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The Aboriginal Way

f you have visited the Andes

mountains you may have seen

piles of small potatoes of all
colours and hues from yellow and
orange to blue and black. They are
left to dry stacked outside farms
under the eaves where the chickens
scratch through them and they glow
in the evening sun.

People have been growing potatoes on the old Inca
terraces for hundreds of years. Each field has its
unique characteristics of altitude, aspect, soil type,
drainage, distance from the farm and many more.
The farmers are intimately aware of these subtleties
in their fields learned from their fathers and mothers
and gained from many years experience of working
the land themselves. They know how each field will
respond in different seasons and in the variations of
weather from year to year. They know which pests
will appear and where and how to tackle them.
They know what variety of seed to plant and what
harvest to expect.
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Time, to them, is a cycle of seasons. But they also
understand time as a spiral of steady improvement
in each field, as a response to long term patterns
of climate change and as a reaction to population
changes and needs. They experiment constantly
to adapt their practices to achieve the best results
they can with the resources they have. They have
a detailed, almost invisible, lay knowledge of their
work.

The Scientist Arrives

Agriculturists determined that they could improve on
this productivity. It is not clear why they felt they
needed to improve on it as everyone had enough
to eat. Nevertheless they set out to increase the
yield. They surveyed the land and the crops. They
collected information that was turned into figures
and displayed as graphs.

There were frustrations. These were mostly when
they tried to talk with the farmers. They were
convinced they were being unhelpful. Why else
would one farmer describe a field that was lower
than many others as ‘the highest’? They did not
appreciate the combination of environmental factors
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that made this the poorest yielding field, as though
it were the highest. They did not understand the
intimate knowledge of each part of the land held by
each farmer. They understood means and ranges,
soil deficiencies and productivity curves.

Soon they knew which was the most productive
variety, which the best fields, what fertilisers were
required, what investment to make in irrigation and
what new machinery to introduce. The improvements
began. Farmers went into debt but for years the
yields went up and the bills were paid, though
everyone seemed to be working harder and no one
knew what to do with the surpluses.

The Land Gives In

Then the exhausted land and tired farmers began
to drop in their productivity. The yield went down,
disease in the crop was rife, debts went unpaid.
Despite every effort from the experts the yield
dropped below its original sustainable level and
kept falling. Now there was poverty and hunger. The
experts gave up claiming that ‘you cannot teach an
old dog new tricks".

It took a generation to recover. Indeed many sons
and daughters left the villages to escape the poverty
only to end up in urban poverty and hopelessness.
A link had been broken and the lay knowledge was,
in some places, lost.

Expert and Lay Knowledge

In this example two systems of knowledge have
met and clashed. Each understands the world in
a different way. One is based on modern scientific
principles and the other on aboriginal ways of
knowing. They are incompatible. Each has a
contribution to make, but in understanding the land
only one way is sustainable.

Lay Knowledge and the
Outdoor Educator

Perhaps you have already made a connection between
your work as an outdoor leader and the ‘experts”.
When I visit Scotland to climb the mountains local
people can resent my presence. I cannot see what
harm I am doing and carry on in spite of this
resentment. The herd of red deer I come across are
a wonderful sight as they gallop round into the next
valley. I am pleased with my day.

The gillie curses again as the deer are pushed off
their territory onto poorer ground and with a hard
winter expected. He knows this will happen again
and again this autumn as the climbers are more
common and like this way on to the summit. Each
of them will leave feeling they have had the place
to themselves. He knows different.

It is not only the lay knowledge of the land that we
forget.

‘I used to puzzle over why it was that, given
the same mountain area, similar weather and
children, some groups would relish the ascent
and others would not. The theory was that

a challenging scramble on the second day,
culminating in a classic summit, was an ideal
way to gell the group for the days ahead. For
some groups this worked a treat. For others it
was at best a bore and at worst a nightmare.

I used to wind it up a bit, you know, carry the
group along with my own enthusiasm. One day
I got alongside a lad who was clearly having

a bad time. After my usual banter intended to
jolly him along I was clearly getting nowhere.
For some reason I asked him why he found it
such a strain and he told me how scared he
was feeling. It turned out all my banter had put
him off. What he needed was more detail about
what he was taking on and some reassurance
that it could be done. I changed my approach
after that, taking a more personal line with the
different characters in the group. It works a
treat.”

Each of us has a lay knowledge of our relationship
with other people. As educators we draw on this lay
knowledge to inform our intimate understanding of
each person in each situation. We know how to make
best use of the person we are in order to help others
to develop. That is the role of the educator.

As outdoor education becomes more ‘professional’ so
we develop new, ‘expert’ knowledge to ‘understand’
what we do. We go to college and on courses to
‘learn’ these theories. We learn to use them to
‘understand’ our experiences and those of our
students in order to ‘practice’ our profession. Along
the way we forget our lay knowledge in our desire
to demonstrate our new knowledge that gives us
the right to practice alongside our peers.

A Cautionary Tale

Where does all this lead? It is a cautionary tale
to all of us. Much of our future will require us to

next page »
5

Horizons (41) Spring 2008



« previous page

become more professional in order to practice.
‘Expert’ knowledge has already replaced much
‘lay’ knowledge of both places and people. But all
is not lost. I believe we, as a profession and as
individuals, are aware of this loss and resist it. We
do this because one of our core values is the feeling
we get from an intimate sense of places and people.
The feeling, the joy, this intimacy gives us provides
a way to hang on to our lay knowledge.

I am writing this as one way to validate that ‘lay’
knowledge, to give you confidence in it, to remind

Activity ldea

of groupwe
or theory.

e your audience i
one to: . small at catches their eye
d bring it o th ircle e objects are placed in a
container - a'h ed hands,a‘ﬁvl‘- and tossed
at random ontg 2 in the middle o ﬂ D.
Goow: questic L
What would it
What migh

s patience, asking new q

: object have?
group? Give

What sort ¢
How wo
situatio

Acknowledgements

Ask

you how important it is and how partial ‘expert’
knowledge is in our work.

And there are simple things you can do to keep lay
knowledge alive. Contemplate, play, experiment,
invent, create at every opportunity. In this way you
can remain in touch with your ‘territory’ and your
‘community’ and not just learn to understand them
as models and tests.

Perhaps we should think of our work as a craft and not
a profession. It is the wood turner, the glass blower
and the potato farmer who have not lost touch with
their intimate understanding of the world. B
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This article is based on notes for a workshop given at the First International Conference on Adventure Therapy in Perth,

Australia in 1997.
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