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Abstract
Delegates from 22 countries and four continents assembled in Ireland during Sep-
tember 2019, for the European Institute for Outdoor Adventure Education and Ex-
periential Learning (EOE Network) conference which was themed on the celebra-
tion of diversity and inclusion in the outdoors. Conference delegates were invited 
to have their presentations considered for conversion to journal articles for inclu-
sion in a specially themed issue of JOEE. In this special issue, the majority of 
articles relate to the inclusion of persons with a disability, social inclusion, and 
issues related to inclusive practice in schools-based outdoor programming. Here, 
we celebrate some of the many participants in outdoor and environmental educa-
tion and the authors and educators who have chosen to learn about equity and are 
campaigning to have more equity in their organizations and their work in outdoor 
education. Likely no outdoor professional intends to be ableist, racist, genderist, 
or sexist. However, we can, unintentionally, adopt any one of these stances if we 
do not educate ourselves appropriately. Diversity is a fact. The world is comprised 
of diverse populations of people; and within those populations there is incredible 
diversity on many dimensions: race (though race is artificially constructed), gender, 
age, ethnicity, physical and cognitive strengths, body shape, family constellation, 
immigration status, and more. These articles offer professionals in the field much to 
consider as they transform OE to be equitable and inclusive, helping more people 
enjoy and learn outside.
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Introduction

In many regards, 2019 was a different time and a different world. A world before 
COVID-19. In that world, in September of 2019, delegates from 22 countries and 
four continents assembled in Ireland for an outdoor education conference dedicated 
to the celebration of diversity and inclusion in the outdoors. The European Insti-
tute for Outdoor Adventure Education and Experiential Learning (EOE Network) 
conference was hosted on the wild Atlantic west coast of Ireland by the Institute of 
Technology Tralee (now Munster Technological University/MTU) and by the UNIT-
WIN/UNESCO Chair at that university. The mandate of the UNESCO Chair at MTU 
involves “transforming the lives of people with disabilities, their families and com-
munities through physical education, sport, recreation and fitness.”

The theme of inclusion and diversity grew from two factors. Firstly, at the 2017 
conference at Marjon University in the UK, a plenary session saw an active review 
technique where delegates moved through a hall to assemble beside flipcharts indi-
cating differing topics of importance in outdoor education (OE). Of more than 100 
delegates, only four stood by the flipchart titled diversity and inclusion. To the EOE 
board, it indicated that this was an area that required attention. The second factor was 
that for many years MTU in Ireland had been innovating work in the area of adapted 
physical activity and adapted adventure education for persons with a disability. Del-
egates submitting abstracts for the conference were invited to have their conference 
presentations considered for conversion to journal articles for inclusion in a specially 
themed issue of JOEE. Presenters proposed their abstracts, and following consulta-
tion with the editors of JOEE, six abstracts were developed as papers for this special 
issue.

Many people’s collective vision of life on our green and blue planet has been 
altered by the intervening twenty-eight months between the conference and publi-
cation. Millions of lives have been lost and there have been times when a sense of 
collective challenge was experienced, as well as a sense of a global empathy for the 
many people who have suffered loss through this pandemic. This is not to say that 
everyone has experienced the pandemic equally. As did People of Color, people with 
disabilities died disproportionately, and they continue to worry about and become 
ill as restrictions are lifted, because lifting of restrictions is generally premised on 
considering the effects of COVID-19 on “healthy” individuals. Additionally, the vast 
scale of under-reported death and suffering from this virus in the developing world 
and the global south is quite different from the loss and illness in many of the wealthy 
countries of our planet. These inequities have raised public awareness of social jus-
tice issues, and this special issue is timely in asking our sector of education to focus 
attention again on how we collectively consider issues of disability, gender identity, 
race, and ethnicity in our work in, about, and for the out-of-doors (Ford, 1986).

The stark reality is that, on almost every continent, the recorded heritage of their 
mainstream outdoor and environmental education retains strong links to Eurocentric, 
White, male, heteropatriarchy perspectives that frequently exclude rather than include 
all peoples (Breunig, 2021; Davis, 2019). This prescription of what counts as outdoor 
and environmental education is often based upon normocentric assumptions about 
the human form and the physical and cognitive capacities of individuals (Aylward, 
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2020). While the diversity of humanity and the urgency to stimulate greater inclusion 
in the outdoors has been identified (Loeffler, 2021; Warren & Breunig, 2019), there 
have been few infrastructural or coordinated approaches to changing the mainstream 
outdoor sector in ways that support greater inclusion and genuinely acknowledge 
human diversity. While no worse perhaps than the global norm (Warren et al., 2019), 
outdoor professionals ought to raise the bar in our various fields.

From a political perspective, global politics have let humanity down. However, 
the United Nations (UN) and UNESCO have attempted to bring people together in 
acknowledging fundamental rights and global priorities in numerous areas. They 
include declarations and conventions on access to education; the rights of a child; 
cultural diversity; the rights of indigenous peoples; physical education, physical 
activity and sport; and the rights of persons with disabilities. As much of the work in 
outdoor and experiential education focuses on the education of children and young 
people, the UN’s 1994 Salamanca declaration on the inclusion of children with spe-
cial educational needs (Kiuppis, 2018) might be a useful blueprint for our sector in 
adopting a more systematic approach to inclusion. Special education needs, like gen-
der, race, and social deprivation, are not singular issues. They transect our society and 
it is necessary to take into account the intersectionality of these aspects of humanity 
when addressing unequal engagement in outdoor and environmental education.

Kudos to the EOE board for prioritizing a theme of diversity and accessibility 
for the 2019 conference and kudos to all the people who presented papers and who 
continue this important work of shedding light on the ways to help make the out-
doors and outdoor learning, specifically, more accessible to more people. The confer-
ence presenters used a variety of research approaches, including duoethnography and 
bricolage, which are fairly novel in OE fields, and work well to capture the view-
points and lived experiences of a diversity of people. Loeffler and White engaged in 
duoethnographical dialogues to illustrate their disparate histories and different per-
spectives as they approached outdoor activities and adventures together. White lives 
with a mobility disability and had not integrated into many physical activities; if she 
engaged in the outdoors it was passive. Loeffler has the privilege of living in/with an 
ageing, physically literate body that, thus far, has allowed high mobility. Bren and 
Prince used a bricolage approach—one of piecing together—employing a variety of 
data sources. An innovative methodology, bricolage can integrate numerous perspec-
tives on a subject or phenomenon (Kincheloe, 2001; Kincheloe & Berry, 2004).

As a special issue drawn from a single conference, the selected papers are a snap-
shot of perspectives on diversity and inclusion in the outdoor fields and do not rep-
resent all aspects of diversity and social justice in the outdoors. As a conference 
situated in Europe, there was unequal representation from anglophones and from 
northern and western European countries.

The majority of presentations related to the inclusion of persons with a disability, 
social inclusion, and issues related to inclusive practice in schools-based outdoor 
programming. The six papers presented in this special issue include three papers 
authored in Europe and three from North America. The author lineup for this issue 
of JOEE is remarkable in that five of the six first authors used names associated with 
women and may gender themselves women. Martin et al., (2018) told us that histori-
cally two of the leading outdoor journals, JEE and JOEE had approximately three 
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times as many authors who appear to gender themselves as men as those who appear 
to gender themselves as women. Martin et al. also found that only 5% of the articles 
in these journals had been about social justice topics. These articles were almost ein-
variably authored by women. Diversity and inclusion is considered a social justice 
topic, making this issue a departure. We encourage a departure and hopefully mark a 
change going forward for researchers, contributors and editors.

Several articles used vignettes to convey ideas and to bring to life the issues and 
the people talked about. There is one paper related to schools-based outdoor pro-
gramming and two that relate to community-based phenomena. Three papers relate 
to outdoor experiences provided at outdoor centres, camps, or institutions (including 
a hospital). Some papers describe what might be termed segregated participation in 
learning/physical activities. While the concept of segregated participation may seem 
anathema to the principles of inclusion, in some settings such as disability, segre-
gated programming may mean having access to a programme, and to engagement 
with people who live with similar disabilities and have similar capabilities. Likewise, 
cases can be made for single gender or race experiences, or programmes specifically 
for trans people.

People have created many different groups to engage in outdoor education and 
activities with like people (e.g., Adventures Beyond Barriers Foundation—India; 
Indigenous Women Hike—USA; OutdoorAfro—USA; and People Outdoors—AU). 
People create groups that they want to be part of, but this occurrence is not neces-
sarily in reaction to mainstream OE. For many folks it is that they want to do certain 
activities with “their people” (Mitten, 2018).

How did we get here?

Early mainstream OE was premised on helping people (primarily men) become more 
fit, less sickly, or understanding they could survive situations they may have previ-
ously thought they could not. Today this is often referred to as having grit. It was 
also influenced by the mountaineering and other exploring-by-colonizing cultures 
where people climbed high peaks (often with local Indigenous guides or Sherpas) or 
navigated long wild rivers, which led to organizations specializing in teaching moun-
taineering and other outdoor skills. With the environmental movements of the 1970s, 
environmental education became its own field, one that has taken on a colonial his-
tory in the USA, as mentioned by Foreman et al. in this issue.

These colonizing roots, coupled with the overwhelming predominance of White 
male professionals, especially in leadership, have made it difficult for mainstream 
OE and environmental education (EE) to be inclusive (Gray et al., 2017). Foreman 
et al. (this issues) notes that there is a revolving door phenomenon amongst staff 
as People of Color are hired for EE jobs but get discouraged with the unbearable 
discrimination. This oppression extracts a heavy psychological toll and is socially 
constructed. For example, White supremacy is baked into U.S. culture and permeates 
most organizations.

In terms of accessibility, being a woman of color and having an atypical body cre-
ates an intersectional situation of discrimination. Mirna Valerio, a fit, heavy African-
American marathoner, ultramarathoner, and trail runner does not fit common outdoor 
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stereotypes, and she pays for this (Ashdown-Franks & Joseph, 2021). Valerio has 
received death threats telling her that she doesn’t belong in the outdoors because 
she’s fat, something many would find unbelievable (Neophytou, 2018; REI, 2017).

No outdoor or environmental practitioners would even come close to entertain-
ing that action. However, what thoughts do you have when you see a person with an 
atypical body type in the outdoors, such as a heavy person in the outdoors? Are you 
surprised to see people of colour in the outdoors? What do you think about when you 
see a person who has a disability or a person using a wheelchair in the outdoors?

According to Valerio, “people always say to me, ‘Anyone who runs as much as 
you do deserves to be skinny.’ Of course, what they’re really saying: ‘If you do all 
this running, why are you still so fat?’”(Driscoll, 2015). Valerio says that she is pretty 
much in love with her body. This correlates with research about women and body 
image showing that women who participate in outdoor activities often change their 
focus to wanting their body to be functional rather than necessarily in line with social 
norms of beauty, which are often unattainable and unhealthy (Mitten & D’Amore, 
2017). In alignment with this views, Fat Girls Hiking is a body-positive hiking group 
all about enjoying nature without body shaming (Greene, 2019).

The 2019 conference was - and the articles in this JOEE issue are - in support of 
education about inclusion and accessibility. In this issue we celebrate some of the 
many authors and educators who have chosen to learn about equity and are campaign-
ing to have more equity in their organizations and their work in outdoor education.

Education for understanding

Likely no outdoor professional intends to be ableist, racist, genderist, or sexist. How-
ever we can be, unintentionally, if we are not educated: racially educated, educated 
about gender, ableism, ageism, and more. Education is a basic step needed for people 
to understand discrimination, diversity, and how to provide more equitable work 
environments and programming in order to move towards inclusion.

Early mainstream outdoor educators programmed for masculine stereotypes and 
held values complicit with being aggressive in the outdoors, especially towards 
nature. Now, though, educators mostly promote caring for the environment and 
working with nature. A question today may be What is it that has many outdoor edu-
cators holding on so hard to the notion of the rugged individual and the idea that the 
outdoors is a space for the fit and firm? Of course, this is especially true for leaders 
in mainstream outdoor education; being fit and firm is a well-recognized precondi-
tion for being an outdoor leader. Warren (2009) noted that many people believe an 
outdoor leader is a White, heterosexual, able-bodied, and male (often with facial hair 
and wearing a flannel shirt).

Disability rights activist and author Ladau (2021) explains that ableism is a public 
health crisis: 15% of the global human population is considered disabled. Ableism is 
rarely talked about; silence is the norm. Understanding ableism and its impacts on the 
huge and diverse disability community, as well as those of us who are currently able-
bodied, could help outdoor professionals design more inclusive work and program 
environments. Ladau argues that ableist language holds us back from having more 
productive conversations about the ineffective systems in place and those needed. In 
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the domain of adapted physical activity and adapted adventure education, the inclu-
sion spectrum model (Black &Stevenson in Grenier et al., 2017, p.54) describes a 
variety of interpretations of inclusion in physical activity from the perspective of a 
person with a disability.

According to Loeffler and White (this issue), a concept hard to grasp when one is 
fit and firm is that there is not a binary between able bodied and disabled people, “it’s 
a continuum.” For example, as people age (including fit and firm folks), they usually 
become less fit and firm than in earlier years. Over time as people age, people who 
were fit eventually become categorized as disabled. Ageism, also rampant in the out-
door professions, is a testament to that continuum. Using nonbinary language about 
ability can help change perspectives and pedagogy.

The disability articles in this issue emphasize reciprocal social relationships as a 
core element of inclusive education. In reciprocal social relationships all members of 
groups are valued and seen as having skills to share. This belief counters the dynamic 
of learning environments where able-bodied staff are positioned as helpers and dis-
abled people as those who need help. Again, the authors ask outdoor professionals to 
be aware of language and pedagogy. Kelly et al. (this issue) recommend using mul-
tiple means of engagement to help avoid these dichotomous roles. Again, language 
drives practice and has huge impacts on outcomes.

Lieberman (this issue) focuses on how persons with a disability experience the 
activities of daily living (ADL) in the context of outdoor adventure programmes. 
Lieberman illustrates how the experiences and activities of outdoor adventure cre-
ate opportunities to reinforce and to build capacity in ADLs, which are important in 
supporting the personal wellbeing and the level of independence of persons with a 
disability.

Education includes learning about people’s histories (finding the buried histo-
ries, too), recognizing the patterns and effects of colonialization (e.g., generational 
trauma, a multidimensional complex condition), considering the political actions that 
have taken place and may be continuing, and learning names by embracing preferred 
names of groups of people, memorizing acronyms for LGBTQAI + 2 and others, and 
navigating pronouns. Reading, watching movies, listening to poetry, and viewing art 
by people of color, disabled people, and other marginalized groups is crucial educa-
tion. Differences in preferences within communities and regions add further layers of 
complexity. Bren and Prince (this issue) use a definition of trans that some agender 
and genderfluid people disagree with. Bren and Prince acknowledge that language 
will continue to evolve, and language will continue to be interpreted differently from 
community to community.

Most people in outdoor education likely identify as cisgender women or cisgen-
der men. Cis is the shortened or informal version of cisgender. Authors in this issue 
sometimes use the informal cis. The word woman and women can be used as both 
nouns and adjectives. Female connotes a biological category, such as assigned female 
at birth (AFAB), not a gender. Therefore, it is correct to describe oneself as a cisgen-
dered woman not a cisgendered female.

Education helps develop inclusive and trauma-informed leadership skills and 
appropriate facilitation. Several authors mention that outdoor leaders often do not 
receive training in working with people with disabilities or gender nonconforming 
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people. Bren and Prince (this issue) report that outdoor leaders indicated they would 
like more training in working with gender diverse people, but that such training has 
not been available. Bren and Prince reinforce that not knowing certain specifics about 
habits of trans people, such as binding and the effects of binding for trans people, 
may result in outdoor leaders unintentionally putting trans people in danger while 
participating in activities.

Many authors critigue the outdoors as gendered—meaning in masculine ways. 
This gendering happens through the programming and expectations that leaders, edu-
cators, and others from heteropatriarchal organizations may have as well as main-
stream media portrayal. While people know that the outdoors is not inately gendered, 
sometimes language used to describe the outdoors and the history in outdoor teaching 
texts contributes to a notion that the outdoors is for everyone in all places gendered 
masculine or male (Warren et al., 2019). There are places where the outdoors is not 
considered gendered male.

Outdoor trips not run by mainstream organizations may not be gendered. For 
example, research shows that one of the reasons women choose to go on all women’s 
trips is because the trips are not gendered. Additionally, for a group like Indigenous 
women hike the outdoors is likely not gendered male. The more people write and say 
the outdoor is gendered male—using essentualist language, the more some people 
may believe it is gendered naturally or gendered male everywhere. This essentualist 
language has been a problem. We contributed to addressing this problem in the webi-
nar #HereBeWomen for the IOERC (Smith et al., 2022)—so much more deconstruc-
tion needs to happen as signaled by outdoor education literature.

Become allies and more

Many social justice advocates maintain that allyship is just a beginning (Breunig, 
2021) and much more is needed. Allyship is a stage in someone’s educative growth, 
where someone acknowledges injustices in society and believes they must be 
changed. Allies further educate themselves so they can tap into their own privilege to 
actively work to dismantle systems of oppression. As people disrupt and interrogate 
institutional bias—these people are sometimes called accomplices—they can disrupt, 
with or without having access to relationships with marginalized people. In doing this 
disruption accomplices center oppressed people, not oppressors. Part of decoloniza-
tion actively removes colonizers from their dominating power. A person who moves 
to understanding the role of power in OE settings and uses their privilege for the com-
pensatory benefit of marginalized people is sometimes called a co-conspirator. Co-
conspirators listen to and take their guidance from those folks who have no choice 
but to live the struggle.

Language is central in the development of ethical practices. Where language 
describes or refers to people, the voice of those people counts when it comes to how 
one respectfully refers to that person or people. A person in Montreal may self-iden-
tify as “une personne handicapée” while their cousin 100 km to the south in Vermont 
would be horrified at the description. Another example of the use of language might 
be the phrase, “best practice.” It is a phrase that well-intended people use to identify 
the methods and techniques to employ in their practice. This term, best practice, can, 
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however, stall critical thinking and influence people to stop innovating. If we have the 
best, there is none better. Best practice may be an example of colonizing language, 
because there are likely to be equal or, over time, more efficacious practices. Best 
practice is often presented as the most efficient and prudent way of doing something; 
with that in mind, if there is a best practice, it may imply, correctly or not, that one 
size fits all and essentializes people (for more discussion see Mitten 2021). In this 
vein, Lieberman (this issue) and others reference universal design for learning and 
mention that practices continue to evolve.

It is hard to write this editorial about celebrating diversity and embracing inclusion 
without thinking of the humanitarian tragedies that have taken place in recent years 
and are currently unfolding. Darfour, Syria, Yemen, Ukraine (Ukrajina). These place 
names become political nouns rather than the names of people’s-places. While the 
causes of human suffering in these regions are almost always caused by the actions of 
the few, it highlights for us the importance of human compassion and the acceptance 
of others. Perhaps we need to regularly ask ourselves how our OE programmes can 
evoke such emotional responses. Auspiciously, experiential education and outdoor 
learning have been named by UNESCO as strategies in education which contrib-
ute to a safer future for humanity, with less conflict, and in a cleaner environment 
(UNESCO, 2002).

Diversity is a fact. The world is made up diverse populations of people; and within 
those populations there is incredible diversity on many dimensions: race (though race 
is artificially constructed), gender, age, ethnicity, physical and cognitive strengths, 
body shape, family constellation, immigration status, and more. The lack of diversity 
in mainstream outdoor education, as in any field, indicates that organizational lead-
ers, staff, and outdoor educators may unintentionally or intentionally be choosing 
inequity over equity. Without equity, inclusion cannot happen. More than 25 years 
ago Henderson (1996) articulated, for the OE field, that the “add women and stir” 
phenomenon—meaning that instead of changing practices to reflect changing demo-
graphics people are expected to adapt and mix into the current programming—does 
not work. The authors in this issue ask OE practitioners to change and adapt practices 
and language to better fit participants instead of asking participants to do all the 
changing to fit into OE. The articles in this issue offer professionals in the OE fields 
much to consider as they change the OE fields to be more equitable and inclusive, 
helping more people enjoy and learn outside.
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