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Video title: 3.7 Ethical considerations 

Learning outcome: 

• Describe what ethical considerations refer to  

• Describe three different examples of ethical issues in outdoor education 
 
 
Slide 3 
 
When we discuss ethics in outdoor education, we are really talking about what is moral, or in other 
words what is right or good throughout our outdoor experiences. 
 
Outdoor education has a large number of potential ethical issues and dilemmas. What it often 
comes down to is what are the human and ecological benefits of our participation in the outdoors? 
 
We have the potential to sacrifice a lot for the sake of an often brief moment in the outdoors. 
Before returning to the hustle and bustle of the real world without so much as giving a thought to 
our impact on our environment. What are some of our moral challenges in the outdoors and what 
strategies can we implement to solve these challenges? 
 
 
Slide 4 
 
I want to describe two different scenarios. The first is a class doing some underground caving with 
some caving instructors. They are lead underground through a maze of different chasms. After 
coming to opening to a number of other cave entrances, the guides decide to inform you to find 
your way out that they are leaving. With no warning, the guides are gone and your group are left to 
find their way out of an environment you have zero experience in and little knowledge of safety 
considerations. 
 
In the second scenario, a teacher pulls aside a student and prepares a scenario where that 
student will fake an injury at some point during the experience. The injury is made as realistic as 
possible and at the right time, the remaining students are presented with the injury while the 
teachers and instructors watch on to see how you cope dealing with the injury as a group. 
 
Both of these scenarios have been used in the outdoors, with one being more acceptable than the 
other. Any idea which is more acceptable? 
 
The use of deception in outdoor education is about misleading a person or group of people into 
believing that something is true, when in fact it isn’t. Its often used as a tool to contribute toward 
some academic goal. 
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When we undertake to deceive others intentionally, we communicate messages meant to mislead 
them, meant to make them believe what we ourselves do not believe. We can do so through 
gesture, through disguise, by means of action or inaction, even through silence.  

The ethical argument here can be framed by describing two types of deception – malevolent or 
benevolent deception. 

Malevolent deception is rooted in hatred, spite and ill will. This is the type of deception to avoid. 
However, benevolent deception refers to deception that is done in a way that the person being 
deceived finds desirable and in their best interests.  

The second scenario at the start of this slide was a form of benevolent deception and one that is 
ethical in this context. 
 

Slide 5 

An example of secrecy in the outdoors might occur in a scenario where students are required to 
plan a tramp. After submitting the plan, the teacher approves it and three weeks later the students 
go on their tramp. They find the tramp hard, with much of it uphill and over very rugged terrain. 
Upon their return they discover that their had been an alternate route that they had missed during 
the planning process and challenges the teacher as to why they would allow them to take that 
path. The teacher replies that the withholding of the information was done only in order that the 
students encounter a consequence of their path planning, and had they been told, probably would 
have missed a valuable learning experience. 
 
The issue of secrecy in outdoor education is closely related to the issue of deception but it is not 
the same thing. Where a deceptive act is one deliberately designed to induce people into believing 
that what is false is true, a secretive act is simply the withholding of information. Deception is 
active by nature and secrecy is passive by nature.  
 

Slide 6 

Paternalism refers to taking away an individual's right and capacity to make a decision, 
supposedly in the interests of that person's well-being. 
 
I include this example because we often see this in education, you have probably experienced this 
issue first hand. In the outdoors we could see this in a camp situation where a student is not 
enjoying themselves and they request to be sent home. The teacher, thinking the student is just 
home sick, decides that this is just a passing issue that will resolve itself soon and that the effort to 
get the student home is just far too much. Because of this, the teacher doesn’t really take the 
request seriously and the student is told they will remain on camp. 
 
Sure, the homesick feelings will likely pass, but does that mean as teachers and instructors we 
have the right to take away your capacity to make a decision you feel is in your best interest? 
 
In a famous argument against paternalism, John Mill suggests that the only purpose for which 
power can be exercised over any member of a civilized community, against their will, is to prevent 
harm to others.  
 
What issues of paternalism have you encountered? Do you think it was warranted? In the scenario 
I provided, should we as teachers, educators and instructors indulge in every student request, or 
should we be free to demonstrate forms of paternalism? 
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Slide 7 
 
To summarise, 
 
We Described what ethical considerations refer to, which was about what was moral, or in other 
words what is right or good throughout our outdoor experiences. 
 
Then we Described and provided three different examples of ethical issues in outdoor education. 
These were deception, secrecy and paternalism. 
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