Outward Bound ®

“A mind that is stretched by a new experience will never goes back to its old dimension”
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Outward Bound is the name of a unique educational enterprise.  It is also a vivid seafaring metaphor suggesting a journey into a wider world.  To be ‘Outward Bound’ is to be involved in a process of movement, exploration and change.

Outward Bound courses have profoundly touched the lives of tens of thousands of participants in every continent of the world.  Yet there still remains un​certainly, even misconcep​tion, about the nature and purpose of an Outward Bound programme.  This paper attempts to explore and clarify the Outward Bound concept and process. It is intended both for the professional spon​sor and for the interested layman.

The rationale is founded on two propositions; that learning and growth occur as a result of the interac​tion of each individual with his environment and other people, and that such learning is transferable to other situations.

The purpose of Outward Bound
The Outward Bound purpose and learning process are not new; rather are they ancient ones given a contemporary form.  The purpose of Outward Bound, simply expressed, is to foster personal growth and the fulfilment of human potential in a changing environment.

Outward Bound courses are based on the belief that the individuality of each person is grounded in a unique com​bina​tion of personal capabilities, insights and values, which may be developed and clarified through confrontation with real and powerful experiences, and challenging practi​cal tasks.  Such experiences and tasks are the core of any Outward Bound experience.

“Security is mostly a superstition. It does not exist in nature… Life is either a daring adventure or nothing…” ( Helen Keller )
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The Outward Bound environment

The Outward Bound environment is in many respects a model of the wider world outside.  It presents problems, choices, responsibilities and opportunities for each participant.  As in the wider world, there are constraints on actions and behaviour, but there is a considerable measure of freedom to act within these limits.  And the environment is a changing one; dif​ferent needs and circumstances occur often quite un​predictably.

An essential feature of the Outward Bound experience is that it is shared with others.  The social aspect of the course is of critical importance.  Usually the participant works in a group of between 8 and 12 diverse individuals, which is itself part of the larger community, containing its own varied structures, functions and responsibilities.

Outward Bound courses are intended to be highly challenging. Tasks and exercises draw upon the participants' intellectual, emotional, spiritual and physical resources, sometimes to a degree hitherto not experienced. They involve difficult judge​ments, risk-taking, sharing and the acceptance of real respon​sibility. The more demanding the task in all these dimensi​ons, the more powerful the learning is likely to be; a truly challenging task involves a full ap​plication of the personal resources of the participant and the ability to look beyond purely selfish needs.

The staff are a vitally important element in the Out​ward Bound environment.  As courses may contain real physical and psychological hazards, the role of the instructor/tutor is cru​cial to the success and safety of the enterprise.  This role is exami​ned later.

“Experience is not what happens to you, it is what you do with what

happens to you.”( Aldous Huxley)

The Outward Bound learning process 
How does Outward Bound achieve its effects ? What are the learning processes, and what changes take place in the participants ?

The type of learning which occurs on an Outward Bound course is usually described as “experiential”.  Changes in behaviour and in understanding occur as a result of the practical experience of coping with real-life situations or problems.  The exercise is one which engages the whole of the learner's personal resources and individuality.  The situation may invol​ve a physical obstacle, an organisational task or a problem of human relation​ships, or more usually a combina​tion of these; whatever it is, it is part of the immediate environ​ment of the learner, to which the learner emotional​ly, intellectually and usually in Outward Bound at a physi​cal level as well.

The interaction of the learner with his environment is a com​plex process.  The learner perceives the environ​ment through his senses, and each person experiences his environ​ment in a way that is unique to him.  Thus the “reality” of the world will differ from one in​dividual to the next.

It follows from this that all learning is personal to the learner; the meaning of an event or situation may differ significantly from one individual to the next.  Consequently it rests with each individual to identify the meaning of the experience for himself, to establish what has been learned. Of course others play a part in this process; passively, by simply themselves being part of the environment, and thus reflecting to the learner the effects of his responses or actions; or actively, by deliberately questioning or assess​ing his motives or aims to stimulate reflec​tion on them.

The meaning and significance of each new experience has to be conceptualised and integrated into the in​dividual's overall view of the world and of himself.  As each new experience is thus “processed”, so the overall view or personal frame of reference changes continuously.

Most learning occurs incrementally, that is by gaining a series of perceptions or insights.  These can be accommodated relati​vely easily into the learner's overall view of the world or frame of reference. However from time to time major events or experiences occur which cannot be accommodated in this way.  Such events may lead to a high level of perturbation and create both physical and emotional discomfort.  The frame of reference has to change to accommodate the new insights gained from such experiences.  As a result personal value systems and subsequent behaviours may be altered.

When changes of this magnitude occur they may be described as qualitative or transformative, rather than incremental.  The learner does not merely acquire a little more knowledge or understanding; he is changed, to the extent that he will appro​ach future situations or problems in a different way.

The Outward Bound course is itself a series of very intensive and demanding experiences. The lasting nature of the change and development that occurs in the participant, is attributable to this intensity, and to the consequent high level of pertur​bation, necessitating major readjustment of the individual frame of reference, that results.

“Our lives are comprised of billions of experiences. What is most important though is not just the quantity and quality of these experiences but what we learn from each experience” 

(Cousins , 1981 )

Experiential learning in a challenging and unfamiliar environment
The participant on an Outward Bound course is constantly inter​acting with a unique, unfamiliar and challenging environment.  The nature of this Outward Bound environment has already been described; it is a “social” environment which presents a wide range of tasks, obstacles, problems and opportunities, either in an outdoor or an urban setting.

These tasks are part of the course framework.  They are incremental in that they increase in complexity and varie​ty as the course progresses. They are con​crete rather than imaginary; to be tackled “here and now”. These tasks are within the capability of each group to resolve successful​ly, although they may ap​pear otherwise.  They entail genuine consequences, in that the solution or non-solution of the problem will be recognised and felt.  And in most cases all the dimensions of individual personality and capability, and the full complement of group resources, will be involved in confronting and resolving them.

Characteristic Outward Bound tasks are those involving expedition work lasting for several days.  They present a new and unfamiliar environment and call for group organisa​tion and teamwork, physical and intellectual effort, and imagina​tion.

An Outward Bound course necessarily contains some structure, a programme outline, and presents certain expectations.  However, the structure must be a flexible one.  There are inherently many variables, not least the weather conditions, and above all the unpredictable behaviour of the other people involved.  Thus each participant has a large element of choice in his response to each changing situation; he can determine whether and how to approach it.  The environment itself may limit these choices, but he has to sort things out for himself and accept responsibility for the outcome.  Staff intervention in this process must be highly sensitive otherwise, al​though they must monitor and safeguard, they may in fact themselves take over the responsibility and thus endanger the experiential teaching process.

The social dimension of an Outward Bound course is vitally important. The small working group (of between 8 and 12) models work teams outside the course.  The team provides the com​bined energy to tackle the tasks, and at the same time gives insight about the behaviour to each team member.  In the context of the group, the reality of personal influence and responsibility can be explored in depth.  The group allows very significant inter​action between individuals, and presents in a powerful manner the issues of co-opera​tion, competition and compromise.

An Outward Bound course necessarily allows time for reflec​tion on experience. “No experience having a meaning is possible without some element of thought”
.  A well-known representation of the experiential learn​ing cycle is as follows :

The event or task is experienced, and this leads to reflec​tive observation, which is followed by an intellectual “sorting-out” process. The final stage of the cycle sees the experimen​tal application of the new concepts, thus providing further expe​rience
.
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 The process has been more crudely summarised as
 :




In this simple model “so what ?” implies both contemplative and analytical examination of the concrete experience.

An Outward Bound course has this pattern.  A task or problem is presented or chosen; it is tackled; often without much information or guidance; time is spent in individual reflec​tion and in formal or informal group review, in which feel​ings and ideas are shared; the meaning of the experience is identified; final​ly insights are applied in further exercises.  The length and com​plexity of the course enables the cycle to be repeated many times and in many differing contexts. Therefore the changes in the participant's view of himself, and in his behaviour, may be profound.

Central to this process is the responsibility of the par​ticipant, helped by his companions and the staff, to review and evaluate continuously what occurs during and following the course.  This function may be carried out in many different ways, and may include the preparation of a formal assessment or self- assessment in written or recorded form.  Thus the total Outward Bound experience becomes part of the individual's frame of reference as he moves on from his course into the changing environment beyond Outward Bound.

“ Your past cannot changed, but you can change tomorrow by your actions today” ( David McNally )

Outcomes : “So much in so little”
Outward Bound courses do not emphasise the acquisition of technical skills, nor even interests and concerns which may lead to future involvement in environmental or leisure ac​tivities.

The outcome lies rather in a reviewed self-concept; enhanced self-knowledge; a changed understanding of others; greater adaptability to change, and an increased capacity to learn from future experience. Indeed, one of the most important possible outcomes of such a course is the ability to identify future development needs and to understand better how to meet them.  Learning to adapt and learn more effec​tively may be ultimately the most valuable reward of all.

In addition, and perhaps more ephemerally, completing an Out​ward Bound course brings a sense of joy : a lasting recog​nition that reward comes from high endeavour, that ambitious goals are attainable, that life is for living.

 The Outward Bound staff
Outward Bound staff members have several interlinking roles. They represent the organisation of Outward Bound itself with its responsibility for controlling and safeguarding a process which may involve physical and psychological risks. They must establish the limits of the areas of activity and experiment; and maintain the good name and reputation of the organisation.

Their main function is to assist the learning of the group and the development of its individual members.  To do this, they initiate and engineer diverse situations and experiences; they teach the necessary basic skills; they provi​de individual and group counselling and feedback as appropria​te.  Most importantly, they help each participant translate and relate the course experience to life and work, providing as much individual support as is required.

Staff members require a blend of qualities; empathy, in​sight, sensitivity, patience.  They demonstrate in their own behaviour their concern for people and their belief in the Outward Bound process.  They also require a wide range of skills, both technical and outdoor, and in addition, those skills required for counselling and for encouraging open discussion and interpersonal awareness.  They need an ap​propriate conceptual framework or ideology to be fully effective.  They are key figures in the Outward Bound environment, although the measure of their success is that their intervention in a course will diminish as it progresses.

“The aim of education is to impel young people into value forming experience” ( Kurt Hahn)

Outward Bound’s primary objective is, by means of an experiential approach, to offer course participants the opportunity to actively explore themselves and their relations with others.  This objective can be given different emphases depending on the needs and interests of a particular group:

Personal Development

Extending the individual’s self-awareness by identifying one’s personal limits and by clarifying one’s needs and goals.  Issues such as self-confidence, self-acceptance, taking initiative, recognizing personal strengths and weaknesses and coping with stress and fatigue.

Interpersonal Effectiveness
Expanding the individual’s capacity for responding to others and developing cooperative and constructive relationships.  Issues such as open and effective communication, trust, authenticity, giving and receiving help, and tolerance for diverse points of view.

Group Development
Broaden the group’s awareness of its own functioning as a means of exploring alternative ways of working together.  Issues such as roles, conflict-management, problem-solving, motivation, leader- and follower-ship, empowerment and decision-making.
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