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Abstract:  The socioecological challenges we face have never been so complex, so intractable, 

and so urgent. And while both justice-oriented education and education for sustainability are 

growing in colleges and universities across the United States, normative perspectives of outdoor 

experiential education have fallen embarrassingly behind.  In this paper, we offer critical 

sustainability as a conceptual basis for engaging students in the beauty, perversity, and 

complexity of our world.  Critical sustainability, integrating sociopolitical systems of privilege 

and oppression with the socioecological imperatives of global health and justice, provides an 

exciting and promising pedagogical direction.  With this conceptual framework, we explore 

perspectives of “nature,” placefulness, and our multiple, overlapping subjectivities as students, 

educators, and engaged citizens. Our task as outdoor educators is to bring the faraway nearby 

and inspire students to engage in the myriad challenges we face as individuals, citizens, and as 

members of a global ecological community. We conclude by offering place mapping as a 

pedagogical technique to support elements of critical sustainability in outdoor education settings 

and beyond. 
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Introduction 

 Stated mildly, critical assessments of the current state of the planet do not illustrate an 

image of enduring health. Social unrest, political brinksmanship, and economic insecurity 

receive media and popular attention, while seemingly without notice, the ecological integrity of 

the planet has been extended beyond its breaking point. Root causes of these injustices are deftly 

hidden, yet simultaneously and paradoxically readily recognizable. The expansion of neoliberal 

capitalist accumulation, often termed simply and benignly as “economic growth,” is solely 

reliant upon the conversion of the material planet – nature – into the means of production and 

product itself, while the perpetration of social and ecological injustices are considered 

unfortunate byproducts. With one in six humans currently living in slum conditions (Davis, 

2004; 2006), the social and ecological destitution facing the planet is nothing short of a crisis 

(Buell, 2003). However, embedded within this crisis is reason for hope: with the material inputs 

and the energy intensive nature through which it is operated, “capitalism is effectively running 

up against its planetary limits” (Wainwright & Mann, 2013, p. 8), indicating that we will need a 

new global political economy in the coming decades (Exner et al., 2013; Li, 2008; 2010). 

Whatever the future might hold, from an environmental, social, cultural, or political economic 

perspective, we can only know that it most certainly cannot look like our current situation, which 

is definitively unsustainable (Williams, 2010).  

 How, then, is it appropriate to critically respond to such a seemingly dire analysis of the 

current social, political, economic, and environmental world order? Regardless of one’s critical 

epistemological orientation, be it Marxist, poststructuralist, posthumanist, feminist, critical race, 

or especially Freirean, a justice-oriented movement or re-envisioning of our social, political, and 

ecological world cannot progress without significant change from our educational and 
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pedagogical processes. Our existing educational practices are clearly failing to effectively 

promote and nourish notions of justice, equity, and ecological sustainability in our students, who 

are ultimately both citizens and decision-makers. It seems necessary, then, to question all levels 

of formal and informal education as to how we can create a stronger, more egalitarian, and more 

just socioenvironmental world.  

 Experiential education generally, and outdoor education more specifically, tends to be 

ahead of many traditional educational institutions in both content and pedagogy concerning 

issues of justice and sustainability (Cachelin, Paisley & Dustin, 2009). Yet, there is little support 

to suggest that outdoor education courses are actually serving as critical venues for students to 

change behaviors, to become more critical and democratically engaged citizens. This shortfall of 

outdoor education is particularly disappointing considering its potential for connecting students 

to the social and environmental landscapes around them, from the immediacy of local systems to 

the complexity of global ones. This article explores the roots of this issue, examining outdoor 

education and its connections to social justice and sustainability as one and the same. We then 

offer a series of proposals for ways in which outdoor education can better address these critically 

interconnected issues. Mapping activities, which foster understandings of space and place, offer 

promise as a pedagogical tool that can attend to the most pressing issues of our time by exposing 

the faraway as nearby and helping students understand the complexity and scale of the 

challenges we face. We conclude with a contextualized example of how commonplace outdoor 

education philosophies such as Leave No Trace fall short in addressing the intersection of 

ecological and social justice inherent in critical sustainability. If the day of reckoning is near for 

our capitalist-induced socioenvironmental crises, then outdoor education, in addition to many 
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other institutions, is well advised to productively and appropriately consider and respond to the 

various injustices that our current political economy so actively promotes.  

 

Experiential and Outdoor Education 

 Experiential education takes a wide range of forms in North America, with outdoor 

education being one of many manifestations. For the context of this argument, we define outdoor 

education as intentionally designed experiences that use the outdoors as the primary medium in 

which learning occurs. These experiences often take place in adventure settings and/or in 

expeditionary settings. Common institutional structures for outdoor education include grade 

schools, college and university programs, non-profit schools, for profit schools, and for profit 

private companies, among others.  

 Issues of sustainability take different curricular and practical forms in different outdoor 

education settings. While some educational institutions incorporate greater or fewer elements of 

sustainability into their curricula (e.g., Moskowitz & Ottey, 2006; Sherman, 2008), most schools 

have yet to prioritize sustainability as a learning outcome. Instead, most programs contain a 

curricular element concerning environmental stewardship and often this stewardship is limited to 

the setting of the program itself. This classically liberal notion of environmentalism is founded in 

Judeo Christian and romantic notions of nature as a benign and providential construct, with 

humans as the guilty violators of earth’s inherent sacredness (Dowie, 2009; Kates, 1987; Kay, 

1989; White, 1967). In it, there is a seemingly sentimental desire to return to a natural balance 

between humans and the non-human world around us, even if such a relationship never really 

existed (e.g., Cronon, 1983; Mann, 2005; Rawson, 2010). A prominent manifestation of this 

often unquestioned ideology can be found in nearly all expeditionary or backcountry-based 
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outdoor education programs’ incorporation of Leave No Trace (LNT) principles. LNT is often 

presented as a sort of pedagogical panacea for teaching environmental ethics, a somewhat limited 

perspective that is addressed in more detail below. From our perspective, critical sustainability in 

experiential/outdoor education must reach beyond a localized stewardship given the global 

impacts and their ramifications for social and ecological justice. 

 

Social Justice 

Social justice has gained increasing consideration in academic literature over the past two 

decades (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013), with outdoor and experiential education literature providing 

brief, but inconsistent, attention (e.g., Bowdridge & Blenkinsop, 2011; Brown, 2002; Cachelin, 

2010; Martin, 1999; Nagda, Gurin, & Lopez, 2003; Rose & Paisley, 2012; Warren, 2005). 

Although definitions across contexts vary substantially, most definitions of social justice refer to 

an organization of society and politics that focuses upon rights, dignity, equity, and respect of all 

parties involved. Social justice is also a process, or work, of infinitely “articulating needs and 

aspirations within a democratically organized social space” (Hartnett, 1998, p. 233). Efforts 

toward social justice actively interrupt systems of oppression that are rooted in culture, history, 

and economics (Rose & Paisley, 2012). Social justice has grown to explore and address tensions 

among individual and institutional inequities by complicating and indicting various social, 

political, and economic systems and institutions (Harvey, 2009). Social justice is not a single, 

definable goal as much as it is an incomplete process, as there are always continuous avenues for 

critical engagement (Ladson-Billings & Donnor, 2008). A critical perspective incorporating 

social justice necessarily implicates not only the systems that support and maintain oppression, 

but also those of us living largely free from oppression, as unwitting oppressors living out our 
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own privileges (Evans, 2010; Rose & Paisley, 2012). In this sense, systems thinking is 

foundational to the development of a critical perspective for both ecological and social justice. 

And as such, critical perspectives on the world should not discount the possibility that the paths 

toward social justice rely, in part, on reducing the privileges of those who are already most 

fortunate. Outdoor education has powerful potential in this role given the justice-oriented 

democratic spaces that are generated in program spaces and the potential for transfer. In this 

sense, unmasking oppression as an explicit outdoor/experiential education goal calls on us to 

simply take a broader view of our own roles in globalized socioenvironmental system and attend 

to these at broad scales. 

 

Sustainability 

 While it is rarely acknowledged, we are currently in the United Nations designated 

Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014), intended to integrate the 

principles, values, and practices of sustainable development into all aspects of education and 

learning to encourage changes in behavior that help create sustainability. This laudable goal, 

however, remains opaque in light of numerous critical questions: What is sustainability? 

Sustainable for whom? Sustainable at what cost? Sustainability within what political economic 

system? And germane to the topic at hand, the role of outdoor education in support of 

sustainability or sustainable development also remains an unanswered question. 

 Numerous definitions of sustainability exist, depending upon the environmental, social, 

political, and/or economic context (Curran, 2009; Rosen, 2009a). The avenues of academic 

inquiry into sustainability are growing steadily (Liu, 2009), with different researchers 

emphasizing different aspects of the widely-invoked construct. Demographics (Barrett & Odum, 
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2000), agriculture (Losada et al., 2001), energy production (Rosen, 2009b), and conservation 

studies (Hoag & Skold, 1996), among others, represent the diverse areas of inquiry into 

sustainability. Zimmerer (2000) illustrated the geographic perspective of understanding nature-

society relations through a critical lens of sustainability and conservation. Sustainability is often 

characterized, graphically, as three overlapping ellipses, typically labeled people, planet, and 

profit (Elkington, 1997; Fisk, 2010). From this perspective, sustainability is only possible where 

all three outlooks converge, focused into a single, clear, and integrated vision. This perspective 

on sustainability generally comes from business and corporate perspectives, where other versions 

of the sustainability Venn diagram use the words environment, social, and economy (Rasul & 

Thapa, 2004), a less directly capitalist vision. Sustainability is often critiqued for masquerading 

as a tool for extending inherently unsustainable capitalist development (Dietz & Neumayer, 

2007; Williams & Millington, 2004).  

These multitudinous definitions notwithstanding, we largely adhere to Liu’s (2009) 

definition of sustainability as “living within one’s own ecological means” (p. 1422). The concept 

of living provides for the provision of basic human needs for life, but not necessarily everything 

one needs or wants. The second part of the definition, one’s own ecological means, is 

“determined by one’s own carrying capacity locally or regionally and indicates a geographic 

dimension” (Liu, 2009, p. 1422). “One,” in this definition, can transcend across scales and 

become a single individual, a single community, a single region, or perhaps the entire planet. 

Liu’s (2009) definition of living within one’s own ecological means is not, however, without 

fault. There remains an element of subjective interpretation when determining what “one’s own” 

means are, and these are certainly variable (within ecological limits) across time, place, and 

culture, the last of which accounts for various technological achievements that certainly 
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influence sustainability. Living within one’s ecological means requires that all species – 

including humans – adhere to the fact that a one-size-fits-all prescription for lifestyles, 

consumption, distribution, development, and disposal of wastes is inherently unattainable, that 

these aspects should be addressed differently across different socioecological systems.  

 What, then, might it mean to “live within one’s own ecological means” during an outdoor 

education experience? Certainly this proposal accounts for not exceeding the carrying capacity of 

the supporting ecosystem(s), as well as attending to the various environmental constraints. 

Certainly it calls on outdoor educators to reach beyond our immediate backcountry 

circumstances when we consider an issue such as carrying capacity. And further, outdoor 

educators tend to seek transference of knowledges, skills, and experiences (Priest & Gass, 2005), 

indicating that they should also be consider the concept of living within one’s own ecological 

means beyond the scope of an outdoor education course as well.   

 

Critical Sustainability? 

 Issues of social justice and sustainability ultimately cannot be separated from one another 

(Cachelin, 2010). Evans (2011) illustrates that critical perspectives on social justice implicate all 

of us in sociopolitical, socioeconomic, and sociocultural relations, and that moving toward a 

more sustainable world requires a hyper-inclusive notion of our socioenvironmental impacts at 

multiple scales. Many notions of sustainability include social equity, along with economic 

prosperity and environmental quality, as one of three pillars that support sustainability (Adams, 

2006). Duxbury (2004) suggests that there cannot be sustainable communities without an 

embedded notion of social justice. Social justice is “broadly about the distribution of benefits and 

burdens” (Foley, 2004, p. 2), similar to most common conceptions of environmental justice.  
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While “sustainable development” is often indicted for its role in environmental justice 

issues and these critiques have their obvious merits concerning (green) consumption as a path 

forward, it is not only private consumption that promotes human flourishing, but also a range of 

other “goods” that people enjoy but do not personally purchase. Clean air, decreased vehicular 

traffic, and open spaces free from pollution, among many others, fall into this category. Such 

perspectives have long resided within broader environmental justice movements (Holifield, 

2012). Sustainability, then, clearly is informed by environmental justice issues that are 

inextricably and simultaneously issues of social justice (Di Chiro, 1996), leading some to 

propose a broader, more all-encompassing definition of socioenvironmental justice (Rose, 2013), 

or, perhaps more concisely and more simply, “justice,” which must ultimately be informed by an 

ecological or systems-based narrative (Cachelin, 2010). In this context, the notion of 

development takes on a qualitative rather than quantitative connotation as quality of life is 

enhanced by environmental amenities like clean air and water and open spaces as well as social 

equity. This sentiment is echoed by Harvey (1996) who suggests “sustainable development,” 

should clearly remove itself from the measurable imperatives of capitalist accumulation, and 

focus instead on the development of quality of life for all humans and non-humans alike 

(Harvey, 1996). Ultimately, any notion of social justice is reliant upon sustainability, just as any 

notion of sustainability is reliant upon a quest for social justice.  

 Critical sustainability is a concept that encompasses interconnected notions of 

sustainability and social justice. It recognizes the material, ecological necessities that sustain all 

life on the planet, while also acknowledging and seeking out sociopolitical orientations that 

support dignity, equity, respect, and rights for all parties. It refuses to accept the super ordinance 

of either environment over human equity or vice versa, recognizing humans as a part of 
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ecological systems or humans as “nature with consciousness.” Sustainability, in all of its 

multitudinous definitions, has often become too qualified, too quantified, and too embedded into 

the various circuits of consumer capitalism to offer any productive path forward. Critical 

sustainability, on the other hand, explicitly refutes commodification of “nature,” seeking instead 

a biopolitical organization of social life that envisages human flourishing as fitting well within 

the limits of larger ecological systems. Outdoor education, and certainly the world beyond 

outdoor education, needs to adopt critical sustainability as a programmatic goal to unmask the 

systems of oppression which we depend on for the creation and maintenance of our outdoor 

experiences. 

 

Proposals for Outdoor Education 

 Outdoor education needs to recognize its seemingly limitless potential to promote these 

interconnected notions of sustainability and justice. From a social perspective, outdoor education 

experiences have tremendous metaphoric potential as microcosmic representations of society at 

large (Hunt, 1994). Outdoor education courses often take place over multiple days where groups 

can form their own values, their own norms, and are directly responsible to other group members 

for the success of the expedition (Furman & Sibthorp, 2011). On these experiences, group 

members can create, implement, and practice their own notions of justice. Outdoor education, 

“as a metaphoric practice, can be ideally suited to model and facilitate social justice and should 

work to do so” (Rose & Paisley, 2012, p. 151). Further, outdoor education is an excellent 

microcosm to flesh out a variety of power discrepancies (Bowdridge & Blenkinsop, 2011), 

including those differentials that exist between people and the world around us, between society 

and nature (Baker, 2005; Martin, 1999).  
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 These nature-society tensions constitute some of the fundamental existential questions of 

what it means to be human (Pattison, 1990), and the relationships between nature and society 

have constituted scholarly and philosophical inquiry for centuries (Zimmerer, 2000; 2010). 

Outdoor education, almost inherently, offers connections to place (Baker, 2005; Knapp, 2005), 

enabling students to develop and inform their relationships with the places they inhabit during 

the outdoor learning expedition, and, hopefully, with the places they inhabit well beyond the 

duration of their formal outdoor education experiences. Outdoor education has the possibility to 

inculcate this type of metaphoric transfer, a pedagogy that uses “similar processes” (Priest & 

Gass, 2005, p. 186) of learning from one setting in another. Outdoor education should be directly 

(and indirectly) addressing sustainability, justice, and connection to place as part of creating a 

more just and healthy world, one in which we all are “living within one’s own ecological means” 

(Liu, 2009, p. 1422). Specifically, outdoor education should engage in three processes: it should 

re-envision the context of the role of humans as part of a larger ecological system (Cachelin & 

Ruddell, 2013), expand its notions of placefulness, and merge students’ on-course and beyond-

course identities. 

 Primarily, an important re-conceptualization of “nature” is in order if humans are to more 

justly and more appropriately understand the more-than-human (Abrams, 1996) world around us. 

Typically, in outdoor education and beyond, environmentally conscious educators have focused 

on an objectification of the landscapes around us, particularly the seemingly pristine 

“wilderness” that is often the settings for outdoor education expeditions. Without denying the 

materiality of the landscapes in which outdoor education takes place, the meanings behind these 

landscapes are entirely human creations. From this perspective, nature is a highly subjective 

effect of power (through discourse), and neither nature nor society are separate or stable 
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categories of being (Braun & Wainwright, 2001). Rather, nature (and also, society) is only the 

discursive meanings we place upon it. We cannot “know nature without acknowledging and 

critiquing the very real social, political, economic, and ecological histories that inform our 

popular contemporary notions of what nature means to each of us individually, as well as to our 

collective societies” (Rose, 2013). For outdoor education, this re-conceptualization means that 

we should see ourselves as community members of the more-than-human world around us, rather 

than as stewards of remote landscapes distant from our daily experience that should be treated 

differentially. “Working towards social justice from the perspective that humans are a part of 

nature rather than apart from nature lends both power and ecological integrity to the cause of 

justice and provides a solid foundation upon which to begin transformative work” (Cachelin, 

2010, p. 200). This re-conceptualization is foundational to linking justice and sustainability to 

outdoor education.  

 Secondly, with this re-conceptualization in place, outdoor educators can effectively lead 

the charge to expand our students’ and our own concepts of placefulness (Tuan, 1980). While 

developing a sense of place has long been a goal of many outdoor education programs (Baker, 

2005; Knapp, 2005), sense of place is also a construct that is difficult to apprehend or quantify, 

and subsequently, to research. Perhaps a helpful reconsideration here is for outdoor educators to 

employ the construct of “sheds.” A watershed, for instance, is not just a particular creek or water 

body, but the entire area of land that ultimately drains surface and sub-surface water into a 

particular creek or water body. Ecologists, then, are not interested solely in the health of a 

stream, but also in the health of the extensive landscapes that inform the stream’s health. Imagine 

an outdoor education experience where students begin to viscerally understand the various 

watersheds of which they are geographically and biophysically a part. At any spatial point, 
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students might recognize that they are likely parts of many watersheds existing at different 

scales, the largest of which probably drains into a very distant body of water (an ocean or 

terminal inland lake, perhaps). This “shed” connects the immediately local landscapes and the 

immediately local experiences with other landscapes and other experiences that are likely 

relatively distant, bringing the faraway nearby by creating new understandings and bringing 

previously unrealized connections to light. Beyond watersheds, it might be productive for us to 

consider the various “sheds” of which we are a part: foodsheds, gearsheds, fuelsheds, and with 

our various human connections, socialsheds (i.e., communities) as well. Mapping these sheds 

provides a visual representation of the vast interconnections we share with the various living and 

non-living systems on this planet. This concept of “sheds” encourages us to understand that we 

are members of larger ecological communities, preparing students for heightened ways of 

perceiving the world and filtering experiences. Rather than feeling that our outdoor education 

experiences take place in some distant mountain range or far-off landscape, we can begin to see 

the various interconnections that exist between ourselves and our other human and more than 

human community members across the globe.  

 Lastly, outdoor education should work to decrease the metaphorical (and literal and 

geographic) distances between our courses and the rest of our lives. Outdoor education must 

consider ways to further merge students’ on-course identities with their post-course identities. 

This point has long been a fundamental critique of outdoor education, that long-term outcomes 

are either very minimal or completely unknown (Neill, 2002; Sibthorp et al., 2008; Wolfe & 

Samdahl, 2005). Outdoor education students’ on-course experiences should challenge, 

complicate, and complement their everyday experiences, and we should work to bridge 

epistemological and ontological gaps that exist between these experiences. These identities 
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should not be separate, but should be self-reinforcing such that an experience backpacking with a 

group of teenagers in the mountains supports, re-focuses, challenges, and reinscribes everyday 

experiences as members of multiple communities and as active and engaged citizens.  

 

A Contextualized Example 

 In outdoor education, the pedagogical and practical tool of Leave No Trace (LNT) has 

become a nearly ubiquitous curricular element. It has been incorporated into outdoor education 

programs for good reason, as its efficacy at curbing the immediate visual effects of human 

behavior in backcountry settings has been researched and documented extensively (Cole & 

Monz, 2004; Hammitt & Cole, 1998). However, LNT has also been extensively critiqued in this 

journal (Cachelin et al., 2011) and elsewhere on account of its limited geographic focus (Andre, 

2012; Simon & Alagona, 2009), its ironic encouragement of consumptive lifestyles (Simon & 

Alagona, 2013), its impossibility to “leave no trace” even when following the programs 

principles (Simon & Alagona, 2013), and its inappropriateness as a pedagogical tool in outdoor 

education settings (Moskowitz & Ottey, 2006). These critiques note that LNT is only a 

productive practical and metaphorical tool when we limit the scale of analysis to the very 

immediately local landscapes. Cachelin et al (2011) point out that the message and pedagogy of 

LNT metaphorically position humans and human behavior as being diametrically opposed to a 

perceived unspoiled “nature” that surrounds us, presenting a confounding and highly problematic 

relationship between humans and the non-human world of which we are all a part (Cronon, 

1996).  

 LNT is very successful when the scale of analysis is limited in scope, but it breaks down 

quickly when it is considered in light of multiple overlapping and intersecting landscapes. These 
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landscapes extend beyond merely the physical or geographical, reaching into the political, social, 

cultural, and economic. In considering a small piece of litter on a backpacking trip, LNT advises 

us (wisely) to “pack it out.” If the scale of our analysis remains only the forest, the watershed 

area, or the land management parcel of our backpacking trip, then packing it out is more than 

reasonable. But, when the scale of analysis includes multiple landscapes, simply “packing it out” 

is not educationally responsible or ecologically valid. In fact, the “pack it out” mindset is very 

much in keeping with ideas that drive capitalist accumulation in that by focusing on just one 

localized piece of a system, we create social and environmental injustices if and when the scale 

of analysis extends beyond the immediately local. Given a global analysis, just as it is lucrative 

yet ethically bankrupt to export labor-intensive jobs and degrade distant landscapes, a piece of 

“litter” must be considered in light of its entire lifespan, and beyond. Where did it begin its 

existence, what impacts are inherent in its production and consumption, and where will it 

decompose, if it will decompose at all? These questions illustrate the landscapes of production 

and consumption, of waste and toxic by-products, of the unnamed “side effects” of our global 

relationships (Andre, 2012).  

A much needed and more responsible perspective that should be brought into outdoor 

education settings is a perspective of vastly interconnected landscapes. These landscapes are the 

systems on which all life is based. A helpful perspective for understanding this landscape-

focused construct is the (admittedly contested) notions of space and place. Spaces, in this 

context, are the objective, defined, boundaried, and discrete landscapes. Places, on the other 

hand, are spaces with the addition of meaning and experiences (Tuan, 1977). Space is what place 

becomes when the unique gathering of things, meanings, and values are removed (de Certeau, 

1984; Harvey, 1996). Spaces are easily mapped, quantified, contained, and detached from 
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material form and cultural interpretations, whereas places are those spaces that are imbued in our 

consciousnesses and in our cultures with memories, emotions, and, importantly, experiences. 

Importantly, places have a geographic location, material form, and human investment with 

meaning and value (Gieryn, 2000). Places are those subjective understandings of spaces, ones 

that vary across time, culture, and ecosystems. Simply put, places are spaces with the addition of 

human experiences. For instance, imagine the childhood memories of a backyard, neighborhood 

basketball games, playing along a creek, building forts, following tracks in the fresh snow, and 

the phenological observations of the changing seasons over the years. This place could also be 

understood as a space, noting the objective characteristics of the area that are void of memories, 

emotions, and sense of connection to the landscape. But without noting the experiences that 

come from human engagement with space, this landscape removes important relational 

understandings that we have with the world around us. Further, the ability to see, feel, and 

understand the interconnectedness of landscapes is left wanting. From a sustainability 

perspective, developing, maintaining, and nurturing a deep sense of place is vital for the 

understanding and appreciation of our interactions with the non-human worlds in which we live.  

And in many ways, this is what outdoor educators are best at, turning space into place by adding 

experience and helping students to generate personal meanings from their outdoor education 

experiences. 

Outdoor education courses are particularly well-suited for students to increase their 

notions of placefulness (Baker, 2005, Knapp, 2005). Through intense, necessarily multisensory 

experiences, students become intimately connected to the spaces they encounter. Sense of place, 

a mosaic of sensory experiences over time, is facilitated through outdoor education experiences. 

Many seemingly inherent components of an outdoor education course immediately conjure 
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notions of connecting place. Outdoor education often features seemingly intense experiences, 

meaningful social interactions, and visceral interactions and connections with the biophysical 

world around us. Consider, for example, some questions that commonly arise on a multi-day 

outdoor education backpacking course: Where will we find a source of water for drinking and 

cooking? Should we hike over this pass or down this drainage? How might changing tent groups 

or cook groups affect our group processes? Should I pack my rain gear near the top of my 

backpack today? What are the various advantages and disadvantages of hiking over talus, tundra, 

or using a trail? What are the possible consequences of not hanging our food in a tree tonight? 

These questions, whether posed directly or presented experientially of the course of an outdoor 

education experience, begin to foster the type of thinking that connects students to place.  The 

question then becomes how can outdoor educators attend to changing space to place at different 

scales, which becomes particularly important when we consider that people are much more likely 

to care about, and consequently preserve, places than they are spaces (Graham & Healey, 1999). 

  A technique that has potential for increasing students’ awareness of the intersecting and 

overlapping landscapes of which they are a part is place mapping. A brief, but thorough 

discussion of the basic differences between space and place (Gieryn, 2000; Tuan, 1977) is a 

helpful context for commencing, with students beginning to imagine the various spaces and 

places of their own lives. Place, with its seemingly infinite possibilities for meaning and 

understanding, differentiates itself from space with its layers, texture, and folds of complexity. 

When students are asked to make a map of the place where they are currently located, recent 

experiences can be combined with a lens of analysis that includes various systems that inform 

the immediately local. The tentacles of place necessarily reach beyond the geographically near 

and extend to distant landscapes when we consider systems of production, consumption, disposal 
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of material items, and the social relationships that form and are formed by these processes. 

Place-based thinking also encourages the querying of social, political, economic, and 

technological systems that inform our experiences, memories, and relationships. Outdoor 

education courses typically introduce map and compass skills, which provide good introductions 

to understanding spatial features of the surrounding landscapes. Most recreational maps also 

introduce important place features, such as toponyms (Kadmon, 2000) or landscape names, map 

titles, symbols, historical events, trails, and land management designations. Often students are 

asked to create maps of their home places in order to build group dynamics and come to know 

each other better while being able to compare and contrast their everyday lives to the adventures 

in which they participate during outdoor education programs.  As students make their own maps 

of the surrounding landscapes, they should be encouraged to incorporate and develop these 

subjective emotional meanings and experiences into their maps. Figure 1 (below) provides a 

singular example of one interpretation of the place mapping assignment, where a map was 

constructed to incorporate some of the features that might be included in a place map, as well as 

one that begins to include a jumping off point for discussions of critical sustainability. 

Experiences, emotions, inside jokes, and toponyms are included. This example is given to 

provide context for the way in which a map could look, not how a place map should look. The 

intense diversity of maps across a student population should be explored and celebrated, as 

students can subsequently incorporate more detail, data, and complexity into their own maps. 

Sharing the maps with a partner or with a group can provide an intense socially connecting 

experience.  
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Figure 1. An example of a place map for a recent backcountry ski tour. Included in the 

experience are local place names (toponyms), memories, and emotions, in addition to topography 

and other technical features of traditional maps. Further, the concept of near and far landscapes 

are incorporated into the production and consumption of beer on this ski tour.  
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 Place maps have direct implications for the awareness and promotion of sustainability 

and social justice in an outdoor education context. Places, by definition, cannot exist on their 

own, instead requiring vast interconnections of personal relationships and experiences. Places are 

also generally important to the individual (or to a collective), which encourages an understanding 

of the potential for socioecological sustainability of that place. Considering a place’s future 

requires not just questioning the immediate surrounding landscapes of the place, but also of the 

near and far systems that influence it, raising immediately imperative questions concerning 

sustainability: How might the character of this place’s landscape change if I destroy a tree, dig a 

latrine, or inappropriately dispose of my trash? Is there an appropriate way to dispose of trash? 

What production and packaging techniques or consumer choices may help me avoid this 

dilemma? How did last season’s snowpack affect the quantity and quality of drinking water near 

our campsite? Why do there seem to be more marmots near this campsite this year than last 

year? What noises – human produced or otherwise – can I hear at any given moment? How will 

this place look in the future if society continues to burn fossil fuels at the current rate?  

Questions of social justice are likely to also emerge from these sustainability-focused 

questions: How are my experiences in this place affected by the people with whom I am 

traveling? How do their off-course lifestyles support or undermine my connection(s) to this 

place? What social, political, and economic systems support me being here, in this place, and 

what systems limit others from connecting similarly to this place or other places? Basically, how 

can we examine our own privileges? How is my being here, on this outdoor education 

experience, perhaps perpetuating injustices in both near and far locations? If I pack this trash out, 

what responsibility do I have to see that its disposal is not degrading distant landscapes? Place 

mapping, as opposed to the more technically sophisticated space mapping, encourages critical 
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questions that support students’ thinking well beyond the local, beyond outdoor education, and 

beyond the here and now. Place mapping combines the tangible connection to the immediate 

location while simultaneously supporting the abstraction of bringing together multiple social and 

spatial landscapes, requiring a critical orientation that is helpful in connection sustainability and 

social justice – critical sustainability – to outdoor education experiences. In the place map 

presented as our example, specific experiences (skiing, hiking, etc.) are placed into spatial and 

social relationships with local and global human and non-human communities. Social justice, per 

se, is not necessarily directly addressed, but place maps such as these support and enable both 

illustrators and viewers to think about possible critical questions concerning inequalities, 

injustices, and interrelationships between groups of people, between the various sociopolitical 

systems that help construct our experiences in the world, and between humans and the non-

human world.  

 Place mapping techniques can contribute significantly to critical sustainability. We have 

suggested in this article that outdoor education should promote critical sustainability through the 

merging of identities, connecting humans with the non-human world around us, and embedding 

individuals within places. The map example represented here helps illustrate that an experience 

in the outdoors is intricately interconnected with larger circuits of the political economy, as well 

as with larger ecological systems. Such recognition helps merge our outdoor experiential 

identities with our everyday identities. Secondly, the map is a visual representation of some of 

our complex relationships with the non-human world of which we are a part. It helps illustrate 

the multiple, layered interconnections between our everyday experiences and the local and global 

reaches of our decisions and behaviors. Finally, the map shows that we are part of the place, 

potentially even part of multiple systems. Places, after all, have human components to them 
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(Gieryn, 2000), and for a given moment in time, the space in question was intimately affected by 

the human experiences that took place there. Maps such as these can help identify elements of 

critical sustainability, particularly that there is no environmentally sustainable behavior that does 

not include socially, politically, and economically just relations, and that these factors, while 

often treated as separate, are intimately interconnected and co-dependent.  

This mapping technique is not without its limitations. The type of mapping described 

here can be very difficult for people to imagine, and may work best when introduced as a 

progression, or a series of activities, rather than as a singular experience. Mapping by itself will 

not inherently contribute to our notion of critical sustainability. Rather, mapping is one of many 

constructivist pedagogical experiences that might help frame conversations and lessons centered 

upon critical sustainability. Finally, we recognize that our own positionalities contribute to our 

advocacy for this technique: experiential educators who have had positive interactions with 

students engaging in outdoor settings. Clearly this activity should be adjusted for subjective 

student factors, local environmental conditions, and other requisite subjectivities.  

 

Conclusions 

 Critical sustainability, connecting sociopolitical systems of oppression and privilege with 

the socioecological imperatives of supporting the future of the planet and all of its living and 

non-living systems, represents a necessary path forward for educators. And this direction for 

progress is fraught with epistemological and reflexive challenges. For instance, what 

understandings of the world in which we live are necessary to support and ensure its survival? 

Further, what personal practices and political orientations are currently undermining a justice-

oriented framework? How do we engender relationships with species that reimagine or enact a 
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non-dominant positionality? Evans (2010) suggests that various educational systems 

(intentionally) shy away from addressing critical, social justice-oriented curricula and discourses, 

to their own detriment and to the detriment of the world at large. One of the reasons in which we 

tend to avoid such pedagogical moments is because we ourselves are implicated in the systems 

that are currently under critique. None of us are immune from critical analysis; some of our own 

privileges and comforts will necessarily be curtailed if we are to move closer toward social 

justice and sustainability.  

 Outdoor education is one of many settings in which critical sustainability concepts must 

be implemented, explored, critiqued, contextualized, and expanded. Pedagogically, mapping the 

places that are so meaningful and important to us provides an experiential learning mechanism 

that begins to explore our surrounding social and ecological landscapes. The process is valuable, 

in part, because students come to their own conclusions and own contextualized understandings 

of their unique circumstances as members of the more-than-human world. Educators have a 

responsibility to facilitate these processes, to provide support and foundational information, and 

to help students develop their own critical analyses of the world around them. Because of the 

intensely visceral nature of the experience, outdoor education is particularly well suited to 

advance critical sustainability in the field during the experience itself. Further, outdoor education 

has traditionally operated as a vehicle for transference of knowledge (Priest & Gass, 2005), 

promoting further reasoning and action on issues of critical sustainability beyond the time in 

which the course takes place. In this light, the institution of outdoor education – like each of us – 

needs to realize the problems existing within, as well as the potential for moving well beyond.  
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