Hess, 2009; Nabhan, 1997; 

White, 1995).  In part, this is due to the constant championing of figures such as John 

Dewey, Kurt Hahn, and David Kolb as founding “fathers” of experiential education and 

the fact that the most widely read works from the Romantic period do not refer 

specifically to issues of education and schooling (with the notable exception of 

Rousseau’s Emile). Yet despite this, Romanticisms influence on notions of experience in 

environmental education are significant. While it is a complex and varied set of 

intellectual and artistic traditions, Romanticism codified a certain set of values around the 

notion of experience that are employed (whether consciously or not) in present day 

curriculum projects. I see several resonant themes of most relevance to this discussion. 

First, Rousseau’s Emile, which represents perhaps the earliest Romantic explication of 

education, begins an orientation that remains to this day in much of the Romantic and 

neo-Romantic genre: the dichotomization of Nature and Civilization. As Emile is 

released from the corrupting influences of civilization (and formal schooling) and is left 

to learn, self-directed, through direct experiences with the world, his “innocent” and good 

nature is protected and he becomes capable of being truly free. Through Emile, Rousseau 
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creates a world where that which is considered “natural” or closest to nature is most good 

and free while that which is considered “civilized” and bound through human institutions 

is most corrupted. Thus, for example, the archetype of the “noble savage” represents Man 

in his pure state, prior to a fall from grace brought about by corrupt institutions such as 

the Church.  

The notion of the redemptive and “innocent” quality of Nature is picked up by the 

nineteenth century Romantic Transcendental movement in the United States where it was 

given a particular focus:  preservation. For writers and social critics such as Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and John Muir, “Nature” became embodied within a 

particular ideal: “wilderness.” As they witnessed the closing of the Eastern frontier and 

the demise of large tracks of forest, the dichotomy between Nature and Civilization took 

on a certain concreteness that placed their philosophical leanings in stark relief. The 

vitality of Nature, embodied through untrammeled wilderness and wild spaces, was under 

direct threat by an advancing civilization carrying with it a whole host of negative 

attributes. Pollution, deforestation, industrialization, social unrest, and overcrowding 

represented, to many in the Romantic Transcendental movement, “old Europe” and its 

problems while the American West, with its wilderness, “empty space,” and unrealized 

possibilities represented America’s ability to continue to define itself by the frontier, and 

by moving away, physically and metaphorically, from Europe. This brings us to the 

second resonant influence of Romanticism to the concept of experience in environmental 

education: the transcendental qualities of experiences-in-nature and, in particular 

wilderness. For writers like Thoreau and Muir, wilderness and wilderness preservation 

became the embodiment of social reform. According to these early environmentalists, 
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direct experience with Nature happens most readily in wilderness and, by association, the 

disappearance of wilderness signaled the disappearance of the opportunity for liberating 

and transcendent experience (and thus, social reform). Thoreau’s famous declaration that 

“in wildness is the preservation of the world” is a direct argument for the redemptive 

qualities of experience-in-nature. Thus, the coupling of notions of wilderness and the 

virtues of direct experience becomes a second influence of Romanticism.   

A third resonant theme of Romanticism connects the first two by locating 

experience as an embodied phenomenon. If nature and civilization are set against one 

another, and the path to liberation and transformation is tied directly to wilderness and 

wildness2, then it follows that knowledge is attained by the individual embodiment of 

experience in such settings. This was, in essence, an epistemological claim. Experience, 

and thus knowledge, becomes individually lived from this perspective. As Dean (2007) 

argues: 

…Emerson specifically refers to the body as a dwelling: ‘As we 

denegrate [physically and morally], the contrast between us and our house 

[our body] is more evident.’ And we saw that Thoreau remembered his 

youth as a time when “I was all alive and inhabited my body with 

inexpressible satisfaction” (emphasis added). This conception of human 

identity was much more than a metaphor to both men; it is the basic 

human condition—who we are (spirits) and where we are (in bodies). 

                                                
2 There is a significant body of writing within the environmental genre that examines the 
differences between notions of “wilderness” and “wildness.” While some see the two as 
synonymous (Foreman, 1998), others (Snyder, 1990; Turner, 1996) see a “quality of 
mind” sense in wildness that is more powerful than a defense of wilderness places per se. 
It is worth noting that Thoreau, a writer who chose his words very carefully, elected to 
argue that it was “wildness” and not “wilderness” that was the preservation of the world.  
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Because it also follows from Emerson’s definition that we as spirits relate 

to the physical universe through the agency of our bodies, the opening 

challenge of Nature can be recast in reference to wilderness as follows: 

how can we as spirits through the agency of our bodies develop “an 

original relation” to those portions of nature whose “essences” are more or 

less ‘unchanged by man’? Thoreau’s lifelong effort to answer this question 

accounts for his status as the patron saint of wilderness. (p. 78) 

Thus, we can see that through the influence of Romanticism, “experience” becomes an 

idea that is coupled with wilderness and with direct contact and individual embodiment 

with nature. Added to this is both an epistemological and normative claim. First, 

knowledge is attained through these experiences and second, such knowledge becomes 

the seeds of both individual transformation and societal reform. As Thoreau wrote in 

arguably the most influential text in American environmental thought, Walking: 

I had prepared myself to speak a word now for Nature—for the absolute 

freedom & wildness, as contrasted with a freedom and culture simply 

civil—to regard man as an inhabitant, or a part and parcel of nature—

rather than a member of society. I wish to make an extreme statement, if 

so I may make an emphatic one, for there are enough champions of 

civilization—the minister and the school committee—and every one of 

you will take care of that. (quoted in Dean, p. 82) 

To Thoreau and others in the Romantic Transcendental period of American 

environmental thought, wildness really was the preservation of the world. This theme 



J. Roberts “Lifting The Roots” AERA 2010  12 

would carry forward to become the central influence of modern environmentalism 

(developed first in the United States and then “exported” around the world)3.   

Because the notion of direct experience in environmental education has a taken-

for-granted quality to it, the influence of Romanticism has been somewhat overlooked. 

While Dewey, for example, is frequently cited as a “founding father” of experiential 

education, Emerson, Thoreau, and Muir are rarely mentioned. Nonetheless, as I have 

tried to illustrate above, Romantic constructions of experience-in-nature set in motion 

several resonant themes still evoked today within elements of environmental education. 

The ways in which Romanticism set civilization against nature plays out in the field 

today in its outside-the-mainstream persona. First, experiential approaches to 

environmental education are often set against “traditional schooling approaches” and 

often evoke an “out-of-the-classroom” orientation. In this sense, the classroom and the 

school take the place of civilization as the “corrupting influences” and curriculum 

projects “outside” become the sites of freedom, transformation, and reform. Second, 

wilderness and nature take on redemptive orientations. For example, one of the fastest 

growing curricular projects is “Wilderness” or “Adventure” therapy, a curriculum 

approach for “at-risk” youth that involves immersion in wilderness contexts as a means 

for behavior change. Finally, the embodied knowledge claims of direct experience 

articulated by the Romantic transcendental tradition of Emerson and Thoreau are evident 

in the field of environmental education through the value of “letting the mountains speak 

for themselves” (James 2000). Powerful, individual, and unmediated, experiences in 

                                                
3 For criticisms of “environmental imperialism” see Guha (1989) “Radical American 
Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation: A Third World Critique,” and Parajuli 
(2001), “Can Four Trees Make A Jungle?” and Rothenberg (2001) The World and the 
Wild.  
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nature are lifted up as one of the central values of the field. David Orr, one of the most 

prominent theorists on environmental education, reveals this value in the following 

passage: 

We all have an affinity for the natural world, what Harvard biologist 

Edward O. Wilson calls “biophilia.” This tug toward life is strongest at an 

early age, when we are most alert and impressionable. Before their minds 

have been marinated in the culture of television, consumerism, shopping 

malls, computers, and freeways, children can find magic in trees, water, 

animals, landscapes, and their own places. Properly cultivated and 

validated by caring and knowledgeable adults, fascination with nature can 

mature into ecological literacy and eventually into more meaningful lives. 

(Orr, quoted in Sobel, 2005, p. 20) 

Louv, in Last Child in the Woods, makes a similar claim about direct experience: 

“Bucking the status quo, an increasing number of educators are committed to an approach 

that infuses education with direct experience, especially of nature” (2005, p. 204). 

In both of these contemporary texts we can see all the hallmarks of the Romanticist 

influence on the construction of experience in environmental education. Civilization in 

the form of freeways, television, and shopping malls is set against redemptive and 

incorruptible “Nature” and that the best thing we can do to reform society is to facilitate 

direct, unmediated experiences with the out-of-doors for children in our care.  Thus, the 

first variation of experience draws directly from elements of Romanticism to emphasize 

the “embodied” and unmediated sense of direct experience (Abrams 1996; Gruenwald 

2003). Within this variation, nature as separate and distinct from the often corrupting and 
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debilitating influences of culture (via civilization and the city) are paramount. 

Contemporary curriculum projects drawing from this variation include Adventure 

Education, Wilderness Therapy, and some elements of Place-based and Outdoor 

Education. 

 The individualized, embodied, and transcendent notions of experience-in-nature 

brought about by Romanticism certainly hold power and sway in how we think about 

environmental education. Summer camps, environmental education centers, and outdoor 

adventure programs all employ this construction of experience to great affect. Many 

students, after experiencing this form of “contact” come back profoundly moved and 

changed by the experience. But such a construction also comes with limitations. The 

heightened individualism of this construction of experience can lead to non-inclusive 

frames of reference in how we think about humans-in-nature. Media images of the lone 

white male on the mountaintop staring off into vastness abound. Hay (2002) notes, for 

example, that embedded within romantic notions of nature and the outdoors is the 

“triumph of extreme individualism”(p. 7). Discussing Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 

transcendentalist perspective, Hay goes on to describe Emerson’s sense of experience in 

Nature: “His romanticism thus pro-claims a supreme and sovereign individual- one that is 

almost god-like- and the function of nature is to serve as the medium for the individual’s 

attainment of a state of high exaltation of the spirit...”(p. 8).  

Associated with this hyper-individualism in the Romantic constructions of 

experience is a lack of sensitivity to and awareness of the social milieu. By amplifying 

the dichotomies between civilization and wilderness, between nature and culture, 

Romantic constructions of experience-in-nature leave little room for seeing the 
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interrelationships between the two. Hess (2009), for example, argues that most nature 

writers “exemplify a wider pattern in environmental writing, the celebration of 

heightened moments in which the solitary self experiences ‘nature’ apart from other 

human beings, work, and other practical activity” (p. 8). He goes on to say that: 

The tendency to isolate the self from social and economic relationship is in 

this way present not only in wilderness writing, but in the rich tradition of 

environmental writing about more ordinary environments as well.  

Thoreau writes about his cabin at Walden pond in a way that turns it into a 

kind of imaginative wilderness solitude, though he can see the railroad 

from his cabin a few hundred yards away along the shore of the pond and 

uses its tracks for his almost daily walks into town.  Thoreau also neglects 

to mention his regular dinners with his family, the Emersons, and other 

friends; his periodic raids on his mother’s cookie jar (literally); or the 

other social and economic networks which sustained him in his supposed 

self-sufficiency. (p. 8)  

Finally, others (Callicott, 1998; Cronon, 1996) have argued that the Romantic 

construction of nature itself as a pristine, sublime, and redemptive wilderness leaves little 

room for thinking about “everyday nature” and the myriad opportunities we have to build 

relationship with what David Abrams called “the more than human world.” Indeed, 

viewing nature as something apart from us, as something “out there” on Sierra Club 

calendars or in National Parks, perhaps permits us to justify the degradation of our more 

local spaces. As Tallmadge (2004) argues “Loving Yosemite makes it easier to trash 

Cincinnati and to tolerate, on a daily basis, the consequent ugliness, impoverishment, and 
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filth” (p. 41). We may have powerful, transformative, embodied experiences in distant, 

edenic, and wild places, but, upon return and re-entry into “civilization” and our more 

“de-based” local spaces and places, do the feelings linger?  

Social/Pragmatic Experience  

The Social/Pragmatic variation draws most directly from the American pragmatist 

tradition and the work of John Dewey. Here, experience loses its distinctly individualist 

and consumptive orientation and gains a more democratic and transactional orientation. 

As Dewey noted: 

The pragmatist starts from a much more commonplace notion of 

experience, that of the plain man who never dreams that to experience a 

thing is first to destroy the thing and then to substitute a mental state for it. 

More particularly, the pragmatist has insisted that experience is a matter of 

functions and habits, of active adjustments and re-adjustments, of 

coordinations and activities, rather than states of consciousness. (Cited in 

Kadlec, 2007, p. 21) 

Schubert (2002) in his classic work, Curriculum Books, describes three historic schools 

of curriculum thought: intellectual traditionalists, social behaviorists, and experientalists 

and goes on to claim that “although virtually all writers will be succeeded by other voices 

in their respective educational positions, Dewey is never superceded as spokesperson. 

Even today, he retains his posture as the single most significant voice of the 

experientialist perspective” (p. 13). It is beyond the scope of this analysis to either lay out 

the entirety of Dewey’s richly textured construction of experience or to detail all the 

variations within the variation. Rather, I will discuss what I believe to be several defining 
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characteristics of the pragmatist variation and follow that with an examination of 

limitations of this construction of experience in education.  

For Dewey, experience was at the very center of his epistemology. While later in 

his life he almost gave up on the term due to the ways it was misinterpreted and 

considered replacing it with arguably a more awkward term “culture,” the notion of 

experience allowed him to bring together a philosophical framework from which to build 

his pragmatic social agenda (particularly as it related to schooling). Knowledge through 

the concept of experience became both active and relational for Dewey. Gone were the 

reliance on foundations, universal truths, and a quest for certainty (Dewey 1929). In its 

place was a deeply contextual, action-oriented epistemology that allowed for the 

contingencies of a changing world. Dewey also believed that schooling was the cultural 

institution where experience could be perhaps most powerfully put into practice. 

Thus we reach a technical definition of education: it is that reconstruction 

or reorganization of experience which adds to the meaning of experience, 

and which increases the ability to direct the course of subsequent 

experience. The increment of meaning corresponds to the increased 

perceptions of the connections and continuities of the activities in which 

we are engaged. (Dewey, 1938, pp. 76-77) 

It is here that I see the key elements of an educative experience for Dewey. It must 

achieve a continuity in which the past and present interact to create the future and the 

meaning of such interaction is directly correlative to the connections we make in the 

process. This “continuous reconstruction of experience” (Dewey, 1938, p. 80) defines 

what is essential in the educational endeavor and, as a pedagogical approach, is separate 
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(and superior) to alternate notions of education, as preparation for future living, as 

recapitulation of the past, or as an unfolding toward definitive goals. These necessary 

conditions (continuity and interaction) set the stage for one of Dewey’s central ethical 

claims: that learning does not happen merely for learning’s sake. Rather, learning takes 

place with the understanding that knowledge has moral consequences that invite (and 

often demand) social action. It is this final characteristic that firmly connects Dewey’s 

notion of experience to most, if not all, pragmatist thinkers. Beyond Dewey, feminist 

pragmatists have taken up the notion of the transactional relationship between the subject 

and the object to argue for a critical approach to how certain types of knowledge become 

privileged while marginalizing others (Hill-Collins, 2000). Neo-pragmatists such as 

Richard Rorty (1989) have pushed the boundaries of anti-foundational epistemology to 

the point of breaking away from truth claims of any sort, arguing instead for notions of 

irony, contingency, and solidarity, while others such as Jurgen Habermas (2003) have 

tried to return pragmatism to its more rational and reason-based roots.  

Pragmatist variations of experience are signaled in many areas of the 

environmental education field. The emphasis on the social dimension of learning is 

emphasized in many curriculum projects. As Dewey said, “shared experience… is the 

greatest of human goods” (cited in Jay, 2005, p. 295). Educational models and 

approaches such as place-based education and service learning place a great deal of 

importance on the value of shared, interactive experience and the connection between the 

individual and her community over individual-centered learning. In addition, the sense 

that experience is, in many respects, action informs much current practice in this 

variation. The central importance of the act of reflection as a necessary condition of 
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educative experience is also infused in much, if not all, work that is considered 

“experiential” today. Finally, the notion of democracy as a way of life developed by 

Dewey and continued by modern day pragmatists can be seen in how experience 

becomes tied to issues of citizenship and community. 

While there is much to celebrate and acknowledge in terms of both Dewey’s 

legacy and the contemporary notions of the social variation of experience in 

environmental education, it too comes with significant limitations. Some have critiqued 

the variation for being overly steeped in Enlightenment ideals of progress and a fetish for 

the scientific method. For example, Bowers (2003) sees such a legacy as offering no 

foundation for an ethical construction of experience in environmental education. Others 

see no evidence in Dewey of an awareness of marginalized groups in the democratic 

process (Noddings, 1995). Indeed, as West (1999) notes, African-Americans are virtually 

invisible in Dewey’s writing and leads one to ponder whose interests did Dewey see 

democracy serving in the end. Finally, Dewey and others who argue for a notion of 

democratic schooling too easily brush aside notions of power. Diggins (1994), for 

example, is concerned that Deweyian democracy seems to assume a kind of 

homogeneous community that simply does not exist in a world of structural and 

institutional inequalities. In the end, according to the critiques, the pragmatist 

construction of interactive experience is embedded in notions of social harmony, not 

conflict. Thus, the process of schooling (in both the formal and informal curriculum) is 

viewed as adaptive and hopeful (and thus, progressive). Indeed, it will not be until the 

critical experience variation that we will see experience in education constructed as a site 

of struggle where questions of identity, power, and culture cannot be separated. These 
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critiques are significant and remain a struggle for those who theorize within the 

pragmatist variation to reconcile as they attempt to argue that the underlying philosophy 

sets the stage for many of the modern progressive projects of today (Hewitt, 2002; 

Kadlec, 2007). 

Critical Experience  

A third variation of experience emerges through the philosophic tradition of 

critical theory. Perhaps most clearly illustrated in education with the work of Paulo Freire 

(1970, 1987) this variation addresses some of the limitations of both the previous 

variations while, of course, providing its own set of limitations. I use the term “critical 

experience” to signal the ways in which experience in this variation is embedded within 

the dynamics of distortion and power. Rather than viewing experience as a form of 

associated living and interaction (Social/Pragmatist), or as individual meaning making 

and transcendence (Romantic), the critical variation views experience in a much more 

political sense, either as a tool for reproducing inequalities, or as a means for counter-

hegemonic emancipation (Reynolds, 1999).  

The Critical Experience variation is perhaps the most recent (and least employed) 

variation of experience in environmental education. Here, experience loses its neutrality 

and gains a more critical appreciation of the role power and distortion play in social 

settings. McLaren (1998) summarizes this stance well: 

The dominant culture is able to ‘frame’ the ways in which subordinate 

groups live and respond to their own cultural system and lived 

experiences; in other words, the dominant culture is able to manufacture 

dreams and desires for both dominant and subordinate groups by 
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supplying ‘terms of reference’ (i.e. images, visions, stories, ideals) against 

of experience’ have already been determined by a politics of race, sex, and 

class domination” (p. 81). 

Experience becomes “critical” here in the sense that it is viewed much more skeptically 

than in either of the previous two variations. As Stephen White claimed, to be “critical” 

means to “1) cultivate a ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ and 2) view ‘social structures of 

inequality’ as manifestations of power relations” (Cited in Kadlec, 2007, p. 14). Thus, the 

democratic deliberation and experiential interaction of the pragmatist tradition or the 

embodied individual experience of the Romantic tradition both remain vulnerable to the 

ways in which power operates in society. To critical theorists, each of these constructions 

view experience as essentially “innocent” and uncorrupted by the structural inequality 

evident in social relations. Such structural inequality has the ability to produce distortions 

or “false consciousness” both within the oppressed and the oppressor. As a result, we 

cannot rely on the transformative and ameliorative power of experience to emancipate us 

from inequality. Indeed, experience itself might be implicated in maintaining “false” 

consciousness. As bell hooks (1994) details in her chapter “Essentialism and Experience” 

in Teaching to Transgress: “…the very discursive practices that allow for the assertion of 

‘the authority of experience’ have already been determined by a politics of race, sex, and 

class domination”(p. 81). 

Thus this variation views the central aim of education as not a homogeneous form 

of associated living and social harmony as pragmatists sometimes argue, or a more 

individual and/or transcendent self-actualization as a Romantic position would 

emphasize. Rather, the purpose of schooling is a kind of critical consciousness that 
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attempts to reveal structural and systemic inequality while also providing a sense of 

urgency to act locally on these injustices. Schooling (like experience) within this 

variation is not seen as a neutral process. Drawing from the theoretical work in critical 

and feminist pedagogy as well as neo-Marxism, education and the process of schooling 

both function to legitimate systems of domination and reproduce current structural 

inequalities (Apple, 2001; Bourdieu, 1993; Gruenwald, 2003; Hill-Collins, 2000; hooks, 

1994). Thus, any educational process (including “experiential” ones) is immediately 

viewed with suspicion and a critical eye to examine the ways in which experience can be 

employed for hegemonic purposes. To ignore this larger project leaves the educational 

process vulnerable to oppressive social forces (e.g., market ideology, institutionalized 

racism) that can “colonize” experience and deflate its potential emancipatory functions.  

To critical theorists, without a conscious effort experience-based education is just 

as likely (and perhaps in some ways more likely) to reproduce and legitimate systems of 

domination than any other curricular approach. For example, a colleague recently told me 

of a mandatory service learning experience at a local university. Members of a sorority 

took a trip down to an urban re-development zone in a major metropolitan city in an 

effort to help re-vitalize a “blighted” neighborhood. While at the job site, two members of 

the class posed for a photo and encouraged a third to “take a picture of us, this is so 

ghetto!” Clearly, these students were “meaning-making,” but is it the kind we are striving 

for in curriculum and schooling practice? 

Does this particular variation of experience play out in environmental education? 

It would be fair to say that it certainly is not the most prevalent variation of experience 

employed in the field today. It can be argued that to this point, the track record of 
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environmental education curriculum projects have been quite poor in relation to issues of 

race, gender, class, and other social justice issues. While there may be some exceptions, 

in the United States the field of environmental education appears to be pre-dominantly 

white and middle class in membership and orientation. Indeed, the prevalence of a term 

such as “hoods in the woods” used to indicate wilderness therapy programs is indicative 

of the unconscious racialized nature of some curriculum projects. To compound the issue, 

historically marginalized groups have predominantly been the receivers of curriculum 

and have not been involved in the active construction of curriculum. A recent article in 

the Seattle Times (Thurs. April 9, 2009) is an excellent example of this. The story “Free 

camping at Mount Rainier for city kids could be a ‘use it or lose it’ idea” detailed a 

program instituted by park rangers at Mt. Rainier National Park where kids from the 

inner-city could come to Mt. Rainier for the weekend with their families and learn how to 

camp for free. They were surprised, however, when few showed interest. The tone of the 

article seemed to imply that “those people” won’t even go camping when it’s free! But it 

should come as no surprise if you critically examined the class and power dynamics and 

assumptions associated with the project. Should we assume that “inner city” kids and 

their families don’t want to “camp” in the woods? They may not be able to “get away” 

for the weekend like other middle-class families. They may not see the value in 

“wilderness” as middle class whites define it. And, they may not feel connected to a 

program given “to them” by outside authorities without their input or council.  

Rather than simply critiquing environmental education as inherently “bad,” the 

critical experience variation works with the racialized, gendered, and class-based nature 

of “experience” in order to move toward a more liberatory pedagogy. In this way, it 
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politicizes experience. It first deconstructs its assumed neutrality and then seeks to 

employ it toward acts of resistance and liberation. So, in returning to the story about the 

outdoor education program at Mount Rainier, how might the rangers have responded 

differently? How could barriers be broken down in terms of working with inner city 

community organizers and leaders to find out what the community needs and how the 

Park Rangers at Mount Rainier might act in solidarity? What about “Mount Rainier” 

coming to the inner city instead of the other way around? Whether it’s the intersection 

between experience and class, gender, race, sexual orientation, or various combinations 

of these identities, the critical variation reminds educators that we must wrestle with how 

various constructions of experience are formed, contested, amplified, and/or marginalized 

through both the formal and informal curriculum. As Gruenwald (2003) argues: 

The political dimension of place-conscious education… demands a radical 

multiculturalism, a multiculturalism that continually challenges the 

regimes of accountability that are designed to move everything toward the 

political center, a multiculturalism that embraces ‘the spaces that 

difference makes.’” (p. 633) 

For example, critical theorists might ask how we could use narratives of experience 

(through racial autobiographies, for example) to talk about white privilege. Or, how 

service-learning experiences incorporate critical reflections on privilege and power (Ivan 

Illich’s classic and provocative essay, “To Hell With Good Intentions,” is an example of 

this form of critiquing “innocent” notions of service). Or, how environmental and outdoor 

education curricula can move beyond what David Sobel once described as “cutesy 

lessons on owls” to address deeper issues of social justice and sustainability. 
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Despite many positive attributes, the critical variation has several unresolved 

problems. In attempting to question the innocence and neutrality of experience, critical 

theorists often resort to grand narratives of oppression and hegemony that de-value the 

power of individual agency. This sometimes makes it difficult to translate theory to 

practice. Indeed, critical experience, done poorly can be more damaging than maintaining 

more “traditional” curriculum orientations (Delpit, 1995). Freire (1987) makes this point 

when he refers to his image of an experiential educator, what he calls a dialogical teacher, 

in Pedagogy of Transformation, “…dialogical experience which is not based in 

seriousness, in competency, is much worse than a banking experience where the teacher 

merely transfers knowledge (p. 80, emphasis in text). In addition, the critical orientation 

to experience and education espoused by the proponents of this variation seem to 

overlook the significance of the obstacles to its implementation. As Freire (1987) again 

wrote, “[i]t would be tremendously naïve to ask the ruling class in power to put into 

practice a kind of education which can work against it”(p. 36). If environmental 

education is currently marginalized by the dominant modes of educational practice in 

schools today as most acknowledge that it is, what possible worth would there be in 

emphasizing its counter-hegemonic power? Those arguing from the Pragmatic and 

Romantic variations might argue that this emphasis on conflict as opposed to harmony 

makes it difficult to see “hope” and the possibility of progress in schools and in larger 

democratic processes. The work then, for those within the critical experience variation, is 

to use experience to liberate students and teachers out of hegemonic “frames” and to 

achieve, in the ideal, critical consciousness.  

Neo-Experience 
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 In the final variation, I would like to make a more definitive and normative 

argument. In contrast to previous three variations which I lay-out more or less even-

handedly (even though I certainly have my own theoretical biases), I believe this 

variation represents more of a “clear and pressing danger” that threatens to eclipse all the 

variations discussed previously through the creation of a homogenized and commodified 

construction of experience-in-nature that fits neatly with the increasing influence of the 

marketplace in the educational sphere. Following to some extent Bonnet (2003), Orr 

(2002), Gruenwald (2003), and Peters (2001), I will argue that the form of experience in 

practice today in much of what passes for environmental education is an impoverished 

one. Labeling such a construction as Neo-Experience (to connect it to broader influences 

of neo-liberalism in schooling), I will discuss the factors that have contributed to this 

commodified notion of experience. As Martin Jay (2005) notes: 

When our society is called an Erlebnisgesellschaft [experience-driven] by 

sociologists who point to the commodification of experiences as one of the 

most prevalent tendencies of our age, ranging from extreme sports to 

packaged tourism, they are not celebrating that development. What one 

might, in fact, say is that the very notion of experience as a commodity is 

precisely the opposite of what… an experience should be, that is, 

something which can never be fully possessed by its owner. (p. 407) 

As I have argued elsewhere (Roberts, 2005; 2009), drawing from Ritzer (1996) and 

Giroux (1999), the defining characteristics of this variation are its emphasis on efficiency, 

individual performance, and consumerism. This is similar to what Apple (2001) 

described as the new managerialism that is rapidly restructuring schools. To Apple, this 
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restructuring involves the encroachment of the private on the public sphere and the 

simultaneous importing of business models and discourse to public domains and 

institutions such as education. “It is an ideal project, merging the language of 

empowerment, rational choice, [and] efficient organization” (Apple, 2001, p. 30). In this 

variation, experience becomes something technical and instrumental. It is tightly bounded 

(in both time and space), rationally constructed, and efficiently controlled. “Normal” 

classroom or school activity stops and experiential activity then begins for a bounded and 

specific timeframe. Thus, experience becomes “neo-experiential” as it fits seamlessly 

with the current neo-liberal market ideology dominating school structure and 

organization in the U.S. today. In utilizing the term “neo-liberal” I am drawing from the 

critical discourse within social theory and education which examines the ways in which 

the free-market, competition, and the individual consumer become “logics” that organize 

problem identification and solution in a whole host of public spaces (Apple 2003; Engels, 

2000). In this view, the “means” of experience become secondary to the dominating 

“ends” of economy, efficiency, and control. As Engels describes it: 

Current-day discussions about the future of education are conducted 

almost entirely in the language of the free market: individual achievement, 

competition, choice, economic growth, and national security—with only 

occasional lip service being given to egalitarian and democratic goals… 

market ideology’s virtually unchallenged dominance threatens the very 

existence of public education as a social institution, because its logic 

ultimately eliminates any justification for collective and democratic 

control of schools” (Engels, 2000) 
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But, what is the harm in a techno-rational construction of experience in 

environmental education? Isn’t some direct experience better than none at all? Not 

necessarily. This particular construction of experience emphasizes individualism, 

consumption, and a scripted form of educational activity. Even when “reflection” is done, 

it is carried forth in a mechanistic, almost robotic form. This is revealed in the following 

anecdote that is so revealing, it is worth quoting at length. Dan Garvey, recent President 

of Prescott College, in a speech entitled “The Future of Adventure Education” given at 

the 2002 Rocky Mountain Region Conference of the Association of Experiential 

Education, discussed four areas that he believed are radically changing within the field of 

experiential education. In one area, “Learning What We Teach,” Garvey argues that we 

are experiencing a problem of “over processing” in modern applications of experiential 

theory. So many young people have now attended a number of experiential learning 

programs that they have become programmed in both what to expect and how to respond 

to placate the teachers.  

We may have to change the message we are delivering to our younger 

participants. I think we’ve got a generation of kids that has been overly 

processed. Many young people have attended a number of experiential 

activities, and they’ve learned that some instructors will accept any 

reasonable response when the student is asked to reflect upon the 

experience. They know what we want them to say. I joke that many of our 

current participants know there are two things they can say when they 

reflect on the power of an experience, no matter what the experience is. 

First, they say that they have learned trust. If they don’t get the appropriate 
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approval, they add the word communication. We have a generation of kids 

who will give us exactly what they think we want to hear (Garvey, 2002, 

pg. 29 emphasis added).  

 When we do “activity for activities sake” and subject students to formulaic and 

disconnected experiences followed by vacuous forms of “reflection” we are, in essence, 

teaching them how to become more perfect consumers—passive, individualized, and 

giving us “exactly what they think we want to hear.” The “product” they consume, in this 

sense, becomes an impoverished form of direct experience. A “little bit of service 

learning” is done without examining the real role of community in education. Students 

experience an environmental field trip without a more fundamental questioning of how 

current schooling practice normalizes certain attitudes and behaviors toward the natural 

world. Environmental learning projects are designed as isolated and disconnected 

“events” marginally integrated to superficial and uncritical curricula in the classroom. 

And, more fundamentally, the kind of citizen we produce under the neo-experiential 

variation is insufficient both specifically for the objectives of the field of environmental 

education and for the larger goals of a democratic society. Indeed, our very sense of unity 

and solidarity becomes based upon consumption rather than creation and participation 

(Molnar & Reaves, 2002).  

Thus, in a general sense, the neo-experiential variation becomes part of a larger 

problem, rather than a potentially powerful and transformational curriculum response. 

Pre-packaged, efficiently and predictably managed, and scripted, it can give us only the 

illusion of freedom. It is my contention that this variation is, in fact, colonizing and 

eclipsing other variations of experience, resulting in relatively canned, techno-rationalist 
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environmental education curricula that has neither the individual transformative power of 

the Romantic variation, the democratic elements of the Social/Pragmatic variation, or the 

counter-hegemonic orientation of the Critical Experience variation. Evidence for this is 

legion including the drop in the number and duration of “field” experiences for students, 

the preponderance of “one-off” environmental education modules where schools visit (for 

a couple of hours) the local environmental education center or nature preserve, and the 

rise in “edutainment” forms of outdoor recreation such as high ropes courses and other 

forms of adventure education. More generally, the demise of local knowledge of both 

natural and cultural history, the lack of food awareness, and, of course, the 

commodification of “green” as the Market responds to consumer trends by selling us 

“organic” beans from China at Walmart, all reveal the ways in which lived experience 

becomes deadened and inert as it becomes increasingly homogenized and commodified.  

 Michael Pyle, in his essay, “The Rise and Fall of Natural History: How a Science 

Grew That Eclipsed Direct Experience” captures this colonization well. In it, Pyle claims 

that while Natural History education used to be nearly universal in K-12 schooling in the 

early 1900’s in the United States, it has largely disappeared from school curricula. Now, 

“seat time” and “time on task” are the currency of the realm. “Experience” becomes a 

scripted and time-bound event. Such an impoverished notion does not allow for a robust 

and alive Natural History pedagogy. As Gruenwald writes: 

Pyle’s phrase, ‘the extinction of experience’ is haunting because it 

portends the double jeopardy of our self-imposed isolation. Not only do 

we lose as human beings by cutting ourselves from the rich perceptual and 

pedagogical possibilities of contact with nature, but as our experience 
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becomes less diverse, we are less able to see and appreciate the biotic and 

cultural diversity of our own space. (pp. 637-638) 

Resistance to colonizing form of experience in environmental education will be difficult. 

With the rise in “evidence-based” practice, standardization, and the discourses of 

assessment, achievement, and accountability in the post No Child Left Behind world, 

creating an education, in Dewey’s words “of, by, and for experience” seems marginalized 

to the point of hopelessness. It’s worth noting that some of our most recent public 

discourses on sustainability such as Al Gore’s Inconvenient Truth, or Thomas Friedman’s 

Hot, Flat and Crowded do not mention the role of schooling in either problem 

recognition or in generating potential solutions. Instead, we see advocacy for “STEM” 

(Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) curricula and training for the “green jobs 

of tomorrow.” Certainly these responses may be necessary, but are they sufficient? It’s as 

if twelve plus years of schooling have no impact on the current state of affairs.  

So, what is the deeper environmental pedagogy we ought to be advocating? I 

would argue for a return to the Deweyian notion of placing experience at the center of the 

educational endeavor. Rather than seeing it as the application of technique, we ought to 

be exploring the richness and complexity of experience in the curriculum in both theory 

and practice. This may not please environmental educators looking for the “right” 

experiential curriculum. I would argue that the project is not about foundational 

guidelines, or technical models but rather a dynamic, relational reconstruction. This, I 

believe, holds true to Dewey’s pragmatic roots-- that curricular solutions ought to emerge 

from localized, empirical considerations.  
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This stress follows from pragmatist’s shift away from first principles, self-

evident truths, and epistemic foundations to effects, fruits, consequences. 

The contingency of self, community, and world as well as the revisability 

of theories, knowledges, and moralities leads Dewey to quip, ‘What 

should experience be but a future implicated in a present!’ In this sense, 

experience is experimental” (West, 1989, pg. 90).  

As West advocates, moving away from attempting to recover some foundational truth 

about experience or the ultimate universal approach to environmental education, gives us 

the opportunity to focus on “the fruits.” How do different constructions of experience in 

environmental education translate into real consequences in real places? In terms of 

practice, the agenda for those that care about the transformational role of experience in 

the curriculum includes reflecting on the local successes and failures of our experiential 

practice while resisting the desire for a universal experiential approach. While practical 

models exist such as Majora Carter’s work in blighted urban neighborhoods in New York 

City, Ted Sobel’s place-based projects, Alice Waters school gardening program, Outward 

Bound’s Expeditionary Learning Schools, and James Beane’s (1997) work with 

curriculum integration, caution must be exercised in normalizing these approaches. Meier 

herself speaks to the value of difference. 

If all schools are not required to follow the same fads, maybe they will 

learn something from their separate experiments. And that will nurture the 

two indispensable traits of a democratic society: a high degree of tolerance 

for others, indeed genuine empathy for them, as well as a high degree of 
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tolerance for uncertainty, ambiguity, and puzzlement, indeed enjoyment of 

them. (Meier, 1995, p. 30) 

 Experience can be a messy concept, full of notions like uncertainty, risk, adventure, 

mistakes, and even wisdom. Shouldn’t education be likewise?  I do not believe that a 

unified, operational definition of “good” experiential approaches to environmental 

education is possible, or even desirable. The critiques I have developed here are intended 

to encourage deliberation and careful consideration of the variety of forms of experience 

in environmental education and their potential ethical consequences. My suggested 

agenda here is to continue to think it out and practice it out-- admittedly, not a ready 

made, easy solution or fix. But Dewey did not believe this new education to be easy. “I 

admit gladly that the new education is simpler in principle than the old…But the easy and 

the simple are not identical. To discover what is really simple and to act upon the 

discovery is an exceedingly difficult task” (1938, p. 30). 

Conclusion 

Lifting the roots of experience in environmental and ecological education has real 

benefits for the field as a whole. Each variation tackles particular curricular problems and 

agendas. Each has both possibilities and limitations in their approach and discerning best 

courses of action will require careful consideration of the purposes of schooling and 

education. As Gee (2005) notes: 

So, in the end, it’s really about goals we as a society are interested in and the track 

record of various theories of various domains in meeting them. So who decides 

what goals we ought to be interested and invested in? That is, by and large, and 

rightly so, a social and ‘‘political’’ question that ought to be debated thoroughly 
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in the public sphere… At the same time, educators and policy makers on all sides 

of the political fence have spent too little time engaged in rigorous inspection of 

the theories that give research results and the research that produced them 

meaning in the first place. (p. 18) 

By unpacking what we may mean by “learning by doing” or learning through “direct 

experience” in nature and examining the varied theoretical foundations that influence 

these constructions, we may more forcefully discuss, as Gee notes, “the track record of 

various theories” in terms of their usefulness and effectiveness as environmental ideals. 

In addition, by naming a clear and present danger, that of neo-experiential education, we 

might better imagine, in the words of Maxine Greene, “how things might be otherwise” 

in environmental education and reinstate better alternatives and means for resistance. In 

this way, we “lift the roots” and possibly transplant environmental education on to richer 

ground. So long as environmental education draws from an impoverished notion of 

experience, one that is especially vulnerable to hegemonic forces of commodification and 

Market ideology, it will remain a technical and rationalistic classroom “technique” or 

“event” divorced from the broader and deeper questions about the purposes of school and 

what knowledge is of the most worth. Dewey was right to see that the key to progressive 

educational reform existed in this enigmatic notion of “experience.” We have yet to fully 

live out his vision with eyes wide open.  
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