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Editors’ Note
Bruce Martin
Ohio University

Will Hobbs
Montana State University–Billings
We are pleased to present Volume 11, Issue 4 of the Journal of Outdoor Recreation,
Education, and Leadership (JOREL). This issue of the journal includes four regular papers, one
research note, and one essay.
First, O’Connell, Lathrop, and Howard explore the role of outdoor orientation programs in
facilitating the transition of first-year students into college and university life. The authors build
on a rich body of literature on the topic by considering how the development of sense of place in
students can help foster the development of “transitional capacity” in students entering college
and university life. The most salient program outcomes identified by study participants were the
friendships made during these experiences, the physical and psychological challenges encountered during the experience, and lessons learned that can aid in the adjustment to university life.
In addition, the study illustrates the relationship between student recollection and the durability
of these outcomes following the experience. This study offers important insights on how outdoor
orientation programs can be used to promote student retention efforts at colleges and universities. These efforts are especially important to colleges and universities facing ongoing declines
in enrollment due to demographic changes in the areas that they serve. They are also important
in supporting first-generation students and others who do not enjoy the advantages that more
privileged populations of students do in preparing for academic life in colleges and universities.
Second, Richmond and Sibthorp contribute an article in which they highlight the value of
college access programs in helping students from low socioeconomic backgrounds overcome
barriers that typically stand in the way of achieving a readiness for college (lack of financial
resources, academic skills needed for success in college, etc.). Further, the study focuses on the
particular value of outdoor adventure education (OAE) programs as one type of college access
program. The authors explore the extent to which OAE experiences help promote the development of perseverance in adolescents enrolled in a college access program. More specifically, the
authors explore the relation of an OAE experience to a number of attributes associated with perseverance. The study illustrates the utility of a number of characteristics inherent in OAE experiences in the achievement of the goals of college access programs. Recognizing that the expense of
participating in OAE programs limits their accessibility to individuals from low socioeconomic
backgrounds, the authors recommend incorporating programmatic aspects of OAE into more
college access programs that are more accessible to these populations.
Third, Warner and Dillenschneider offer an article in which they discuss the potential of
two approaches to inclusive education in enhancing equity in OAE. The first of these models,
universal design of instruction (UDI), is intended in a general sense to minimize barriers and
maximize learning opportunities for traditionally marginalized student populations by creating
flexible approaches to instruction that can better accommodate the needs of diverse groups of
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learners. The second of these models, social justice education (SJE), is intended to help students
recognize power disparities between individuals from marginalized populations and those who
occupy more privileged positions in society and to work toward greater levels of social equity
between those who hold privileged positions in society and those who do not. The authors look
to UDI and SJE as potential approaches to reframing outdoor education programming with
these goals in mind. They argue that efforts such as these are essential within the field of OAE
if practitioners in the field hope to help realize the ideals of equity and justice that we prize in
Western society.
Fourth, Seaman reconsiders John Dewey’s theory of experience in an effort to restore culture and history in outdoor education research. Seaman begins his essay by noting that late in
his career, Dewey called into question his use of the term experience as a central element of his
philosophy. Instead, Dewey pointed to culture as a more appropriate foundational term for his
philosophy of experience. In adopting the term culture in place of experience, Dewey sought
to emphasize the cultural as well as psychological dimensions of his philosophy of experience.
Seaman seizes on this shift in Dewey’s thinking in an attempt to more fully account for the
cultural and historical dimensions of learning in current conceptions of experiential learning.
Seaman considers the implications of this shift in Dewey’s thinking for the field of outdoor education particularly with respect to the use of historical reflexivity in outdoor education research.
There are surely scholars in the field who will question whether these later writings by Dewey
warrant a dismissal of the earlier works for which Dewey is best known. Nonetheless, these later
works serve to highlight and remind current scholars of the importance of culture in Dewey’s
philosophy of experience.
Fifth, Marchand et al. offer a research note in which they present the findings of a professional task force commissioned by the Association of Outdoor Recreation and Education to
explore the feasibility and level of support for an industry-wide outdoor leadership credentialing system. The task force found a nearly even split between those who favored and those who
opposed the development of such a system. The task force also identified several key issues that
must be addressed before such a system can be developed.
Finally, Lee offers an essay in which she considers the role of facilitated mentorship in cultivating and refining kayaking and seamanship skills of traditional hunter-gatherer Inuit communities in a program known as Greenland Camp. She considers how disciplined practice of
these skills can help youth from Indigenous Greenlandic communities to cultivate a sense of
connection and identity with the heritage of their communities, and thus promote a sense of
empowerment and resilience among these youth.
As always, we thank the associate editors, reviewers, and authors who contributed to the development of this issue of the journal. We encourage you to consider submitting a paper of your
own for publication in JOREL. The journal welcomes high quality manuscripts that promote
evidence-based practice as well as critical scholarship within the field of outdoor recreation,
education, and leadership.
Thank you for supporting this journal,
Bruce Martin, PhD, Editor-in-Chief
Will Hobbs, PhD, Managing Editor
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Sense of Place and First-Year Student Transition:
Fostering Capacity
Through Outdoor Orientation Experiences
Timothy S. O’Connell
Anna H. Lathrop
Brock University

Ryan A. Howard
ALIVE Outdoors

Abstract
To address feelings of “placelessness” and “not belonging,” many colleges and universities have
implemented outdoor orientation programs developed to assist students with the transition from
home. Outdoor orientation programs, in which students participate in some form of adventure
activity away from campus (usually in a wilderness or naturalized setting), have been utilized
by a growing number of colleges and universities (Bell, Gass, Nafziger, & Starbuck, 2014). This
study investigated how an outdoor orientation experience impacted students’ connection to the
natural world, and if these experiences built transitional skills and relational capacity that assisted their shift to university life. The study entailed a quantitative analysis of sense of place
and a qualitative analysis of students’ self-reported trip experiences with regard to the influence
of place, transition to university, and developing connections with others. Results suggest that
participants developed a sense of place that positively influenced their connections to others and
assisted in building transitional capacity.
KEYWORDS: outdoor orientation program; place attachment; transitional capacity
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“Not belonging,” or the feeling of “placelessness,” has been determined to be a significant
factor in the reason many students drop out of higher education (Palmer, O’Kane, & Owens,
2009; Solomon, 2007). In Canada, statistics indicate that between 20% and 40% of students who
enter university fail to complete their degrees (Finnie & Qiu, 2009; Stuart Smith, 1991). Driven
by these statistics, orientation programs designed to help students make the successful transition
into their first year of their postsecondary education have been a key element of the higher learning landscape in North America for over a century (Hollins, 2009).
To address the concern of degree completion, institutions of higher learning have implemented a number of first-year or pre-term orientation programs designed to help students
overcome transitional issues (Barefoot, 2000). The goals of these orientation programs are to
provide information in the form of education and peer network support that will lead to higher
levels of academic performance, emotional and social maturity, and a more positive view of the
institution (Hannah, 2018) . These first-year programs have historically been delivered as classroom-based, theory-oriented courses, seminars, and/or support-group interventions (Lamothe
et al., 1995; Tinto, 1997). Over the past several decades in the United States—and more recently in
Canada—a number of universities have adopted an alternative approach to orientation program
delivery that includes a wilderness component designed to enhance personal growth (DavisBerman & Berman, 1996), positive peer relationships (Association for Experiential Education,
2011; Furman, Rushford, Rogers, & Bricker, 2018; Gass, Garvey, & Sugarman, 2003), academic
performance (Bell, Gass, Nafziger, & Starbuck, 2014), resilience (Hill, Posey, Gomez, & Shapiro,
2018), and retention (Bell & Chang, 2017).
In 2010, Bell, Holmes, and Williams found 164 outdoor orientation programs at various
colleges and universities in the United States. Relatedly, Barefoot and Koch (2011) reported that
over 20% of the 1,300 public and private colleges and universities they surveyed in the United
States offered pre-term orientation programs with a wilderness or outdoor education component. Outdoor orientation programs
occur in unfamiliar or novel environments, use small groups (seven to 12 students)
led by two or three leaders, present challenging activities aimed at developing group
support, have participants work toward specific and intended goal(s), and focus on the
transfer of lessons from the adventure to the participant’s life. (Vlamis, Bell, & Gass,
2011, p. 130)
Student orientation programs that involve a wilderness or outdoor component provide a unique
opportunity to examine the role that sense of place might have in the transition to university life.
This paper reports on the results of a study conducted over 7 years that examined the
influence of participation in an outdoor orientation program on student perceptions of place
attachment and sense of belonging. Specifically, the study was designed to investigate how the
the outdoor orientation experience impacted students’ connection to the natural world and if
these experiences helped students to build transitional skills and relational capacity that assisted
their shift to university life. The mixed methods study entailed a quantitative analysis of sense of
place and a qualitative analysis of how students self-reported their trip experiences with regard
to the influence of place, transition to university, and developing connections with others.

Literature Review
This examination builds upon research in the field of sense of place and place attachment,
and scholarship on first-year students’ transition to university. Sense of place research draws
from a number of disciplinary traditions, including geography, environmental psychology,
and outdoor recreation. These disciplines examine place, or “humanized space” (Tuan, 1977),
through a number of lenses. From the environmental psychologists perspective, the intensity of
a person–place relationship has been described in terms of place identity (the place feels a part
Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
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of me), place dependence (this is the best place to do the activity), and relational attachment (I
associate special people with this place; Kyle, Graefe & Manning, 2005; Low & Altman, 1992;
Williams & Vaske, 2003). From the perspective of outdoor recreation researchers, sense of place
experiences have as a focus the action done within the context of a place (e.g., paddling, climbing, hiking), as these activities impact cognitive and affective sentiment (Hutson et al., 2012).
Sense of place is also discussed within the humanistic geography discourse of Tuan’s (1974)
research on “love of place” and, the opposite of this experience, Relph’s description of “placelessess” (Relph, 1976). Relph (1976) identified seven levels of feeling either “inside” or “outside”
belonging to a place. His description of the four levels of feeling outside a place resonates with
the literature that examines the homeless place students encounter when transitioning between
one place (home) and another (university; Palmer et al., 2009).
Scholars who have examined the challenges experienced by first-year students transitioning
to university have identified “not belonging” as a critical factor (Solomon, 2007, p. 79). Bell et al.
(2014) noted that it is not only the question of “do I belong,” but also the question of “how I belong” (p. 41). Palmer et al. (2009) theorized that students may feel suspended between one place
(home) and another (university), which can result in an “in-between-ness—a betwixt space—
which, in turn, creates a lack of belonging or sense of placelessness” (p. 38). Building upon the
seminal work of French anthropologist Arnold van Gennep (1961), Palmer et al. argued that to
make the transition out of the place of “in-between-ness” or “placelessness,” individuals must
experience turning points that break through their liminal condition and allow them to enter or
become incorporated into another social status. These turning points and associated social status
can be facilitated through the development of sense of place, which has been shown to have a
relational dimension, such as community building (Stedman, Amsden, & Kruger, 2006).
Within the university context, Palmer et al. (2009) defined a turning point as “an event(s)
or an experience(s) in the first six to eight weeks at university that stands out, and which triggers
and results in the student developing (or not) a sense of belonging to the university” (p. 41). They
concluded a wide range of turning points are associated with successful student transition and
added the caveat that these transition points may be experienced prior to students’ entry into
their first day on campus.
This study links the research on sense of place (i.e., place attachment) to the literature
on first-year student transition. According to Williams and Patterson (2007), place becomes
meaningful when it becomes a symbol for both meaning and relationships. A sense of place
is considered the innate human faculty that allows people to connect and take meaning from
the world. This study examined if an outdoor orientation activity in a particular place (i.e.,
Algonquin Provincial Park or Rattlesnake Point Conservation Area) created meaningful experiences for students. Do students gain a sense of place (operationalized through place attachment)
to Algonquin and Rattlesnake through their outdoor experience? How do they describe these
experiences with regard to the effect on their life? Are these experiences described as turning
points or transitional experiences that better enable them to move from the liminal place of being “betwixt” one place (home) and another (university)? Do these place attachment experiences
help students build transitional capacity and relations with others? This study strove to answer
these questions.

Method
This study used a mixed methods design to explore the impact of participating in an outdoor orientation program on students’ perceived connection with the natural world. Further,
when students developed connections to the natural world, it examined the impact on students’
ability to build transitional skills and relational capacity through social connections with tripmates.
http://www.ejorel.com/
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The Outdoor Orientation Program
The outdoor orientation program in this study was initially launched in 2010. Designed for
first-year students, the program consisted of either a 5-day canoe trip, a 5-day hiking trip, or a
3-day rock climbing trip. All trips were led by third- or fourth-year students or recent alumni.
The goals of the program were to attract and recruit students to the university, build community,
promote academic success, increase personal self-confidence, and provide leadership experiences. The program was also designed to promote connection to and appreciation of the natural
world and places through which participants travel.
Students were taken to one of two provincial parks located in Southern Ontario. Algonquin
Provincial Park is the site of the hiking and canoe trips and is located 4 hr northeast of the
university. This park bears a national environment classification and provides the context for
wilderness recreation (canoe or backpacking) as well as frontcountry camping and hiking.
Rattlesnake Point Conservation Area provides the setting for the frontcountry camping experience and boasts one of Southern Ontario’s most popular rock climbing sites. Rattlesnake Point
Conservation Area is located approximately 1 hr from the university.

Recruitment, Instrumentation, and Analyses
Outdoor orientation program participants were invited to take part in this study by the
researchers on the first morning of their trip. They had been alerted to this invitation by a letter
outlining the study that was included in their registration package. Quantitative data were collected prior to the trip experience (e.g., when students arrived), posttrip (just prior to departure
for home), and approximately 3 months after the trip ended (at the end of the Fall semester).
For the purposes of this study, nine items designed to examine sense of place, including three
subscales, are reported. Three items were combined to form an Identity subscale (i.e., Being in
Algonquin Provincial Park is an important part of my life), two items formed a Dependence
subscale (i.e., Rattlesnake Point Conservation Area is the best place to do the activities I like
to do), and four items produced a Relational subscale (i.e., Visiting Algonquin Provincial Park
allows me to spend time with others). All items together formed a global sense of place scale.
These items were adapted from measures of sense of place developed by Williams and Vaske
(2003), Stacey Smith (2002), and Todd, Young, Anderson, O’Connell, and Breunig (2009).
Responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly
agree. Demographic data such as age, gender, trip type, and self-reported level of outdoor skill
development (e.g., beginner to past-expert: not the expert I was) were also collected.
Qualitative data explored development of sense of place, transitional skills, and relational
capacity via a case study research design (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014). This design permits a rich description of the experience and focused inquiry into the development of the phenomena under
study (Yin, 2014). A general case study design was suitable for this study in that participants behaviors were not influenced by the researchers during the research process, the researchers were
able to address the why and how questions, the contextual enviroment was significant within
the greater scope of the study, and the boundaries between the context and phenomena were
important (Yin, 2014). This design also allowed for the deconstruction and reconstruction of
the participants’ experiences, enabling the researchers to better understand the development of
sense of place, transitional skills, and relational capacity (Baxter & Jack, 2008).
Qualitative data were obtained through analyses of transcripts from three focus groups
that lasted approximately an hour each. Each focus group comprised approximately eight students who had participated in canoeing, rock climbing, or backpacking trips since the inception
of the program in 2010. Focus groups were moderated by the researchers and audio recorded.
A structured interview guide developed by the researchers was utilized. The guide contained
open-ended questions that allowed participants to share their experiences and reflect on how
Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
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their outdoor orientation program experience may have shaped their sense of place, transitional
skills, and relational capacity. Data were transcribed verbatim and sent to participants for member checking. Transcripts were open-coded by the three primary researchers, who subsequently
met to discuss codes, identify themes, and develop an overall structure for the data. From this
process, the researchers ascertained the trustworthiness of the data and that data represented the
participants’ viewpoints.

Results
Quantitative
A total of 98 students participated in the quantitative portion of this study. Of these, 61%
were female (n = 60), 37% were male (n = 36), and 2% chose not to share their gender (n = 2).
The average age of participants was 19 years with a range of 17 to 31 years. In terms of trip type,
66 participated in canoeing, 27 in rock climbing, and 5 in backpacking. Regarding stage of development as an outdoor recreationist, 24% were beginners, 49% intermediates, 21% advanced,
and 4% expert (2% did not indicate their stage of development). Participants engaged in trips
between 2010 and 2017.
After data screening and cleaning, reliability tests on the global measure (the combined
scores of the subscales) and three sense of place subscales were conducted. Cronbach’s alphas
were acceptable for the all scales (α = 0.72–0.91). Descriptive statistics for these scales appear
in Table 1.
Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Global, Identity, Dependence, and Relational Sense of Place Scales
Variable
M
SD
Global
Pretrip
33.29
7.27
Posttrip
39.18
6.64
End of Term
36.35
6.23
Identity
Pretrip
11.45
2.87
Posttrip
13.21
2.39
End of Term
12.11
2.58
Dependence
Pretrip
7.17
1.91
Posttrip
7.68
2.98
End of Term
7.26
1.79
Relational
Pretrip
14.86
3.35
Posttrip
18.32
2.56
End of Term
17.05
2.41
Repeated-measures analyses of variance (ANOVA) were conducted on each of the four
scales. There were significant within-subjects effects for the Global measure (p = .007, F = 5.89,
partial η2 = .27) and the Relational subscale (p < .001, F = 11.77, partial η2 = .41), indicating significant differences among time period means for these variables. Within-subject effects for the
Identity and Dependence subscales were not significant. The post hoc tests for the Global measure showed that participants reported a significantly greater (p = .01) sense of place at Posttrip
than at Pretrip. In terms of the Relational scale, there was a significant increase between Pretrip
and Posttrip (p = .001) and Pretrip and End of Term (p = .03). There was no significant difference
http://www.ejorel.com/
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for the Relational scale between Posttrip and End of Term. For each post hoc test, a Bonferroni
correction was utilized to limit the number of false significant results due to the multiple comparisons being performed (Abdi, 2010).

Qualitative
Analysis of qualitative data yielded four distinct themes. First, students described stories
about friendship and the quality of the relationships they forged during the experience. Second,
they offered reflections about their personal growth and development through the challenges
they experienced while on the trip. Third, they described how the experience subsequently assisted their transition into the norms and culture of university. Finally, they commented about
the specifics of the physical place that they recalled as memorable moments that they would
subsequently remember as having an impact on their life.
Place, friendship, and community: “Sharing our battle scars.” Nearly every participant
commented on the importance of the friendships they made as a result of the outdoor orientation experience. Moreover, they described these friendships as unique and special. Students
commented, “This program lets you connect with people at a different level than if you were
just to meet them at a party” (Female 1) and “You have to rely on each other to get through any
given day” (Male 1). Students noted, “You feel like you get to know the person more quickly and
better when you are in an environment like that because there are not so many distractions—like
people texting or on Facebook” (Male 2) and “Everyone is so much more natural on the trip, like
they don’t really have a shield to put on in a way—they are just themselves so it’s a great way to
meet people” (Female 2).
Another student commented, “It’s different from just meeting someone in class. When you
know you are actually going to spend five days, it’s a different connection than just your regular
friendships” (Female 3). Another student also observed, “Some of the things we did—there’s
risk involved, and when you have a group, you get to trust them, on a deeper level when you are
doing those kind of activities” (Female 4). These shared experiences facilitated the development
of a deep commitment and sense of community, both during and after the trip. One student
commented, “. . . by the end of it [the trip] you were like a family” (Male 1). Another student
described how these friendships carried over to the beginning of the academic term:
The first week of school was pretty hectic with getting a seat where we wanted it, so
we had a “sting” operation going. The entire second row was empty, because we would
own it . . . we would run down to the second row and I would open the table on one
side and there would be like a Nalgene bottle and a backpack [holding our spots].
(Female 2)
One person also recalled,
… I know [Name] had one idea, he said right after the trip, what if we get together like
in four years and we do it again with the same group . . . I think that would be awesome . . . just to reconnect with everybody. (Male 2)
Two students also commented on the level of friendship and intimacy they experienced: “. . . and
we carried all that crap through the woods (Female 4)” and “. . . and we got really dirty . . . and I
shared soap with you” (Female 5).
Notably, each student cohort also reflected on the shared “stories,” which they, as a group,
recalled with great amusement and comradery. The rock climbing students recalled an incident
when a red squirrel came out of a tree near the top of the climb, scaring both the climber and the
student belaying. After telling the story, one student commented, “I’ll never forget it” (Female 6).
On a canoe trip, students recalled an incident when one student stepped on a beehive, and as a
result, several other students further back along the trail were swarmed. Female 4 commented,
Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
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“Yeah—that was traumatic, but it bonded us.” Other students on a paddling trip also recalled the
curious visitation of raccoons to their campsite in the dead of night. They later discovered that
one of the students on the trip had hidden food in his backpack:
We had our bear hang, which was fine, but we couldn’t figure out why they [raccoons]
kept going for our bags, like no food in there . . . no food in there [laughter] . . . and he’s
got the missing food bag which had all the stuff, like condiments [laughter]. (Male 5)
Female 7, a member of this trip, also reflected on the “raccoon” story:
. . . all the memories, good or bad, I’m like really fond of, and I find the bad memories
I’m more fond of because those are the ones we’ve been talking about, like the horrible
that’s happened to us, and sharing our battle scars, like that’s the fun stuff.
Place, physical challenge, and identity: “Sandra was my Everest!” A second major theme
that emerged from the students’ recollections of their trip experiences focused on how the experience of the place and the activity provided a physical and/or psychological challenge. Meeting
and overcoming this challenge became the source of personal pride and self-confidence. Many
students commented on the physicality of their experience—whether on the canoe, backpack, or
rock climbing trip—and the impact of the environment and activity on their personal identity.
Female 1 commented, “The first three days your body is getting used to working so hard and the
third day was definitely the hardest. Especially with the wind we were paddling into.” She further
reflected,
It was a great challenge to see what you are capable of. Who would have thought that
we would have done a two-and-a-half kilometer portage, then be like ready to go at the
end of that . . . right? It was awesome!
On the same trip, Male 1, who had named the food barrel “Sandra” commented, “Sandra—she
was heavy. Sandra was my Everest.” He later reflected,
I took the challenge of carrying the heaviest barrel the whole time. It was like a
74-pound food barrel. I needed someone’s help to put it on my back because I could
not even lift it up. We were tired from paddling and all that kind of stuff. As soon as I
picked it up, I said I was going to carry this for the rest of the trip. That was a pretty difficult thing to do, so I sort of used that mentality with everything at school that might
seem pretty difficult at first—but you know that that barrel will get lighter!
Male 5 also commented about the physical challenge and his sense of accomplishment:
I actually feel the same way about backpacking . . . sometimes there would be really
steep hills, when we’d go up them, we’d be so tired, and oh my gosh, when will this end?
And after we finally get up there, we feel really appreciative and—wow—I just did that!
Another student offered these two reflections about the impact of the canoeing experience
on her physical and emotional confidence:
I am not a very strong person, so when we were canoeing, I don’t know by the end
when you are going into the wind, and you’ve been canoeing and portaging for God
knows how many hours, you just want to get there and it felt like you couldn’t, but then
obviously you have to just keep going—and I just really liked finding out that it was
possible to push myself past the limit. (Female 2)
Another female student commented on her social confidence that developed during the canoe
trip experience:
I am pretty shy to the point like it’s socially crippling. So if I put myself in the situation
where I can’t escape, no matter what, unless it’s like a canoe—then maybe I will learn
http://www.ejorel.com/
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to be more talkative, and just throw stuff into the conversation, and it would be easier
for me to make friends, and you know, not be so scared to make friends.

Finally, one student also observed that the experience allowed her to develop a sense of accomplishment outside of her cultural norm:
I kind of feel proud of my accomplishment for going on trip, because a lot of Muslim
people in my community actually haven’t done anything like this . . . they don’t go skiing, they don’t go skating, and that sort of thing, so I’m really happy that I did go on
it. (Female 7)
She also observed that the outdoor orientation experience helped her parents adjust to the transition of sending a daughter to university:
I think for my parents, they could just trust me to survive a little bit more, because I
was living at home and they were—“you are not going to survive university—somebody’s going to kill you” or whatever. After being alone in Algonquin Park with some
people who were students like me, they were more loose about it.
Place, turning points, and transition to university: “. . . Stay calm . . . plan well . . . and
you can do anything!” The third major theme that emerged from the interview data centered on
the revelation that students believed they had learned something that would help them adjust to
university life. These transitional revelations were usually described in terms of a comparison between knowledge learned on trip and skills that could be applied to university life. Many students
commented about the development of personal character traits, the importance of working collaboratively with others, and other life skills that they believed would facilitate their success in
university.
In terms of personal capacity, Female 3 commented, “I guess the program made me grow
and then kind of helped me transition into the next four years of independence.” Male 2 noted,
On the portaging . . . it builds like things you are going to need for university—like
perseverance. If you’re portaging with a canoe for how long . . . and halfway through
you are like, literally, “I can’t take another step,” then you’re forced to, so you do it. And
its like the university semester—short and intense, and halfway through you might say,
oh, I can’t do this. But you get through it and the things you learn from the trip can
apply right to your schoolwork.
With regard to working collegially with others, Male 1 commented that his group was “…
such a diverse group of people” yet “came together” in an “amazing” way. He further observed,
If we did not make the effort to get to know each other, it would have been really
awkward and a terrible five days. That is sort of just the same as residence and school
life—get to know as many people as possible. . . . I think what I got from it was, no
matter how tough a challenge might seem or what group of people you are with, if
you put your heads together and stay calm about it and plan well enough you can do
anything . . . it was sort of amazing how we all came together and we completed some
things that we never would have known would have been possible.
In addition to developing personal resilience and recognizing social diversity, students
found these trip experiences provided important learning that could be applied to life and study.
Commenting upon the rhythm of the trip, Female 2 remarked,
We had two very different days following each other. One was stop-and-go all day and
the other was an all-of-it-together day. I think the stop-and-go day kind of prepared
me in a way for the distracting life in residence. While I am doing my projects I am also
helping other people who are doing the same courses that I am and we are collaboratJournal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
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ing. There is a lot of, “I am in the middle of answering a question and I have to stop and
explain it to somebody who is talking to me right now.” Stop and go, stop and go . . . I
do not have the patience—but it is a goal of mine that I set for myself, that I need to be
more patient than I think I am. I am not there yet.
Other students took life lessons from the portage experience. Female 3 noted,
I think goal setting is a big thing. For example, during the camp, to do that big portage
and then, I guess going to school—we can set goals and we know we can accomplish
them because of what we have accomplished.
Male 1 also commented:
When you look at a two-and-one-half kilometer portage as a whole, it is pretty intimidating and pretty scary, but we split it up into a few different sections that made it a lot
easier. Sort of the idea of a huge task, you may have a 2,000-word essay—doing it all
at once would be like doing a 2-kilometer portage all at once, but if you split it up into
different parts, it does not seem as daunting, it just seems like a few little tasks at a time.
Place, wilderness, and seminal moments: “It marked a change in my life . . . the beginning of all new things I had planned.” Most of the students reflected upon the beauty of the
location when they recalled their most memorable moments and the impact of the experience
on them personally. Some students associated their recollections of the place with the activity,
such as Male 4, who recalled the thrill of “the first time I got off the cliff ” on the rappel while
rock climbing, and Female 6, who recalled “the first portage we got to.” Other students recalled
their experience by virtue of the “flashback” moments of eating food around the campfire. One
student commented, “I remember eating oatmeal” (Female 2), and another recalled, “Cinnamon
buns . . . whenever I’m making cinnamon buns! I had these at the campfire” (Female 3). The majority of student recollections focused on the beauty of nature and the impact of the experience.
Female 3 commented,
For me, it was kind of an escape from reality. I found that even, like, canoeing it was
silent and you just had so much time to just think to yourself and have those internal
moments and think about who you are, what you can accomplish, and what you want
to accomplish.
The canoe experience held a similar impact for another student:
It kind of made me chill. I remember when I was younger, I loved reading. Then I hit
Grade 12, and I was busy all the time and I just never bothered to read. And [on the
trip] at the end of the day when we would finish canoeing and stuff, it was just so nice
and there was nothing I wanted to do except just lie down and read my book. And it
got me back into reading. And now even when I’ve got all this work thrown at me,
every night I read before going to sleep, so I’m glad that happened. (Female 2)
Student recollections of “the lake at night” (Male 3), “sitting around the fire” (Male 1), and
“a low fog over the lake” (Male 2) led to expressions of wishing to return. Female 3 commented,
“I love Algonquin Park. I personally remember every campsite, and I think it was the perfect
setting,” and another student recalled, “Sometimes when I wake up and it’s a good day and the
sun is shining through and I’m really relaxed—I remember [the trip] and I think I would really
like to go back there . . .” (Female 2). Female 4 observed, “I found I didn’t care about getting
dirty anymore; I actually loved it a lot, and I’d like to go back with my family and do that same
thing again.” Another student commented, “I absolutely love it . . . once you get past the camps
its just you in nature and the people you are with.” Female 3 commented, “I didn’t really know
it [Algonquin] that well, but after that week, I have so many memories. I learned to respect the
land.” Finally, Female 1 reflected,
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Especially the fire we had the last night. For me, it was a good transition point in my
life. It was a good way to wrap up all the pieces and all the parts together that may have
been straggling, or weighing me down, and allowed me to shed all that crap that I did
not need and just take my plan and take myself and take my determination and just go.
It was a really good defining moment.

Discussion
By and large, the results suggested that the places in which participants experienced their
outdoor orientation program impacted their perception of that place and aided in the initial
stages of their transition (physically and socially) to university. Participants in this study demonstrated a development of sense of place, particularly in terms of their overall sense of place
and relational feelings, to the locations where their trip occurred. Notably, there was continuity
in how those feelings of being connected to others through a place (operationalized through
the Relatedness variable) carried on through time until the end of the students’ first term of
university.
In relation to Relph’s (1976) model, participants moved from a point of “outsideness” to
“insideness” as the poignancy of their experience (physical, social, and emotional) in that place
helped them build a different connection to that location. This is evident through the significant
increases in the Global and Relational sense of place scales utilized in this study. While there
were not significant differences for the Identity and Dependence variables, there were still positive increases from Pretrip to Posttrip that stayed relatively stable through the End of Term. It
is also apparent in qualitative comments, as highlighted by the four main themes (e.g., Place,
Friendship and Community; Place, Physical Challenge and Identity; Place, Turning Points and
Transition to University; and Place, Wilderness and Seminal Moments).
Sanger (1997) observed that individuals acquire a sense of place “through direct conversations with the elements of their place, sharing stories about the land and with their fellow
inhabitants” (p. 4). Through their qualitative commentary, participants shared their story of their
outdoor orientation experience, identifying elements of emotional and social attachment to the
place and to each other. They also described transitional or turning point moments (Palmer et
al., 2009) influenced by place that enabled them to carry what they learned from the trip experience into their impending university work and life culture. These liminal points were impacted
by these places becoming important to students, as these locations were symbolic in both an
affective and social way (Williams & Patterson, 2007).
While being in a new place on their outdoor orientation program may initially have caused
feelings of placelessness and “in-between-ness” (Palmer et al., 2009), participants reported these
feelings of placelessness helped them begin the transition to university, as it provided that turning point through which they could draw parallels to starting the semester away from home.
The metaphoric similarities (i.e., carrying a heavy food barrel that gets lighter over time) and
social bonds developed helped the students incorporate those concepts into their notion of life
in university. Through these experiences, participants described the impact and influence that
place, and the relationships they built there that helped define that place, had on their lives. As
Daniel (2010) noted, the setting served as both a “catalyst” and “crucible.” In other words, place
“inspired and encouraged ‘a sense of greater’ by encouraging introspection, reflection, and the
construction of metaphors” (Daniel, 2010, p. 135) and enhanced the physical, social, and emotional challenges integral to the experience.
Wilcox, Winn and Fyvie-Gauld (2005) and Rude, Bobilya, and Bell (2017) suggested that
social ties, developed through living with compatible friends, are central to successful student

Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership

SENSE OF PLACE AND FIRST-YEAR TRANSITION

297

transition and thriving. Wilcox et al. argued that making “good” friends is essential: “Over time
it becomes imperative to make good friends, whom students describe as their ‘new family’”
(p. 713). Participants not only reported about their deep level of commitment to one another
but also observed that “good” friends were made within a context of adversity. As Thomas (2002)
noted, “This represents the importance of the interaction between the institutional habitus and
the familial habitus of the student, and indicates how friendship helps bridge gaps and overcome
difference” (p. 436). Findings from this study support those of Wolfe and Kay (2011) and Posey
et al. (2015), who found that through the development of positive relationships, successful transition to university is heightened.
Participants noted that the development of trust was a crucial part of this process, confirming Bell and Holmes’ (2011) finding that trust led to more in-depth personal discussions, which
in turn improved connections with peers. Participants indicated that the place in which these
friendships formed (e.g., the location of their outdoor orientation program) helped them build
connections to others, which carried over to their effective shift to university. As Palmer et al.
(2009) noted, this turning point is experienced before their first day on campus, heightening the
impact of the successful nature of their transition. Counter to Loynes’ (1998, 2002) suggestion
that programs have lost focus on place and relationships, this study found they were significant
factors in the achievements of the outdoor orientation program.
This study had several limitations. First, the samples for the qualitative and quantitative
portions of the project were drawn from a single outdoor orientation program. This may inhibit
the generalizability of the findings to a wider range of programs. Second, no control groups were
utilized with which to compare the efficacy of students participating in other types of orientation program or no orientation program. Finally, the number of places in which the outdoor
program was offered was limited to two sites (Algonquin Provincial Park and Rattlesnake Point
Conservation Area). Examination of a range of places may alter the findings.
In terms of implications for practice, findings suggest that a focus on developing participants’ connections to place as more than a backdrop for activity can enhance the development
of social connections that lead to successful transition to university. Student development personnel should strive to integrate into outdoor orientation activities programs that help students
make connections, both physical and social, to their surroundings. Second, participants in this
study identified the power of the development of place-specific metaphors and their transference
to the university. Facilitated discussions about these processes should also be built into outdoor
orientation programs. This will harness the power of the outdoor orientation program as a “turning point” in liminal space that will aid with the successful transition from home to university
life. Finally, the notion of place as a physical space and socially constructed space should also be
developed. Participants in this study noted that both aspects of place contributed to their idea of
place and transfer of that to the university.
Further research should explore other dimensions of place such as place allegiance or place
dependence and their impacts on successful transition to university. A wider variety of locations, including front country, nonwilderness, and urban outdoor orientation sites should also
be examined. Additionally, experimental or quasi-experimental designs should be utilized for
clarification of the nature of differences between or among different types of outdoor orientation activities (e.g., rock climbing, canoeing, backpacking) and types of orientation programs
(e.g., outdoor, service-learning, campus-based). In conclusion, Mayhew, Vanderlinden, and Kim
(2010) noted the best predictor of the impact of an orientation program is the participants’ perceptions of ease in their transitions from high school to university. Outdoor orientation programs that foster sense of place and social connections that are transferred to the university
setting appear to do so.
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Abstract
Students with low socioeconomic status (SES) are much less likely to participate in out-ofschool-time (OST) activities than their more affluent peers. This “opportunity gap” may have
compounding effects, as these activities help develop key noncognitive factors: the skills, beliefs,
and behaviors associated with college readiness. College access programs may provide opportunities that are out of reach to students with low SES, including outdoor adventure education
(OAE) experiences. This study involved 175 adolescents from a needs-based college access program and examined the relation of participation in a weeklong OAE experience to changes in
student attitudes and beliefs, specifically (a) self-efficacy for dealing with challenge and engaging
in help-seeking behaviors, (b) growth mindsets toward leadership and emotional regulation,
and (c) sense of belonging within a community of learners. The study employed pre- and postcourse measures of noncognitive factors along with in-depth interviews to identify outcomes
and converging results from quantitative and qualitative data. Results indicate that OAE participation relates to gains in self-efficacy for dealing with challenge and using help-seeking behavior
and reinforces sense of belonging. Interviews identified that the OAE experience provides an
emotionally intense and authentic practice setting where students feel impelled to overcome
difficulties. Unfamiliarity with the backcountry setting necessitated that students reach out to
others for assistance, remain flexible, and adapt to new environments—key skills associated with
college success.
KEYWORDS: outdoor adventure education; noncognitive skills; college readiness;
socioeconomic status; mixed methods
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There is a widening “opportunity gap” among youth in the United States. Students from low
socioeconomic backgrounds are 27% to 50% less likely than students with high socioeconomic
status (SES) to participate in out-of-school-time (OST) enrichment activities such as sports,
clubs, or volunteer service (Snellman, Silva, Frederick, & Putnam, 2014). This is largely due to
wide disparities in family income and access to programming. The highest earning families spend
nearly 7 times or more on OST opportunities than do families with low incomes (Duncan &
Murnane, 2011). Additionally, low income families face numerous barriers to participation other
than cost, including transportation and availability of programming (Vandell, Larson, Mahoney,
& Watts, 2015). These disparities may have compounding effects, as it is often through OST activities that students develop competencies important for college and beyond, from perseverance
and self-confidence to social skills and leadership (Durlak, Weissberg, & Pachan, 2010; Feldman
& Matjasko, 2005; Fredricks & Eccles, 2010). Indeed, studies have found relationships between
SES, participation in extracurricular activities, and gains in academic achievement as well as
intrapersonal and interpersonal development (e.g., Covay & Carbonaro, 2010; Wright, 2015).
These studies provide evidence that when children from families with fewer resources miss out
on important OST opportunities, they also miss out on developmental gains that can contribute
to success in the classroom and beyond.
Many of the outcomes associated with enrichment opportunities are often referred to as
noncognitive factors1—skills, beliefs, and behaviors that cannot be measured directly through
traditional academic assessments, including standardized testing (Dweck, Walton, & Cohen,
2011; Heckman & Rubinstein, 2001). A growing body of evidence shows that noncognitive factors contribute to performance in the classroom and may be as important as intelligence for
academic achievement, college attendance and completion, and long-term personal success
(Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007; Dweck et al., 2011). These noncognitive factors
are linked to student motivation and the ability to manage adversity and challenge. Ideally, every
student has access to a variety of high-quality experiences that contribute to positive developmental trajectories. Unfortunately, the growing opportunity gap demonstrates that many youth
are simply missing out.
College access programs are one approach that can address the opportunity gap. Throughout
childhood and adolescence, many students with low SES encounter numerous barriers that make
it difficult to break the cycle of poverty, including a lack of both financial resources and necessary
skills for college (Nagaoka et al., 2013; Shechtman, DeBarger, Dornsife, Rosier, & Yarnall, 2013).
College access programs work with students from low-income families, sometimes over several
years, to support academic and personal development in an effort to improve college readiness
(Glennie, Dalton, & Knapp, 2014; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013). Many programs provide ongoing
support with schoolwork, arrange college visits, help with the college application process, and
aid the transition to college. In addition, programs may offer programming and OST experiences
that otherwise may be out of reach (Ng, Wolf-Wendel, & Lombardi, 2014).
Select college access programs include outdoor adventure education (OAE) experiences.
While evidence suggests that participation in OAE relates to the development of many noncognitive factors, including self-systems (e.g., self-efficacy, self-confidence), changes in beliefs
toward personal potential, leadership skills, and feelings of social belonging (e.g., Hattie, Marsh,
Neill, & Richards, 1997; Sibthorp, Furman, Paisley, & Gookin, 2008), there has been little research on the role of OAE within a larger college access program.
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to understand the role of OAE experiences in
the development of noncognitive factors among adolescents in a college access program. As
educators and policy makers consider ways to address the opportunity gap and support college
Scholars have tried to use other terms such as character or social-emotional skills, yet the term noncognitive
factors has gained traction in educational policy circles (Farrington et al., 2012; Shechtman et al., 2013).
Therefore, it will be used in this article.
1
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attainment for more students, OAE may be one way they can cultivate mindsets, beliefs, and
behaviors that encourage perseverance in the face of challenges. This study examined the relation of an OAE experience to changes in self-efficacy for dealing with challenge, self-efficacy
for engaging in help-seeking behavior, growth mindsets toward leadership, growth mindsets
toward emotional regulation, and sense of belonging. The overarching goal was to understand
how OAE, with its inherent challenges, novelty, and interdependent social structure, can augment college preparatory programs.

The Opportunity Gap and Out-of-School-Time Experiences
Conversations about income disparities are common in Western education. However, it is
becoming clearer that income inequalities have compounding effects, potentially limiting social
mobility among those with low SES (Duncan & Murnane, 2011; Putnam, 2015). Longitudinal
research has revealed that students with low SES are less likely to participate in extracurricular
enrichment opportunities than students from middle-class backgrounds (Duncan & Murnane,
2011). Analyses (Putnam, 2015; Snellman et al., 2014) have found that participation rates in
sports, extracurricular activities, and volunteerism have decreased among students with low
SES, while participation rates among students with middle to high SES have increased. As a result, even though emerging evidence suggests that students from low-income homes may realize
greater benefits from OST activities than their more affluent peers do (see Blomfield & Barber,
2011; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002; Randall & Bohnert, 2012), they remain less likely to participate.
Experiences born from extracurricular activities ranging from school band, debate, and
after-school sports to outdoor adventures contribute to student development in ways distinct
from those in school settings, often providing experiential learning that can lead to improved
self-perceptions, connections to others, and positive behaviors that lead to increased motivation
and ultimately academic achievement (Dawes & Larson, 2011; Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki,
Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006; Larson, 2011; Vandell et al., 2005). These
intrapersonal and interpersonal factors also support successful transitions to the college environment (Nagaoka et al., 2013).

Noncognitive Factors and Out-of-School-Time Experiences
Many of the outcomes related to OST experiences fall under the umbrella term of noncognitive factors. The term encompasses a range of factors that contribute to success, from observable
behaviors such as study skills and turning in homework to more internal conditions related to
feelings of belongingness, beliefs related to competence (e.g., self-efficacy), self-regulation, and
attitudes toward learning (Dweck et al., 2011). Noncognitive factors have received considerable
attention in discussions of education and education policy (Pellegrino & Hilton, 2012; Tough,
2012). The excitement stems from the understanding that noncognitive factors are considered
malleable well into adulthood and are often more predictive of long-term success than are measures of intelligence (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Duckworth & Gross, 2014).
OST experiences are a part of many college access programs, as researchers and program
managers recognize the value of student development in less formal, nonacademic settings
(Glennie et al., 2014; Washington, Pretlow, & Barnett, 2016). College access programs remain
especially interested in helping students build the skills to effectively take on leadership roles,
overcome challenges, establish a community of precollege peers, and adopt a healthy growth-oriented mindset (Glennie et al., 2014; Rios-Aguilar & Deil-Amen, 2012; Washington et al., 2016).
Some programs opt to use OAE to support these outcomes (Paisley et al., 2014; Richmond,
Sibthorp, Jostad, & Gookin, 2016).
OAE uses activities such as backpacking and sea kayaking—often in a natural or wilderness setting—to teach technical skills, promote interpersonal competencies, and encourage
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intrapersonal growth (Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014). Research in OAE has shown that participation
promotes the development of self-confidence, self-efficacy, tolerance for adversity and challenge,
self-regulation, leadership skills, and identity formation (e.g., Hattie et al., 1997; Sibthorp et al.,
2008; Widmer & Taniguchi, 2014).
These experiential learning opportunities can act as a mechanism for establishing powerful
social connections, especially among intact groups where participants know each other outside
the outdoor experience. OAE has been linked to greater communication and teamwork among
corporate work teams (Gass & Priest, 2006) and improved social connectedness among college
students in wilderness orientation programs (Bell, Gass, Nafziger, & Starbuck, 2014). The close
interaction among participants often leads to lasting friendships and an overall sense of belonging within the group.
The inherent qualities of OAE programs—challenge, real or perceived risk, peak experiences, collaboration and social interaction, skill acquisition and application, direct feedback
from instructors, peers, and the environment—provide potential for affecting a number of
noncognitive factors discussed in this article. Hattie (2009) found that OAE was especially
effective at fostering student development because “learning about facing challenge, seeking
feedback, adapting to peer cooperative learning, and enhanced self-regulation about one’s skills
and strengths seems to last beyond the experience in the outdoors” (p. 157).

Noncognitive Factors of Interest
OAE is particularly well positioned to influence a subset of noncognitive factors that are
important for college success. For the purposes of this paper, noncognitive factors of interest
are self-efficacy beliefs for dealing with challenge and self-efficacy for engaging in help-seeking
behavior, growth mindsets toward leadership and emotional regulation, and sense of belonging
within an academic community.
Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief in his or her ability to accomplish a given task or goal (Bandura, 1977, 1997), and OAE participation is closely associated
with the development of domain-specific and generalizable self-efficacy beliefs (Hattie, 2009).
Specifically, OAE research has found connections between program participation and the development of self-efficacy in dealing with challenge and self-efficacy for working with others
(Sibthorp et al., 2008). In other contexts, including college readiness, self-efficacy for dealing
with challenge is important, as it a prerequisite that students need to implement key adjustment
strategies when facing obstacles and setbacks on their educational pathways (Farrington et al.,
2012). The team-based approach of OAE also fosters a sense of interdependence within the small
community of learners, with situations where asking for help is encouraged (Sibthorp & Jostad,
2014). Such help-seeking behavior is especially important at the college level, where success often requires students to reach out to peers, professors, and others for help to overcome academic
and personal challenges (Nagaoka, Farrington, Ehrlich, & Heath, 2015; Walton & Cohen, 2007).
Growth mindsets. Self-efficacy is closely related to another set of noncognitive factors
known broadly as mindsets and more specifically as implicit theories. Mindsets and implicit theories refer to a person’s beliefs about the malleability of particular traits and abilities (Burnette,
O’Boyle, VanEpps, Pollack, & Finkel, 2013; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Dweck et al., 2011). Dweck
and Leggett (1988) explained that those with an incremental theory (i.e., growth mindset) believe
that skill and ability within a domain can grow with practice and effort, while those holding
an entity theory (i.e., fixed mindset) believe that skill and ability are relatively unchangeable.
Dweck et al. (2011) found that “a growth mindset about intelligence fosters tenacity—by inspiring students to act on their self-efficacy and allowing self-efficacy to survive in the face of
setbacks—where a fixed mindset undermines it” (p. 9).
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OAE experiences offer numerous opportunities that influence mindsets toward two important skills associated with college success: leadership and emotion regulation (Nagaoka et al.,
2015; Pellegrino & Hilton, 2012). Conley (2007) argued,
Success in college is enhanced for students who possess interpersonal and social skills
that enable them to interact with a diverse cross-section of academicians and peers.
These skills include the ability to collaborate and work in a team; understand the
norms of the “academic” culture and how one interacts with professors and others in
that environment; interact with people from different backgrounds and cultures; communicate informally; and demonstrate leadership skills in a variety of settings.
On OAE experiences, participants have opportunities to lead others, practice communication
and group management skills, and work collaboratively to achieve group goals (Sibthorp &
Jostad, 2014). Through practice, participants can see that leadership is a skill that can be developed and improved over time and is not something that is innate for a chosen few.
Similarly, participants have the opportunity to practice self-regulation on OAE experiences,
specifically emotion regulation. OAE experiences can be physically and emotionally demanding and participants have to implement a number of regulatory strategies to manage adversity
and uncertainty (Sibthorp et al., 2008). Emotion regulation is regularly identified as a key skill
important for college success, as students must manage emotions and distractions to meet the
demands of college coursework and college life (Burnette et al., 2013; Heckman & Kautz, 2013;
Nagaoka et al., 2015). OAE experiences can positively influence mindsets toward emotion regulation, as participants are able to experiment in sometimes stressful situations and learn that they
are capable of managing challenge and managing their emotions in productive ways (Gookin &
Leach, 2009).
Sense of belonging. Additionally, research has found that OAE fosters a sense of belonging
when participants share a common application environment such as school or work (e.g., Bell et
al., 2014; Gass & Priest, 2006). Evidence shows that when students feel they are part of an academic community, they take on desirable academic behaviors including task perseverance and
engagement with lessons (Dweck et al., 2011; Sánchez, Colón, & Esparza, 2005; Walton, Cohen,
Cwir, & Spencer, 2012). A sense of belonging can be broadly defined as a social connection to
individuals or groups within a particular performance domain such as school or an OST activity (Walton & Cohen, 2007). Walton and Cohen (2007) examined sense of belonging and found
that Black college students were more susceptible to perceptions of inclusion and exclusion than
White students and that these beliefs were related to academic achievement. A subsequent study
found that interventions that promoted belonging led to improved academic performance, improved sense of belonging, and higher levels of student health and well-being in comparison
to control groups (Walton & Cohen, 2007). College access programs use OAE to promote or
reinforce social belonging among a cohort of students intent on going to college—thereby reinforcing shared goals and norms related to higher education attainment.

Study Purposes and Research Questions
Given the importance that college access programs that work with students from low socioeconomic backgrounds now place on noncognitive factors (e.g., see Venezia & Jaeger, 2013;
Washington et al., 2016), it is surprising that there is little research on the use of OAE within
these programs. Therefore, the primary purpose of this study was to explore the relation of OAE
experiences to the development of noncognitive factors among adolescents in a college access
program. Student self-efficacy beliefs for dealing with challenge and engaging in help-seeking
behaviors, mindsets toward leadership and emotional regulation, and sense of belonging were
of particular interest, as these factors have been identified as essential for college readiness and
align with OAE outcomes. Specific research questions (RQ) included the following:
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RQ1: Does participation in an OAE experience within a college access program relate
to changes in student self-efficacy for dealing with challenge, self-efficacy for using
help-seeking behavior, growth mindsets toward leadership and emotion regulation,
and sense of belonging?
RQ2: If OAE is related to shifts in student self-efficacy beliefs, growth mindsets, and/
or sense of belonging, how does the OAE component contribute to these changes?

Findings from this study may help educators, program managers, parents, and policy makers understand how OAE experiences can enhance college access programs by contributing to
the development of noncognitive factors associated with college readiness.

Method
This study involved 175 students from C5 Youth Programs, an initiative that offers mentorship, college preparation, and leadership development programs for high-potential students
from urban centers in Texas, New England, Georgia, and the city of Los Angeles. Students may
come from single-parent homes, reside with extended family, live below the poverty line, and/or
come from high-risk neighborhoods (C5 Foundation, n.d.). Students in C5 begin the summer
prior to eighth grade and the program concludes their final year of high school. During the
first two summers of the program, students attend a residential camp for a month. Following
ninth grade, C5 students participate in a weeklong OAE backpacking course focused on personal
growth and leadership development. C5 partners with NOLS to facilitate this signature summer event. NOLS is recognized as a leading organization in OAE and its curriculum explicitly
emphasizes leadership development, communication, dealing with adversity and uncertainty,
judgment and decision making, and positive peer interactions (Gookin & Leach, 2009). Courses
were based at NOLS branches in Washington, Idaho, Wyoming, and the Adirondacks in Upstate
New York. Students traveled through the backcountry in single-sex groups of eight to 12 with
peers from their regional program, along with a chaperone and two to three instructors.
To explore the relation of OAE experiences to the development of self-efficacy beliefs
and sense of belonging, the study employed a repeated-measures, mixed-methods, embedded,
dominant-less-dominant design. Embedded designs use quantitative and qualitative methods
simultaneously, but one method supports a dominant method (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
In this study, the quantitative component was the dominant method with semistructured interviews providing additional insight.

Quantitative Measures
Students completed the noncognitive factors measurement instrument (NCFMI) on the first
day of their OAE experience prior to leaving for the field and on the last day of the OAE course.
The NCFMI includes several measures adapted from existing instrumentation (see sections that
follow). For content and construct validity, two professors from a public research university in
the western United States with extensive experience in scale development reviewed the original
measures and suggested changes for use with a college pathway program in an OAE context.
Self-efficacy measures. Self-efficacy for dealing with challenging situations (SE_CHLNG)
was measured with an 11-item scale based on self-efficacy scale development guidelines
(Bandura, 2006) and specific items from the coping efficacy scale (α = .80 to .91; Chesney,
Neilands, Chambers, Taylor, & Folkman, 2006). The scale had several content domains, including problem-solving strategies (e.g., “Break a difficult problem down into smaller parts”), task
perseverance (e.g., “Keep on working on the problem, even if I don’t know how it will turn out”),
and emotion regulation (e.g., “When I am struggling with something, I can stop myself from
being upset by unpleasant thoughts”). The NCFMI also included a six-item scale measuring selfefficacy using help-seeking behaviors (SE_HELP). An example statement was “Go to teachers,
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instructors, counselors, or mentors when I feel overwhelmed with something and want to quit.”
The items were measured on a Likert-type scale ranging from 0 (I cannot do it at all) to 10 (I am
highly confident I can do it).
Growth mindset measures. Two four-item scales adapted from the Dweck Mindset
Instrument (Blackwell et al., 2007; Dweck, 2006) measured leadership mindsets. One scale measured student beliefs concerning the malleability of leadership (MIND_LEAD) and another
focused on student beliefs about their emotion regulation (MIND_EMO). Each scale included
two items on incremental theories (growth mindsets) and two on entity theories (fixed mindset).
Items were rated on a Likert-type scale with 1 indicating strongly disagree and 8 indicating strongly agree, with questions on entity theories reverse scored. Example items included “If they want
to, people can change the emotions they have” and “You have a certain amount of leadership
ability, and you can’t really do much to change it.” A similar short measure on implicit theories of
emotional regulation had a Cronbach’s alpha of .75 (Tamir, John, Srivastava, & Gross, 2007) and
measures of implicit theories of leadership reported Cronbach’s alphas of .62 (Burnette, Pollack,
& Hoyt, 2010; four-item) and .94 (Werth, Markel, & Förster, 2006; eight-item).
Sense of belonging measures. Another section of the NCFMI examined student sense
of belonging related to school and C5, which are two distinct academic communities. Sense
of belonging in school (BEL_SCHOOL) was used as a comparison for sense of belonging at
C5 (BEL_C5). This 14-item scale was based on the Psychological Sense of School Membership
(PSSM; Goodenow & Grady, 1993). The PSSM has been shown to have a Cronbach’s alpha above
.80 (Anderman, 2003; Goodenow & Grady, 1993). The original 18-item PSSM measure was
modified so that there was an equal number of positively and negatively worded questions and
was shortened to account for possible testing fatigue. The final measure retained the most applicable items that aligned with the purpose of the study. The measure used a Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (totally false) to 8 (totally true). Negatively worded items were reverse scored for
analysis and reporting.

Qualitative Component
Qualitative interviews with a subset of 27 (15.4%) students took place in person at NOLS
branches hosting C5 courses. The purpose of these semistructured interviews was to gain a
greater understanding of the student experience. Questions focused on what students learned
from the course, changes to self-perceptions and beliefs, and other salient topics related to the
experience. Representative questions included “What were some highlights from your outdoor
course?” “What were some challenges that you encountered?” “Tell me about your relationships
with your C5 peers.” and “Why do you think C5 sent you on this trip?” along with follow-up
questions to prompt deeper responses (Creswell, Hanson, Clark Plano, & Morales, 2007). Two
research faculty members with experience in qualitative research reviewed the interview protocol. The procedure used was chosen so that students from each C5 location would be included,
male and female voices would be balanced, and a broad range of experiences and opinions would
be sought, while the number of interviews would be kept manageable.

Quantitative Data Analysis
Quantitative measures were analyzed via multilevel models (MLMs) that suited the nested
structure of the data (Kwok et al., 2008; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). MLMs maximize the ability
to identify associations between outcome variables and predictors and to understand the nature
of any associations. In this study, time was nested within students and students were nested
within expedition groups, creating nonindependence, and group sizes varied, resulting in unbalanced data. All analyses were run via HLM 7.0.
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Data from 175 students were screened and cleaned. Ten subjects were removed due to incomplete data, resulting in 165 matched pre- and postcourse instruments. After data screening
and cleaning, the first step in MLM analysis requires the creation of a baseline model for each
outcome variable to determine if variance could be accounted for at the occurrence, individual,
and group level. Intraclass correlations were computed to determine within-subjects, betweensubjects, and between-group variance. Models that had less than 10% variance at the group level
were then simplified to two-level models for parsimony (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). A series of
MLMs was then used to examine the relationships between OAE participation (time in weeks)
and each outcome variable. Each model controlled for self-identified gender at Level 2.

Qualitative Analysis
The interviews were transcribed and analyzed via systematic qualitative techniques (Miles,
Huberman, & Salanda, 2014; Saldana, 2013). This process allows the researcher to identify salient
themes and connections within the data. Interviews were transcribed and coded via a three-stage
process with the aid of HyperRESEARCH software (ResearchWare, 2013). First, transcripts were
open coded via in vivo and descriptive codes. Next, focused coding with constant comparison
in conjunction with research memos and notes was used to identify themes and adjust and collapse codes. Finally, axial coding was used to identify connections among themes and relevant
codes. Codes, themes, and connections were then evaluated and confirmed by two additional
researchers with experience in qualitative research involving youth. Quantitative and qualitative
components were then brought together for a comprehensive analysis. Data from each source
was used to identify converging conclusions.

Results
The final sample of 165 C5 students were enrolled on 20 different courses based out of four
NOLS branches (Washington, Idaho, Wyoming, Adirondacks). Students were 14 to 16 years of
age (M = 14.9 years) with females making up 56.5% of the sample. Of the students, 46.4% identified as African American, 39.3% as Hispanic/Latino or Latina, 9.5% as White, 2.4% as Asian
American, and 1.2% as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander.

Quantitative Results
The quantitative measures sought to answer the first research question: Does participation
in an OAE experience within a college access program relate to changes in student self-efficacy
beliefs, leadership mindsets, and sense of belonging? Analysis of the NCFMI measures revealed
changes from pre- to postcourse measures in the mean scores in self-efficacy for dealing with
challenge (SE_CHLNG), self-efficacy for using help-seeking behavior (SE_HELP), and sense of
belonging at school (BEL_SCHOOL). The use of an MLM model allowed for a better understanding of the influence of time (pre- to postcourse), the control variable of self-identified gender, and expedition group on outcome measures.
Self-efficacy measures. Both self-efficacy measures (SE_CHLNG, α = .89; SE_HELP,
α = .90.) were simplified to two-level models, as the inclusion of self-identified gender rendered
variance attributed to the expedition groups insignificant. Controlling for gender, the two-level
models revealed that time was significant for SE_CHLNG, β = .76, t(164) = 7.59, p < .001, and
SE_HELP, β = .83, t(164) = 5.74, p < .001. Participation in the OAE experience was associated
with a .76 increase in the SE_CHLNG score and a .83 increase in the SE_HELP score, both
on an 11-point scale. The associated effect size correlations (Kwok et al., 2008; Raudenbush &
Bryk, 2002) for time at Level 1 were Pseudo R2s = .25 for SE_CHLNG and Pseudo R2s = .16
for SE_HELP, indicating a small to medium effect size for both (Cohen, 1992). The intraclass
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coefficient was .50 for SE_CHLNG and .56 for SE_HELP. In this context, the intraclass correlation coefficient represents the percentage of variance between subjects.
Students who self-identified as female were significantly associated with lower levels of
self-efficacy in both scales at both measurement points. For SE_CHLNG, being female was associated with a score that was .95 points lower than the score for males, β = -.91, t(163) = -4.93,
p < .001, Pseudo R2s = .05, and a similar association was found when SE_HELP was the outcome
variable, β = -.973, t(163) = -3.31, p < .001, Pseudo R2s = .01.
Leadership mindset measures. Two-level models were run for both MIND_LEAD
(α = .54) and MIND_EMO (α = .63) since Level 3 variance was less than 10%. In the full model,
both within-subject and between-subject predictors were nonsignificant. In addition, despite
evidence of short mindset scales producing acceptable reliabilities (Burnette et al., 2010; Tamir
et al., 2007; Werth et al., 2006), observed scale reliability was low for both measures in these data,
particularly MIND_LEAD.
Sense of belonging measure. Sense of belonging measures were analyzed via two-level
models, as between-group variance accounted for less than 10% of variance at Level 3. For
BEL_C5 (α = .74), the Level-1 predictor of time and the Level-2 control variable of gender were
both nonsignificant. However, time, β = .19, t(164) = 2.66, p = .009, Pseudo R2s = .11, and gender,
β = -.40, t(163) = -2.15, p = .03, Pseudo R2s = .04, were significant predictors for BEL_SCHOOL
(α = .75). This means that for a week of OAE participation, BEL_SCHOOL went up by .19
points on an 8-point scale, but the effect size was small. The BEL_SCHOOL score for female
students was .44 points lower than that for their male peers. There was a statistically significant difference between BEL_C5 and BEL_SCHOOL on precourse, BEL_C5, M = 6.92, 95% CI
[6.76, 7.09], BEL_SCHOOL, M = 5.97, 95% CI [5.77, 6.17], and postcourse, BEL_C5, M = 7.04,
95% CI [6.88, 7.20], BEL_SCHOOL, M= 6.16, 95% CI [5.96, 6.36], measurements. C5_BEL had
higher mean scores at both time points, indicating that the students reported a higher sense of
belonging at C5 than in school.

Qualitative Findings
Qualitative interviews included 13 females and 14 males with representation from each
C5 location and students from courses based out of NOLS branches in Washington, Idaho, and
Wyoming. Interviewees identified as African American (51.9%), Hispanic/Latino or Latina
(33.3%), White (7.4%), and Asian American (3.7%). Interviews were between 15 min and 1 hr,
resulting in approximately 14 hr of audio. The lead author and the second author conducted the
interviews.
Analysis of the interviews addressed the second research question, which sought to understand the contributions of an OAE experience to changes in self-efficacy, leadership mindsets,
and sense of belonging. Findings provide some context for understanding the quantitative results of the study, particularly the effects of the OAE experiences on self-efficacy beliefs and the
role of C5 in students’ lives.
Understanding changes to self-efficacy. C5 students reflected on the experience and explained how physical, intrapersonal, and interpersonal challenges changed their self-beliefs.
Many of the students reported that this was one of the most challenging experiences of their
lives. While they had been on shorter, less rigorous backpacking trips during previous summers with C5, this experience proved to be a benchmark challenge experience, an experience that
provides perspective when evaluating other challenging life experiences. A female from New
England said that the OAE experience “kind of helps you for future challenges, knowing that you
have done something hard and you can get through it even if you think you can’t.” See Table 1
for representative quotes.
What about the weeklong trip influenced their self-efficacy? First, students felt accomplished that they completed the trip, noting that they had to “push through” fatigue and wanted
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to quit. Second, the experience put them out of their comfort zones and students noted that they
had to adapt to the new environment, new living arrangements, poor weather, and homesickness.
Students talked about dealing with the unexpected—a long hike day, wet clothes, terrain—and
understanding the value of adapting. Third, students appreciated the opportunity to practice
leadership skills, from serving as leader of the day to working to be an active and supportive follower. Leadership also involved dealing with interpersonal conflict, managing frustration with
others, and practicing patience.
Table 1
Self-Efficacy for Dealing With Challenge: Representative Quotes
Theme

Quote

Pushing Through
Adversity

“This was a once-in-a-lifetime experience [that taught us] we can
come back, we can have some scrapes, some bruises . . . but this trip
[will] help with motivation for what we are going to do in the future.
So if we actually feel like something is too hard, like a class . . . and
you’re struggling, just think back to your hiking experience and
think ‘this is nothing.’ It keeps you motivated to push on . . .” (Male
from C5 Texas)

Being Out of
Comfort Zone

“I think I became more self-confident . . . but when I am outside of
my comfort zone it goes really low. Here it grew more because I was
outside my comfort zone completely and I was able to push myself
and make the goals that we had set for each other. I was able to get
through this even though this is hard for me, even though I am not
used to it.” (Female from C5 Los Angeles)

Confidence in
Leadership

“I think the biggest lesson was not to underestimate myself. I think
I do that a lot. These people, this whole week, have been supporting me and believing in me, and trusting me to lead them places.”
(Female from C5 Texas)

Dealing with Others

“I’ve learned to adapt to others’ personalities. Not everyone is going
to be how you want them to be. Everyone is unique in their own
way and you just have to realize that and just adapt to it. Just don’t
try to make them change or something like that . . .” (Male from C5
Georgia)

Practicing Patience

“I learned how to be comfortable in a situation even though you
don’t like it . . . just keeping calm.” (Male from C5 New England)

The social group, while occasionally a source of conflict or frustration, was often an important support mechanism. Through teamwork and positive encouragement, students were able
to meet daily objectives such as getting to camp and overcome negative psychological states.
Students noted that this OAE experience drove home the importance of maintaining a positive
attitude when dealing with adversity. It was easy to see the impact of attitude in an environment
where it is difficult to walk away from the challenges at hand. One female student from New
England said one of her biggest takeaways was that “even though you can’t change a situation,
you can definitely change your attitude toward it and that can make it a lot different.”
The team-oriented nature of the OAE experience also had an effect on student perspectives
on the value of seeking out help. Students had to work together to navigate, prepare meals, and
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manage adversity. A female student from Los Angeles articulated a key lesson shared by several
interviewees:
Back at home I try to be as independent as I can for my age [and] independent meant
never asking for help. Always being able to do it on your own. On this trip what I really
learned was that it’s okay to ask for help when you really need it. Like it doesn’t make
you not independent if you ask for someone’s help. That’s something I am going to
take back home, because, you know, I always said ‘you’re independent, you don’t need
anyone else’s help,’ but now I realize I could be independent and I also could ask for
people’s help. It doesn’t make me dependent on anyone.
Other students talked about the new communication skills and confidence for working with
peers and adults that they gained through the experience. In the unfamiliar and challenging context of the OAE experience, students had to rely on each other while seeking advice and guidance
from NOLS instructors and their C5 chaperones. Several students talked about taking home with
them this lesson of reaching out to others.
Growth mindsets. All of the interviewees shared that they believed that leadership was a
skill to be learned. While interviewees had different levels of self-efficacy in leading others or
being a vocal leader, students referenced C5’s leadership goals and curriculum often. During
residential camps following seventh and eighth grade, as well in the months leading up to
their OAE experience following ninth grade, students are exposed to C5’s leadership classes.
Interviews revealed that students understood that they were involved in C5 to become leaders in
their schools and communities. A male student from C5 New England explained that the OAE
experience was a capstone experience for his leadership education to that point:
Well they talk a lot about giving back to the community and to your community and
going to college . . . if you take [the trip] seriously, you’ll definitely gain more leadership
skills . . . It takes a lot for people to do this. Not every kid off the street would be able to
do . . . so [C5] gets you ready . . . they’ve been talking about [this trip] for years . . . It’s
a big step toward graduating from C5 and going to college.
A leadership mindset seemed well established among interviewees. However, students expressed
that there were new leadership lessons they would take back with them. A female student from
New England talked about using specific skills such as “standing up for yourself,” working with
others you do not agree with, holding true to your beliefs, and managing “aggravating situations”
with others. The experience gave the students opportunities to practice leading peers.
Interviews led to findings concerning emotion regulation that were not entirely consistent
with the quantitative data. Students discussed the value of remaining positive and staying calm.
However, when it came to conflict resolution, several male and female students shared that the
physically and psychologically demanding nature of the course sometimes led to conflict. “We
had arguments . . . we had ups and downs with everybody,” said one female student. Another
female student said, “Sometimes we were really good and then we would have arguments and it
would be really bad.” Several male students admitted they got into heated arguments with peers
over food, directions, or personality conflicts.
For some, the confrontational behaviors that emerged under pressure did not reflect mature
emotion regulation. Yet the experience allowed students to experiment with various conflict
resolution and emotion regulation strategies within a dynamic context. Interviews revealed that
students reviewed these negative experiences with adult leaders during daily debriefings, which
often resulted in personal reflection about how they could improve in similar stressful situations.
Thus, despite a lack of quantitative support for gains in emotion regulation, the qualitative data
support the programmatic attention to this domain.
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Sense of belonging in C5. Conflicts arose during the OAE experience, but interviews
made it clear that students felt it was a positive experience that allowed them to deepen social relationships with peers and reinforce their connection to C5. A common theme that arose
from interviews was that students believe that “C5 is family.” Students talked about the close
friendships made at C5, especially during the summers at residential camp. When reflecting on
friendships at school versus friendships at C5, a Texas student explained, “They are completely
different. [At school] we’re not as close. Here we’re like family. We tell each other everything even
though we don’t see each other every day.” Similarly, a C5 Los Angeles student cited that the
reason they were close was “because you go through so much together. We’ve seen each other
struggle . . . So you’re comfortable around them and they are not judgmental.” The C5 program
brings students with similar backgrounds and college aspirations together and fosters a supportive community that encourages participants to persevere through the rigors of high school and
college preparation. Many of the interviewees expressed that such a community was not present
at their respective schools.
Students talked about the OAE experience as a chance to build on existing relationships,
similar to how the trip allowed them to build on existing leadership skills. A Texas student talked
about his gratefulness to have a bonding experience with a group he had known for years: “Being
with C5 for three years so far . . . we’ve grown as a family, so it’s been fun to hang out with these
guys for a week.” Others were able to make stronger connections to peers they did not know as
well. A Los Angeles student explained, “It was really nice because we had some similarities and
some fears that were exactly the same. We talked about our problems.” While qualitative measures did not demonstrate an increase in sense of belonging, interviews revealed that students
had a deep connection to C5 that was established before the trip. This may have contributed
to a ceiling effect in measures. Students expressed that the backpacking trip was a culminating
experience where they were able to leverage their existing relationships with others to complete
a challenging leadership expedition and then move on to the college preparation programming
they would experience in the coming years.

Discussion
The qualitative findings provide context for understanding changes in NCFMI measures
following the OAE experience. Certainly, the backcountry experience gave students opportunities to encounter and overcome adversity, contributing to improved self-efficacy for dealing with
challenge. Additionally, the small-group nature of the course provided a setting where teamwork
and seeking help from others were encouraged, perhaps changing personal self-efficacy for helpseeking behavior. Interviews also shed light on how the C5 program influences student mindsets
toward leadership as a skill and how C5—during the OAE experience and in programs and activities in the first two years—cultivates a sense of belonging among students. This section puts
these findings into perspective in regard to research on noncognitive factors, OST experiences
including OAE, and college access programs.
First, it is important to revisit the opportunity gap, the central problem of interest. Students
from low socioeconomic backgrounds simply do not have access to the same opportunities as
students from families with more resources (Putnam, Frederick, & Snellman 2012). The C5 Youth
Program provides its students with a series of experiences that may otherwise be out of reach
for them. In the years leading up to the OAE trip examined in this study, students attended residential camp in the summers following seventh and eighth grade and participated in bimonthly
enrichment activities. This OAE experience was a key culminating event provided by C5 that
allowed students to practice the leadership skills they learned in previous years within a dynamic
environment. This experiential context allows students to build confidence, self-efficacy, and
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positive mindsets and builds a community of like-minded individuals with similar aspirations,
similar to other quality OST contexts (cf. Durlak et al., 2011; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006).
One of the research questions this study sought to answer was whether participation in this
OAE experience was related to changes in student self-efficacy beliefs in dealing with challenge
and using help-seeking behavior, growth mindsets toward leadership and emotion regulation,
and sense of belonging, and if so, understanding how these changes occur. One must recognize
the significance of the entirety of the C5 experience, from seventh grade to college, as it is a series
of quality experiences that contribute to positive student trajectories or developmental cascades
(see Masten & Cicchetti, 2010). Precourse measures of self-efficacy, leadership mindsets, and
sense of belonging to C5 were arguably high. However, it appears that intense and intentionally designed OAE experiences as part of a larger college access program can contribute to that
overall positive trajectory.
The OAE experience in this study was associated with increases in self-efficacy for dealing with challenge and self-efficacy for using help-seeking behavior. Though the effect sizes
were small to medium in strength, student interviews showed that the challenging nature of the
course pushed them to reevaluate their abilities to deal with and manage adversity. Evidence
from student interviews confirmed findings from other studies that found OAE participation
was related to functioning well in difficult circumstances, practicing leadership-related competencies, working collaboratively and cooperatively, and navigating the social structure of the
group (e.g., Hattie et al., 1997; Sibthorp et al., 2008; Sibthorp & Jostad, 2014). The physical,
mental, and interpersonal challenges of backpacking in a remote environment provided real and
sometimes raw experiences where students had to draw upon their inner resources and the support of peers and instructors. As a result, students left with benchmark challenge experiences as
reference points for the future.
The value of strong self-efficacy beliefs for dealing with challenge cannot be understated.
These beliefs are associated with student persistence and the ability to work toward long-term
goals—factors important for college success (Duckworth et al., 2007; Farrington et al., 2012).
Similarly, the OAE experience allowed students to see the importance of seeking help when
needed. As nonexperts in the backcountry, they had to seek help from others. In times of homesickness, they realized they could reach out. In either scenario, students had opportunities to see
that seeking support did not equate to weakness. Such help-seeking behaviors are essential in
college, especially among first-generation college students who may be embarrassed to seek help
or not know how to receive support (Roderick, Nagaoka, & Coca, 2009; Yeager & Walton, 2011).
Social belonging is also important for college success and is often a priority of college access programs and first-year college programming (Shechtman et al., 2013; Walton & Cohen,
2011). Although quantitative measures of sense of belonging to C5 did not show any statistical
difference pre- and postcourse, it is possible that sense of belonging was well established before
the trip. Interviews revealed that the OAE experience helped students reinforce and celebrate
existing relationships while building new friendships.
A sense of belonging within an academic community has been associated with student
motivation and positive academic behaviors (Dweck et al., 2011; Farrington et al., 2012; Walton
& Cohen, 2011). As an intact group, it is likely that students were able to carry friendships and
their attitudes toward C5 from a residential camp and activity context to the OAE experience,
and vice versa (cf. Bell et al., 2014; Gass & Priest, 2006). C5 is clearly providing a community, one
that many students consider a family. The difference in students’ sense of belonging between C5
and school may suggest that students feel that C5 provides the support, camaraderie, and shared
academic aspirations that are lacking from their respective schools.
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Implications and Future Research
This study provides additional evidence that OAE experiences can contribute to the development of noncognitive factors and be an effective component of a larger college access program.
OAE offers many of the desired outcomes associated with quality OST enrichment opportunities, specifically in areas of self-efficacy that can transfer to other school and life contexts. It also
offers a mechanism for students to create and reinforce relationships, creating or bolstering a
sense of belonging within an academic community. As debates continue about how to close the
opportunity gap, OAE remains an option for college access programs and educational policy
makers.
Despite the potential of OAE in college access programs, it remains difficult to access and
expensive; this greatly limits the utility of OAE as a wide-scale intervention. However, as others
have pointed out (e.g., Sibthorp & Morgan, 2011), many of the programmatic aspects inherent in
OAE can be prioritized and incorporated into other, more accessible OST offerings. In this study,
students often described OAE as an emotionally intense and authentic practice setting where
they were impelled to overcome difficulties. Their general unfamiliarity with the backcountry
setting necessitated that they reach out to others for assistance, remain flexible, and adapt to
new environments. Such examples suggest clear parallels to college for many of these students
and illustrate programmatic aspects that might be prioritized in more accessible programming.
There continues to be a need for more research on the connection between OAE participation and the development of noncognitive factors. A weeklong intervention can make an impact,
but student development occurs over years and a multitude of experiences. A future study may
want to look at the influence of participation in college access programs, such as C5, on noncognitive factors over a longer period. For C5 students, it was clear that their mindsets toward
the malleability of leadership ability were well established prior to the OAE experience. Student
sense of belonging to C5 was also stable. A longitudinal study that follows students from the beginning of program participation may reveal how particular noncognitive factors develop within
a larger system. More complex research designs that include additional variables unavailable in
this study may provide additional insight on relationships between noncognitive and other variables such as family income, GPA, or competing OST activities. Following a cohort of students
over time would also allow opportunities for the collection of rich qualitative data on student
development. Finally, it will be essential to understand the long-term impacts of an OAE experience within a college access program, as emerging research suggests that, for some outcomes,
low-income students may benefit more from such experiences than their more affluent peers
(Blomfield & Barber, 2011; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002; Randall & Bohnert, 2012). Future research
will also want to see if gains from OAE participation last beyond the end of the course.

Limitations
This study was limited by its design, population, measures, and the unique nature of the
intervention. The lack of a control group and the specific characteristics of C5 and a NOLS
course limit the generalizability of the findings. A future study involving OAE and college access
programs should use a control group or a repeated-measures crossover design so researchers
can attribute any changes to intervention. The results of this study show promise but need to
be tested via a true experimental design. Second, the measures are dependent on accurate selfperceptions and honest self-reports; the mindset measure needs further development given the
observed ceiling effect and low internal consistency. Additionally, the life experience of the researcher likely influenced the coding interpretation of student narratives, and a team of coders
with various experience may have helped reduce single-coder bias.
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Conclusion
The opportunity gap remains a concern for those who wish to address disparities among
socioeconomic groups. Students with the least resources do not have access to experiences that
can support their development and ultimately their educational and career aspirations. While it
is important to reduce disparities in the quality of classroom education, we must also find ways
to provide quality OST experiences for all students. On the whole, college access programs, such
as C5, recognize that students from low socioeconomic backgrounds need academic support;
help navigating the path to college; and access to experiences that help students understand
themselves, their capabilities, and their place within an academic community. This study looked
at one of many experiences within C5’s programming: a challenging OAE experience. It found
that a well-designed OAE experience can contribute to the broader goals of a college access
program. Specifically, OAE can build self-efficacy for dealing with challenge and bolster student
self-efficacy for help-seeking behavior. Moving forward, it will be important to understand how
college access programs can use a series of quality experiences to bridge the opportunity gap,
propelling high-potential students with low SES toward success in higher education and beyond.
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Abstract
Given continued underrepresentation of nondominant populations in outdoor adventure education, there is a clear need to create more welcoming environments, increase equity in programs,
and empower all participants to become agents of change. Many of the current practices used to
create equitable outdoor adventure education experiences are specific to organizations or programs and not universally applicable to other settings or the full spectrum of underrepresented
populations. The field may benefit from incorporating effective strategies from other educational
contexts to improve equity. This paper discusses universal design of instruction and social justice
education as potentially viable strategies for enhancing equity. The authors explain each strategy
and apply them to outdoor adventure education programming. Together these strategies provide
a framework for evaluating current practices and designing new approaches to enhance equity.
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A Need for Equity in Outdoor Adventure Education
There is growing awareness that outdoor adventure education (OAE) must more effectively serve the needs and reflect the values of the breadth of marginalized populations in society
(Warren, Roberts, Breunig, & Alvarez, 2014). John Dewey, who is often cited as instrumental
to the development of the experiential education field, suggested that education should prepare all students for more meaningful civic engagement through the development of the skills
necessary to critically assess society and act in ways that contribute to a more just society (Itin,
1999). Today, many leading OAE organizations in the United States focus on developing youths’
capacity to be leaders in their communities by fostering the positive social attitudes and behaviors needed in a just society (Breunig, 2008; Itin, 1999; James, 1990). Kurt Hahn, the founder of
Outward Bound, believed that experiential education should impel students toward leading lives
of compassion and service to others, beliefs that in many ways were congruent with Dewey’s
regarding the utility of education (Itin, 1999; James, 1990). Both historically and today, OAE is a
context poised for enhancing social equity (Breunig, 2019; Rose & Paisley, 2012).
Social equity, a critical element to a just society, considers how unique identities such as
ability, race, gender, sexual orientation, and class bestow unearned privileges upon some and
not others (Bell, 2016). Achieving social equity involves critiquing and rebuilding systems that
create and perpetuate these power dynamics. Despite efforts to improve equity in OAE, the majority of programs continue to reflect the populations, perspectives, and values of the dominant
culture (Warren et al., 2014). Contemporary critics suggest that the fundamental underpinnings
of the field privilege a majority Caucasian, affluent, heterosexual, cis male, Christian or secular,
and currently able-bodied participants (e.g., Breunig, 2017; Mitten, 2012; Rose & Paisley, 2012;
Warren et al., 2014). Additionally, OAE professionals are becoming more aware that contributions by certain groups of people, such as women and people of color, have been scrubbed from
OAE histories or have otherwise been dismissed as less important (Finney, 2014; Mills, 2014;
Mitten, Gray, Allen-Craig, Loeffler, & Carpenter, 2017; Mitten, Warren, Lotz, & d’Amore, 2012).
At the organizational and programmatic level, this privilege manifests through instructor and
participant demographics and as characteristics of OAE learning environments (Breunig, 2017;
Rose & Paisley, 2012; Warner, 2018; Warren, 2002; Warren et al., 2014).
If the OAE field does not change, women, people of color, people who identify as LGBTQIA+,
people from lower socioeconomic classes, people with disabilities, and many others will likely
continue to be disregarded and underrepresented. However, efforts addressing the marginalization of individual identities alone will not increase equity (Warren et al., 2014), as identities do
not exist in isolation; instead, all identities intersect with others (Breunig, 2017; Rose & Paisley,
2012). Therefore, it is important that strategies aimed at enhancing equity acknowledge and support participants’ intersectional experiences of their various identities (Bell, 2016). Systemic,
industry-wide change is needed to position OAE to provide equitable experiences that may play
a part in preparing participants to be contributing members of a more just society (Rose &
Paisley, 2012; Warren et al., 2014).

Working Toward Equity
Equity in OAE programming can manifest in a variety of ways. For this paper, the authors define equitable OAE experiences as experiences accessible to participants from a diversity
of backgrounds and that provide all participants the opportunity for meaningful participation
that recognizes and values their unique backgrounds (Dillenschneider, 2007; Martin, Breunig,
Wagstaff, & Goldenberg, 2017; Warren et al., 2014). For OAE to more fully work toward equity, the common approaches to equity must be understood. It is not the purpose of this paper
to expound upon the many nuanced views of justice; however, drawing distinctions between
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approaches provides a basis for critiquing current OAE attempts toward social equity and provides a framework for augmenting current OAE systems and practices.

Approaches to Justice
Two specific approaches to justice provide the basis for enhancing equity in OAE: distributive and communitarian (Artiles, Harris-Murri, & Rostenberg, 2006). Distributive justice
approaches work to make sure that all members of a group or society have access to resources
(Rawls, 1971). Financial aid and scholarships are common distributive justice approaches organizations use to create greater equity by attempting to reduce or eliminate financial barriers to
participating in OAE programming. Although this approach may help to create greater representation on courses by focusing on increasing access, it does not necessarily mean that all participants, especially those from underrepresented groups, will have equitable experiences once
participating. Therefore, another approach to justice may be warranted. Communitarian justice
approaches work toward equity by ensuring that all members feel they have a role, feel valued,
and feel respected (Artiles et al., 2006). Communitarian approaches to increasing equity in OAE
could include the use of pedagogy that acknowledges participants’ unique backgrounds and creates opportunities for all participants to engage throughout the course in meaningful ways.

Equity-Enhancing Strategies
Effective strategies for providing equitable experiences for all participants remain largely
unclear in OAE, despite a sustained call for social justice (Warren, 2002; Warren et al., 2014).
Other related fields, such as wilderness therapy (e.g., Chang, Tucker, Norton, Gass, & Javorski,
2017), environmental education (e.g., Blanchet-Cohen & Reilly, 2013), and youth development
(e.g., Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002), have also recognized a need for enhancing equity yet lack
clearly defined practices for doing so. OAE organizations and practitioners have often relied on
anecdotal evidence and personal experience to inform equity-increasing strategies rather than
using effective practices from other organizations or disciplines (Warner, 2018; Warren, 2002,
2005; Warren et al., 2014). Although they have also struggled to provide equitable educational
experiences to all students, other disciplines, such as mainstream classroom education, have
identified universal design of instruction (UDI) and social justice education (SJE) as effective
strategies for enhancing equity (Gay, 2018; Hackman & Rauscher, 2004; hooks, 1994; Meyer,
Rose, & Gordon, 2014). Although UDI and SJE have both been applied to mainstream classroom
education, their use in OAE is underexplored (Warren et al., 2014).
As the OAE field continues to work toward creating more equitable experiences for participants from diverse backgrounds, there is a need to develop program structures and teaching
practices that move beyond using only distributive justice approaches such as scholarships to
enhance access. Rather, if the goal is to foster more meaningful participation by all, administrators and practitioners should consider embracing a communitarian approach as well. The
purpose of this paper is to provide a synthesis of UDI and SJE literature and concepts broadly
applicable to existing OAE programming. In doing so, this paper explores the application of
UDI and SJE as viable strategies for enhancing equity and empowering participants to become
agents of change. It explains UDI and SJE, contextualized within OAE, by distilling them into
basic concepts for ease of adaption to specific programs. The authors recognize that despite the
potential utility of these strategies within OAE, challenges to their integration exist. Therefore,
the authors use examples to illustrate potential struggles to the integration of these strategies and
present ways to overcome these barriers. If OAE programs intend to serve participants from a
diversity of backgrounds more equitably, OAE professionals must intentionally design programs
and use practices that meaningfully serve future participants and provide them tools for becoming agents of change in their communities.
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UDI and SJE as Opportunities
UDI and SJE may be two effective communitarian approaches for enhancing equity in
OAE. Hackman and Rauscher (2004) synthesized UDI and SJE for implementation in mainstream classroom education by highlighting how aspects of each framework complement and
reinforce one another. The basis of their work provides a useful starting point for integrating
these frameworks into OAE programming. UDI can be used to help create more equitable experiences for students from diverse backgrounds. SJE can be used to empower participants to think
critically about their experiences and become agents of change during and after their course.
Although UDI and SJE may individually contribute to addressing inequities in OAE, their use
together may help organizations more effectively evaluate programmatic structures and align
their practices to enhance equity and empowerment for all participants. This section discusses
each framework within mainstream classroom education and provides examples of UDI and SJE
applied to OAE.
Before the use of UDI and SJE in OAE can be explained, it is important that other examples of equitable programming are highlighted. Not all programming that is equitable must
necessarily be inclusive of participants from all backgrounds. For example, self-segregated or
intentionally designed programming for certain groups, while not necessarily inclusive, may
offer opportunities for equitable outdoor experiences. These types of programs specifically tailor
programming to the unique needs of participants with certain identities, such as women’s programming (e.g., Mitten, 1985) and programming designed for urban youth (e.g., Norton & Watt,
2014; Proudman, 1990). It must also be noted that while considering ways to enhance equity
within OAE may be of merit, this type of programming may not be a great fit for all people, and
as a result, other organizations and types of programs may offer more desirable outdoor experiences with different purposes or outcomes that are commonly attributed to OAE programming.

Universal Design of Instruction
UDI is the educational approach of designing learning environments to minimize barriers
and maximize learning opportunities for students from diverse backgrounds, abilities, and identities (Burgstahler, 2017; Chita-Tegmark, Gravel, Serpa, Domings, & Rose, 2012). UDI assumes
that barriers to access arise from human interactions with inflexible environmental design, materials, and methods (Meyer et al., 2014) and therefore places the responsibility of adjustment
on the designed and selected features of the learning environment rather than on the student
(Hackman & Rauscher, 2004). UDI uses a proactive approach to embed resources in educational
environments to allow a diversity of learners to experience greater equity (Meyer et al., 2014).
UDI draws upon neuroscience research that focuses on how learners identify and categorize information, how they organize and express ideas, and what motivates people to pursue and persist
in learning (CAST, 2018). According to Burgstahler (2017), “UDI can be applied to all aspects of
instruction, including class climate, interaction, physical environments and products, delivery
methods, information resources and technology, feedback, and assessment” (p. 1).
UDI initially focused on enhancing equity for people with physical, cognitive, and sensory
disabilities. However, more recently UDI has also been used to accommodate a broader range
of characteristics, including age and development, primary language, racial and ethnic heritage,
gender, religious affiliation, and socioeconomic identities (Burgstahler, 2017; Chita-Tegmark et
al., 2012; Meyer et al., 2014). By having knowledge of UDI approaches and awareness of how
human characteristics influence access to learning, educators can more effectively plan and use
instructional strategies and other aspects of the educational climate to provide an accessible
learning environment that fully engages and appropriately challenges all students (Burgstahler,
2017; Chita-Tegmark et al., 2012).
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Mainstream classroom education. Mainstream classroom literature suggests that UDI
practices not only enhance students’ perception of their learning but also improve their performance (Al-Azawei, Serenelli, & Lundqvist, 2016; Meyer et al., 2014). By anticipating learning
differences and embedding relevant supports within the educational environment during the
planning stage, UDI meets the needs and demonstrates respect for all students (Hackman &
Rauscher, 2004; Meyer et al., 2014). Teachers embracing UDI assume that their students will
have different needs and therefore provide options that create opportunities for students to feel
acknowledged, valued, and respected. As a result, UDI can exemplify the key characteristics of a
communitarian approach to creating more equitable learning experiences.
To enhance access to learning for all students, educators can activate brain networks that
maximize learning by engaging students using multisensory and multimodal methods in the
presentation of content and in student opportunities to demonstrate mastery (CAST, 2018;
Meyer et al., 2014). Multisensory inputs allow students to access material through their choice of
vision, hearing, touch, or movement. Multimodal formats, such as text, imagery, live or recorded
speeches, music, poetry, and tactile or kinesthetic exposure through models, manipulatives,
or whole-body movement, allow students to engage with the material in ways that are most
compelling to each individual. The ultimate goal is to provide all students equitable access to
the same content, appropriate learning challenges, and the opportunity to demonstrate mastery
based on their unique backgrounds, abilities, and identities (Meyer et al., 2014).
As an example, a science lesson may include content delivered through text, to be read
or listened to, along with a video covering the same material. Teachers using UDI principles
provide students materials in their primary language and English for those who use English
as a second language. Content would include relevant contributions from women, people with
disabilities, people from indigenous cultures, or other people typically underrepresented in the
scientific community. Teachers would provide hands-on opportunities for students to engage
with concepts through laboratory experiments and manipulatives that are equally accessible to
students with disabilities. Opportunities to take meaningful roles in the experimental process
would be made available to all students. Options would exist for students to Skype with scientists; to learn about Traditional Ecological Knowledge from Elders; and to read, view, or listen to
the biographies of scientists whose identities reflect the students’ own life experiences. Students
would be given options to record and demonstrate skill and mastery of the content through
laboratory reports in visual, audio, or written formats, oral recordings, or written answer exams.
As a strategy and philosophy, UDI acknowledges that education cannot be meaningful
through a one-size-fits-all approach. Therefore, intentional, upfront planning is necessary for
the diversity of students’ needs to be met. Educators embracing UDI principles focus on facilitating experiences that provide students with the autonomy to choose methods of instruction and
engagement that best meet their needs or preferences (Chita-Tegmark et al., 2012; Hackman &
Rauscher, 2004; Meyer et al., 2014).
Outdoor adventure education. Although several approaches to enhancing equity in OAE
may exist (Warren et al., 2014), integrating UDI principles into existing OAE practices may offer a pathway toward fulfilling the goal of equitable participant-centered experiences that are
inclusive of a broad spectrum of participants. The following subsections apply UDI to the OAE
context and use an outdoor rock climbing experience as an example.
Organizational and programmatic elements. The integration of UDI into OAE involves a
critical reflection of organizational and programmatic elements. Programmers should examine
the intended outcomes, such as leadership, character development, and technical and interpersonal skills, and use them as a guide for UDI program development (Dillenschneider, 2007;
Martin et al., 2017). OAE programs facilitate outdoor rock climbing experiences for numerous
reasons, often depending on the specific intended outcomes of the experience or the program
more broadly. Therefore, the identification of intended outcomes will significantly influence how
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instructors apply UDI principles to the experience. Furthermore, identifying the commonly cited programmatic mechanisms for achieving intended outcomes (e.g., small group size, rotating
participant leader of the day roles, and scheduled or impromptu processing opportunities) will
establish parameters for the range of UDI-influenced instructional strategies that may be feasible
(Dillenschneider & Burkhour, 2010; Paisley, Furman, Sibthorp, & Gookin, 2008). For example,
if the intended outcome of a rock climbing experience is teamwork, instructors should place less
emphasis on individual achievement and more on the group process. The development of teamwork skills is one such outcome that is well supported by elements of UDI due to its reliance on
a supportive social environment. Conversely, if the aim of a rock climbing experience is personal
challenge, use of UDI can help create learning environments that allow participants to define
personal challenge and identify how they can achieve this outcome.
As a first step in working toward UDI, instructors and administrators should engage in
a reflexive process to understand how their biases privilege some people and disable others
(Breunig, 2017; Dillenschneider, 2007). Engaging in dialogue about equity concerns with future participants, cultural leaders, or people with similar identities to potential participants is
essential for establishing practices that foster safe and supportive learning environments and
can be an effective strategy for those considering personal and programmatic biases (Aguilar,
2016; Dillenschneider, 2007; Martin et al., 2017; Priest & Gass, 2018; Warren, 2012). Similarly,
OAE programs may be able to use UDI to guide the expansion of existing intake information to
more effectively gather information necessary to make changes to the course curricula, materials, pedagogy, food, equipment, or other program preparations to serve people from diverse
cultural identities (Dillenschneider, 2007). In the absence of dialogue with the participants, it is
crucial for programs to gain relevant knowledge from cultural leaders or other well-informed
individuals who can share appropriate information that will assist in the design of universally accessible and equitable programs. During conversations, protected information about individuals
should not be requested or shared, and instructors should avoid asking participants to speak for
the needs of all people with similar identities in the program or course.
Site, equipment, and programming features. OAE administrators and staff already often consider the implications of specific site, equipment, and programming features for their
participants (Martin et al., 2017). In the case of applying UDI to a rock climbing experience,
programmers should choose a climbing venue that is accessible to all participants and that can
support varied perceptions about rock climbing as related to different life experiences, cultural
identities, and abilities. Choosing a rock climbing site with these types of options helps to facilitate the level of accessibility and relevance needed for a more equitable experience. Instructors
should be prepared to incorporate rest and bathroom breaks, opportunities for individual checkins, healthy snacks (carried individually or provided for the group), water, and extra clothing
to share. These types of supports help to reduce potential stressors for all participants and help
instructors to avoid making assumptions about participants based on factors such as ability and
access to food and shelter.
The instructor team should be representative of diverse genders, ages, abilities, or other
identities. A representative instructor team may enhance the comfort levels by providing access to role models all participants can relate with. Every instructor should know how to use all
equipment and respectfully accommodate people with different body types and abilities. The
organization’s equipment inventory should be able to accommodate all body types and physical
abilities through appropriate equipment (Dillenschneider, 2007). When programs have climbing
equipment suitable for a variety of participant body types and abilities, as well as staff trained to
use the equipment, all participants are more likely to feel they belong.
The program should include a wide range of meaningful roles from which participants
can choose, as well as multiple climbs of varying difficulty and exposures that accommodate a
spectrum of interests, experience, and ability (Dillenschneider & Burkhour, 2010). This initial
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planning may help OAE programming take a more proactive approach in the design of participant-centered experiences, rather than a reactive, in-the-moment adaption that may draw unnecessary attention to differences between participants.
Teaching and engagement strategies. OAE is primed to incorporate multiple teaching and
engagement strategies (Frank, 2004; Knapp, 1992; Martin et al., 2017); however, a move beyond dialogue-driven instruction and facilitation is needed (Brown, 2002; Estes, 2004). Instead,
instructors should use instruction and debriefing methods that empower and validate the experience of each participant through the use of multimodal and multisensory strategies. Examples
of multimodal and multisensory instructional techniques in a rock climbing experience include
visual diagrams and modeling of climbing techniques, verbal description and step-by-step instruction, kinesthetic and tactile practice manipulating and using equipment, in addition to
multilingual materials for participants for whom English is a second language. When possible,
visual content should have the potential to be displayed in larger formats or under magnification
and audio content should be able to be amplified or proximity to audio adjusted. A plan should
be in place to accommodate individual differences in comprehension, speed, and mastery or
relevant climbing techniques within the group and setting (Dillenschneider, 2007). Examples
of alternative debriefing methods include journaling, dance, drawing, and other forms of art
potentially utilizing natural objects (Frank, 2004; Knapp, 1992).
The use of multiple teaching and engagement strategies is essential to the implementation of UDI. Providing participants with options empowers them to select supports that meet
their needs and may contribute to an increased commitment from all by fostering greater equity for those with more pronounced differences (Chita-Tegmark et al., 2012; Dillenschneider
& Burkhour, 2010). After the participants have arrived and the experience has begun, it is up to
the instructors to actively seek cues and respond to input from participants on ways to adapt to
achieve greater equity in real-time. While many of these strategies are already common in OAE,
the intentional inclusion of UDI as the underlying framework can help programming move beyond a one-size-fits-all approach and therefore may enhance equity for all students.

Social Justice Education
Mainstream classroom education. A key element of social justice is the recognition of
the power disparities based on individual differences (Bell, 2016; Goodman, 2011; Hackman
& Rauscher, 2004). This primary focus distinguishes social justice from inclusion and diversity,
both of which acknowledge individual difference but do not necessarily identify privileges resulting from these differences (Goodman, 2011). Furthermore, neither inclusion nor diversity
alone explicitly addresses in the same ways as social justice the systems of power that lead to
oppression (Warren, 1998).
Similarly, a primary aim of SJE is to provide students with the skills to recognize inequalities and take an active role in creating more equity (Bell, 2016; Goodman, 2011). In this way, SJE
takes an intentional approach to create awareness about systems of power and empowering students to take action to work toward greater equity. SJE is frequently linked to critical pedagogy,
which is also focused on acknowledging and disrupting systems of oppression in education (Bell,
2016; Breunig, 2005; Freire, 1970; Hackman & Rauscher, 2004).
SJE specifically focuses on social responsibility, student empowerment, and equitable distribution of resources by providing students with opportunities to develop the skills necessary
to become leaders in increasingly diverse communities (Goodman, 2011; Hackman & Rauscher,
2004). For students to work toward these outcomes, the design of SJE considers four distinct
dimensions that contribute to the learning environment and group dynamics: curriculum, students, teaching methods, and instructors (Bell, Goodman, & Ouellett, 2016).
Many SJE environments are experiential by design and often replicate active citizen engagement in democratic processes of inclusion, collaboration, and choice. However, not all SJE
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environments use experiential learning (e.g., an activity followed by debriefing). Some forms
of SJE may be primarily reflective or lecture oriented, in which dialogue becomes the conduit
through which students make meaning and achieve the aims of SJE. For this reason, open dialogue between students and educators is crucial to fostering SJE learning environments (Adams,
2016; Freire, 1970; hooks, 1994). As part of this process, students must develop the ability to
nurture positive group dynamics that account for individual perspectives, as well as to maintain critical thinking and self-reflection (Adams, 2016; Goodman, 2011; Hackman & Rauscher,
2004). The following principles guide highly effective SJE pedagogy: (a) create an inclusive
environment based on democratically, clearly established norms; (b) help students recognize
their positionality to understand systems of privilege and oppression; (c) balance affective and
cognitive learning; (d) utilize student knowledge and perspectives; (e) encourage collaboration
and active engagement; and (f) focus on personal awareness, knowledge, skill development, and
planning (Adams, 2016).
Social justice educators in a classroom setting may focus on disrupting the dominant
paradigms to highlight historically oppressed voices (Hackman, 2005). SJE classrooms utilize
students’ voices and identities as valuable components to the curriculum while striving to maintain equity among students throughout the learning process (Adams, 2016). For example, an
SJE-based social studies curriculum about slavery and the Civil War would focus on reframing
the narrative to highlight those who experienced slavery. When discussing leaders who aided
in the abolition of slavery, SJE educators might focus on the experiences of African Americans,
rather than the role of White politicians. The SJE teacher would empower students to investigate
similar systems of power and oppression between the White population and people of color in
the United States today to help the lesson transfer to more contemporary matters. In general, SJE
aims to support students in uncovering the history and present existence of privilege and oppression and in situating themselves within the larger social system.
Outdoor adventure education. The underlying goals of SJE closely align with many of
the philosophical traditions espoused by the early pioneers of experiential education who saw
education as a mechanism for creating more just communities (Itin, 1999; James, 1990; Rose
& Paisley, 2012; Warren, 1998). Acknowledging the overlaps between SJE and common OAE
pedagogy may provide useful insight into ways programming can be improved. The subsections here highlight how SJE principles may enrich current pedagogy on a multiweek expedition.
Incorporation of SJE principles into OAE may offer ample opportunities for creating more equitable programming that empowers participants to think critically about social issues during their
experiences and in their communities.
Culturally responsive and sustaining programming. A successful SJE-oriented OAE experience starts before participants arrive. Instructors must anticipate, plan for, and respond dynamically to the unique needs of groups and individual participants. One way to achieve more
equitable instruction is the use of enrollment information (e.g., racial/ethnic/cultural identity,
family structure, language preference) to guide the development of culturally responsive and
sustaining programming. Although enrollment information may be helpful when considering culturally responsive and sustaining curriculum, instructors should be attentive to not rely
solely on this information, as doing so may reinforce stereotypes. For instructors with privileged
identities (e.g., White, heterosexual cis male, able-bodied), maintaining a reflexive approach to
instruction may help prevent unintended, though still harmful, facilitation. Failing to consider
or meet these needs may result in yet another experience that marginalizes participants because
of their identities.
Critical thinking skills. An essential element of SJE is the intentional development of critical thinking skills (Adams, 2016; Freire, 1970; Goodman, 2011; Hackman, 2005; hooks, 1994).
Instructors already often coach participants through the development of critical thinking skills
such as reading whitewater and navigating off-trail using a map and compass. The emphasis
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on critical thinking creates an opportunity for SJE to build upon existing pedagogy. Given the
duration of many OAE expeditions, skills are often broken into smaller, more easily learned
chunks, which allow for scaffolding through intentional progressions that create opportunities for increased decision-making roles. When considering SJE, a program may first focus on
self-reflection and communication skills, followed by empathy and then privilege. Conversely,
introducing the concept of privilege early in a multiday experience may provide adequate time
for participants to think critically about systems of oppression and the mechanisms causing injustice during their experiences. Near the end of the experience, instructors focused on SJE may
have more specific conversations about how this new awareness could be applied in other environments, such as the participants’ home communities, ultimately preparing them to be better
equipped to contribute to a more just society (Hackman, 2005).
Opportunities for reflection. A quintessential characteristic of OAE programming, as well
as many SJE programs, is the use of experiential learning, which often relies on opportunities
for reflection (Hackman, 2005; Martin et al., 2017). This process allows for the unique social
environment and curriculum of the expeditionary context to provide learning opportunities using intentional debriefs to acknowledge the potential transference to the future (Mckenzie, 2003;
Sibthorp, Furman, Paisley, Gookin, & Schumann, 2011; Walsh & Golins, 1976). However, instructors often serve as gatekeepers of the facilitation process (Brown, 2002; Estes, 2004; Warren,
2002), and as a result, it is paramount that instructors acknowledge their privilege within the
process by understanding how their actions affect participants based on participants’ and instructors’ unique identities (Breunig, 2005; Estes, 2004; Freire, 1970; Warren, 1998).
Built-in space for reflection could be an excellent avenue for introducing participants to
positioning themselves within their group during their experience, as well as within other communities to which they belong. Through this reflexive process, participants may become more
aware of the impact they have already had on their communities and the positive impact they
can have upon their return. The inclusion of SJE principles also suggests that special attention is
paid toward helping participants better understand their unique social identities. This task may
be especially challenging, as highlighting social identities of those from oppressed groups may
elicit further marginalization; conversely, highlighting identities of those from privileged groups
may cause defensiveness (Goodman, 2011). In either instance, helping participants recognize
their identities may be useful for further empowering them to become agents of change for social
justice in ways relevant to and utilizing their social identities. In addition, the multiday nature of
the experience may provide participants with ample opportunities to process their experiences
in a supportive group environment and consider how new skills transfer to their lives after the
program.
Group experiences. OAE programming often involves group experiences, such as expeditions, that necessitate attention to establishing positive group cultures. An essential component
of a positive group culture is meaningful involvement from all group members (Martin et al.,
2017; Priest & Gass, 2018; Warner, 2018). Full-value contracts, or group living agreements, can
be used to establish agreed upon expectations necessary for creating and maintaining positive
group cultures and can be critical to the maintenance of positive group cultures during extended
expeditions. However, instructors should take care to ensure that these processes empower oppressed voices, to avoid perpetuating the norms and values of privileged groups only (Rose &
Paisley, 2012). As part of this process, instructors can coach participants through recognizing
the needs of others, which may help develop empathy, a key component of SJE. When in group
environments, participants often participate in a variety of leadership roles, which provides them
opportunities to engage in a reflexive process, which may lead to deeper levels of empathy.
Open and effective communication is essential for successful SJE and OAE group experiences (Hackman, 2005). When instructors teach communication techniques such as giving
and receiving feedback or providing navigation directions, it is important to acknowledge the
Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership

UDI AND SJE: ENHANCING EQUITY IN OAE

329

variance of communication styles and values across cultures and in many cases may be a useful
launching point for discussing other diversity- or equity-related topics (Rose & Paisley, 2012).
Many programs have built-in structures for participants to practice their new communication
skills by having challenging conversations with their groups that might not occur in less intentional or structured spaces. This structure could be an excellent opportunity for participants to
address inequalities within the group, reflect on how they were or were not addressed during the
course, and think about how similar circumstances might manifest in their communities.

Challenges to Implementation
OAE participants may benefit from the incorporation of UDI and SJE principles into programming; however, implementation of these strategies may pose numerous challenges. This
section identifies the potential struggles resulting from OAE philosophical underpinnings, organizational structures, and training, to develop the feasibility of utilizing UDI and SJE methods
more fully. Supports to overcome these barriers are also discussed.

Adventure, Challenge, and Risk Paradigms
Adventure, challenge, and risk are considered to be integral to OAE and present themselves through the distinct experiences of expeditionary-style travel. When programs consider
ways to incorporate UDI and SJE into experiences, challenges may arise from the demands of
programming. Given the variety of technical skills often needed for travel and living in outdoor
environments, instructors may need to provide substantial technical skill training and therefore
be directive throughout the experience. Although this type of instructor–participant dynamic
does not always lead to a sustained power imbalance, this aspect of OAE may pose challenges to
maintaining rapport, a pivotal element to SJE.
Challenging situations may foster poignant learning opportunities for both new and experienced participants; however, they may also lead to negative group dynamics. For example,
during a challenging day of travel, a more vocal or outgoing student may assume a leadership role
that responds more to other vocal students in the group. As a result, the student may unknowingly silence or overlook the needs of less vocal or more reserved students, negatively affecting
the more reserved students, as well as creating tense social dynamics. UDI and SJE concepts such
as focusing on developing interdependent relationships may be used in the establishment of a
supportive learning environment where more positive group development can occur as a result
of shared challenges. Seaman, Beightol, Shirilla, and Crawford (2010) found that experiential
education experiences could be effective environments for fostering diversity-related outcomes;
however, instructors should be aware of participants’ perceptions of challenge and other social
interactions so that these potentially stressful situations do not lead to unjust social roles that
create further oppression (Warren, 2012).
Conversely, contrived challenges may not be appropriate for all students. Participants who
experience daily challenges at home (e.g., food or shelter insecurity, neglect, poverty) may not
need contrived challenges, as such experiences may minimize the everyday lived experiences
of historically and presently marginalized participants (Rose & Paisley, 2012; Warner, 2018). In
other instances, some participants (e.g., trauma survivors) may respond to stressful situations in
ways unforeseen by the instructor, which could lead to emotionally harmful experiences for the
participant (Mitten & Dutton, 1993; Warren, 2005). As such, risk as a critical element of pedagogy may not meet the needs or desires of certain populations and may mask other potentially
beneficial characteristics of OAE experiences (Mitten & Dutton, 1993; Mitten & Whittingham,
2009). Furthermore, the emphasis on physical risk may overshadow the value of being emotionally vulnerable or bravely sharing sensitive information in a group setting (Breunig, 2017;
Warren, 2012). The inclusion of frameworks such as UDI and SJE may help provide more
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intentional opportunities for valuing emotional development by emphasizing the design of equitable learning environments that embrace and empower learners from all backgrounds, thus
contributing to a paradigm shift in OAE.

Organizational and Structural Challenges
Both UDI and SJE call for a critical evaluation of the structures influencing participant
learning. For UDI to be successful, a substantial amount of upfront planning must occur. As part
of this process, administrators and instructors must be aware of the needs of future participants,
which may pose challenges for OAE organizations that primarily serve homogeneous participant demographics. UDI and SJE may be useful strategies for evaluating current programming
and practices by helping programmers fully understand aspects of their programming that may
create barriers for participant populations not currently represented.
The incorporation of SJE-based curricula may not be practical for some organizations given
the scope of their programming (Paisley et al., 2014; Seaman et al., 2010). In these instances, full
inclusion of new curricula may not be appropriate given a specialized focus or skills training
(Rose & Paisley, 2012). Instead, instructors can take smaller steps to help all participants feel
welcome on courses by considering the implications of unique identities and lived experience
(e.g., a rural White female participant from a low-income background compared with a male
participant from Native American heritage living in an urban area) when responding to participants’ needs. The group experience should be leveraged as a supportive environment focused on
the development of leadership skills that are culturally responsive to all participants (Gay, 2018).
These strategies provide a pragmatic approach to equitable instruction until large-scale changes
such as augmenting the curriculum are implemented.

Need for Training
Instructors are an essential component of OAE experiences and have been linked to participant outcomes (Sibthorp et al., 2011), therefore making the discernment of effective strategies
for promoting equity crucial (Breunig, 2017; Warren, 2002). OAE instructors must be competent
in a variety of distinct skills (Martin et al., 2017; Priest & Gass, 2018; Shooter, Sibthorp, & Paisley,
2009). As a result, training topics range from enhancing safety through the development of risk
management strategies to the development of group management and conflict resolution skills
necessary to ensure positive group cultures (Martin et al., 2017; Priest & Gass, 2018).
Given the seasonality of most OAE instructors, training is often consolidated and at the
beginning of a season of work (e.g., May for a summer season). Individual topics commonly receive less than a full day of training, which creates a need for efficient and accessible content. Due
to the truncated period, additional training focused on UDI and SJE may be cumbersome or
unfeasible; however, the need for culturally responsive and sustaining instruction warrants that
administrators focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion training (Bedini & Stone, 2016; Breunig,
2017; Warren, 2002).
Shooter et al. (2009) advocated that OAE competencies be understood through a program
perspective. Following this suggestion, the skills needed to facilitate more equitable participant
experiences become an essential component of training provided by organizations (Warren,
2002). The inclusion of UDI and SJE may enhance these types of trainings and allow instructors
to more effectively learn these skills through the articulated concepts of each framework. The
most effective way to incorporate these strategies into staff training may be to look for areas
of overlap between existing training goals and UDI or SJE, such as interpersonal skills, group
management, and effective teaching strategies. Organizations should encourage instructors to
utilize UDI and SJE concepts to assess their current practices and create innovative strategies for
increasing equity on courses.
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Conclusion
If program administrators and instructors do not work toward providing more equitable
experiences, OAE programming risks continuing to be a place of privilege that fails to address
its perpetuation of systemic oppression. There is a reasonable basis for examining the industry’s
past and current efforts critically if the OAE field aims to continue advocating for increased
access and a greater diversity of participants within programs through distributive justice approaches such as scholarships. While some literature highlights potential strategies for creating
more equitable programming, seldom does literature synthesize effective strategies from other
disciplines. The purpose of this paper was to demonstrate the potential of UDI and SJE as effective communitarian strategies for creating more equitable OAE experiences that provide participants with the skills to reflect critically on social issues and take action. Through a more
intentional approach to program delivery and facilitation, OAE may better meet the needs of all
participants and empower them to become agents of change in their communities.

References
Adams, M. (2016). Pedagogical foundations for social justice education. In M. Adams, L. Bell,
D. Goodman, & K. Joshi (Eds.), Teaching for diversity and social justice (pp. 27–53). New
York, NY: Routledge.
Aguilar, L. (2016). Customer service in a culturally diverse world. In I. Schneider & B. D. Kivel
(Eds.), Diversity and inclusion in the recreation profession: Organizational perspectives (3rd
ed., pp. 310–319). Urbana, IL: Sagamore.
Al-Azawei, A., Serenelli, F., & Lundqvist, K. (2016). Universal design for learning (UDL): A
content analysis of peer-reviewed journal papers from 2012 to 2015. Journal of the Scholarship
of Teaching and Learning, 16(3), 39–56. https://doi.org/10.14434/josotl.v16i3.19295
Artiles, A., Harris-Murri, N., & Rostenberg, D. (2006). Inclusion as social justice: Critical notes
on discourses, assumptions, and the road ahead. Theory Into Practice, 45(3), 260–268.
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15430421tip4503_8
Bedini, L. A., & Stone, C. F. (2016). Diversity and inclusion training in leisure, recreation, and
tourism. In I. Schneider & B. D. Kivel (Eds.), Diversity and inclusion in the recreation
profession: Organizational perspectives (3rd ed., pp. 287–309). Urbana, IL: Sagamore.
Bell, L. (2016). Theoretical foundations for social justice education. In M. Adams, L. Bell,
D. Goodman, & K. Joshi (Eds.), Teaching for diversity and social justice (pp. 4–26). New
York, NY: Routledge.
Bell, L., Goodman, D., & Ouellett, M. (2016). Design and facilitation. In M. Adams, L. Bell,
D. Goodman, & K. Joshi (Eds.), Teaching for diversity and social justice (pp. 55–93). New
York, NY: Routledge.
Blanchet-Cohen, N., & Reilly, R. C. (2013). Teachers’ perspectives on environmental education in
multicultural contexts: Towards culturally-responsive environmental education. Teaching
and Teacher Education, 36, 12–22. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2013.07.001
Breunig, M. (2005). Turning experiential education and critical pedagogy theory into praxis.
Journal of Experiential Education, 28(2), 106–122. https://doi.org/10.1177/1053825905
02800205
Breunig, M. (2008). The historical roots of experiential education theory and practice. In
K. Warren, T. A. Loeffler, & D. Mitten (Eds.), Theory and practice of experiential education
(5th ed., pp. 77–92). Boulder, CO: Association for Experiential Education.
Breunig, M. (2017). Cultural and social justice competency. In B. Martin, M. Breunig,
M. Wagstaff, & M. Goldenberg (Eds.), Outdoor leadership: Theory and practice (2nd ed.,
pp. 69–79). Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.

http://www.ejorel.com/

332

WARNER AND DILLENSCHNEIDER

Breunig, M. (2019). Beings who are becoming: Enhancing social justice literacy. Journal of
Experiential Education, 42(1), 7–21. https://doi.org/10.1177/1053825918820694
Brown, M. (2002). The facilitator as gatekeeper: A critical analysis of social order in facilitation
sessions. Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning, 2(2), 101–112. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14729670285200211
Burgstahler, S. (2017). Equal access: universal design of instruction. A checklist for inclusive
teaching. Retrieved from https://www.washington.edu/doit/equal-access-universal-designinstruction
CAST. (2018). About Universal Design for Learning. Retrieved from http://www.cast.org/
ourwork/publications/2018/udl-learning-brain-neuroscience.html
Chang, T., Tucker, A. R., Norton, C. L., Gass, M., & Javorksi, S. E. (2017). Cultural issues in
adventure programming: Applying Hofstede’s five dimensions to assessment and practice.
Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning, 17(4), 307–320. https://doi.org/10.1
080/14729679.2016.1259116
Chita-Tegmark, M., Gravel, J. W., Serpa, M. D. L. B., Domings, Y., & Rose, D. H. (2012). Using
the universal design for learning framework to support culturally diverse learners. Journal
of Education, 192(1), 17–22. https://doi.org/10.1177/002205741219200104
Dillenschneider, C. (2007). Integrating persons with impairments and disabilities into standard
outdoor adventure education programs. Journal of Experiential Education, 30(1), 70–83.
https://doi.org/10.1177/105382590703000106
Dillenschneider, C., & Burkhour, C. (2010). Universal design in recreation. In Human Kinetics
(Ed.), Inclusive recreation: Programs and services for diverse populations (pp. 137–158).
Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.
Estes, C. A. (2004). Promoting student-centered learning in experiential education. Journal of
Experiential Education, 27(2), 141–160. https://doi.org/10.1177/105382590402700203
Finney, C. (2014). Black faces, white spaces: Reimagining the relationship of African Americans
to the great outdoors. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press. https://doi.
org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469614489.001.0001
Frank, L. (2004). Journey toward the caring classroom. Bethany, OK: Wood ‘N’ Barnes.
Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York, NY: Continuum.
Gay, G. (2018). Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, research, and practice (3rd ed.). New York,
NY: Teachers College Press.
Ginwright, S., & Cammarota, J. (2002). New terrain in youth development: The promise of a
social justice approach. Social Justice, 29(4), 82–95.
Goodman, D. (2011). Promoting diversity and social justice: Educating people from privileged
groups (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203829738
Hackman, H. W. (2005). Five essential components for social justice education. Equity &
Excellence in Education, 38(2), 103–109. https://doi.org/10.1080/10665680590935034
Hackman, H. W., & Rauscher, L. (2004). A pathway to access for all: Exploring the connections
between universal instructional design and social justice education. Equity & Excellence in
Education, 37(2), 114–123. https://doi.org/10.1080/10665680490453931
hooks, b. (1994). Teaching to transgress: Education as the practice of freedom. New York, NY:
Routledge.
Itin, C. M. (1999). Reasserting the philosophy of experiential education as a vehicle for
change in the 21st century. Journal of Experiential Education, 22(2), 91–98. https://doi.
org/10.1177/105382599902200206
James, T. (1990). Kurt Hahn and the aims of education. Journal of Experiential Education, 13(1),
6–13. https://doi.org/10.1177/105382599001300101
Knapp, C. E. (1992). Lasting lessons: A teacher’s guide to reflecting on experience. Charleston, WV:
ERIC Clearinghouse on Rural Education and Small Schools.
Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership

UDI AND SJE: ENHANCING EQUITY IN OAE

333

Martin, B., Breunig, M., Wagstaff, M., & Goldenberg, M. (2017). Outdoor leadership: Theory and
practice (2nd ed.). Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.
McKenzie, M. (2003). Beyond “the Outward Bound process”: Rethinking student learning. Journal
of Experiential Education, 26(1), 8–23. https://doi.org/10.1177/105382590302600104
Meyer, A., Rose, D. H., & Gordon, D. (2014). Universal Design for Learning: Theory and practice.
Wakefield, MA: CAST.
Mills, J. E. (2014). The adventure gap: Changing the face of the outdoors. Seattle, WA: Mountaineers
Books.
Mitten, D. (1985). A philosophical basis for a women’s outdoor adventure program. Journal of
Experiential Education, 8(2) 20–24. https://doi.org/10.1177/105382598500800205
Mitten, D. (2012). Transgender and gender-nonconforming participation in outdoor adventure
programming: Let’s go mainstream. In B. Martin & M. Wagstaff (Eds.), Controversial issues
in adventure programming (pp. 235–240). Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.
Mitten, D., & Dutton, R. (1993). Outdoor leadership considerations with women survivors of
sexual abuse. Journal of Experiential Education, 16(1), 130–140. https://doi.org/10.1177/
105382599301600101
Mitten, D., Gray, T., Allen-Craig, S., Loeffler, T. A., & Carpenter, C. (2017). The invisibility cloak:
Women’s contributions to outdoor and environmental education. Journal of Environmental
Education, 49(4), 318–327. https://doi.org/10.1080/00958964.2017.1366890
Mitten, D., Warren, K., Lotz, E., & d’Amore, C. (2012). The hidden curriculum in adventure
education: A Delphi study. In A. Ewert & S. Taniguchi (Eds.), Proceedings of the 2012
Symposium on Experiential Education Research (pp. 37–40). Madison, WI: Association for
Experiential Education.
Mitten, D., & Whittingham, M. (2009). Be safe out there: Critically thinking risk in adventure
education. In B. Stremba & C. Bisson (Eds.), Teaching adventure education theory best
practices (pp. 251–266). Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.
Norton, C. L., & Watt, T. T. (2014). Exploring the impact of a wilderness-based positive youth
development program for urban youth. Journal of Experiential Education, 37(4), 335–350.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053825913503113
Paisley, K., Furman, N., Sibthorp, J., & Gookin, J. (2008). Student learning in outdoor education:
A case study from the National Outdoor Leadership School. Journal of Experiential
Education, 30(3), 201–222. https://doi.org/10.1177/105382590703000302
Paisley, K., Jostad, J., Sibthorp, J., Pohja, M., Gookin, J., & Rajagopal-Durbin, A. (2014).
Considering students’ experiences in diverse groups. Journal of Leisure Research, 46(3),
329–341. https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2014.11950329
Priest, S., & Gass, M. A. (2018). Effective leadership in adventure programming (3rd ed.).
Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.
Proudman, S. (1990). Urban adventure. In J. C. Miles & S. Priest (Eds.), Adventure education
(pp. 331–339). State College, PA. Venture.
Rawls, J. A. (1971). A theory of justice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Rose, J., & Paisley, K. (2012). White privilege in experiential education: A critical reflection.
Leisure Sciences, 34(2), 136–154. https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2012.652505
Seaman, J., Beightol, J., Shirilla, P., & Crawford, B. (2010). Contact theory as a framework for
experiential activities as diversity education: An exploratory study. Journal of Experiential
Education, 32(3), 207–225. https://doi.org/10.1177/105382590903200303
Shooter, W., Sibthorp, J., & Paisley, K. (2009). Outdoor leadership skills: A program perspective.
Journal of Experiential Education, 32(1), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1177/1053825909032
00102

http://www.ejorel.com/

334

WARNER AND DILLENSCHNEIDER

Sibthorp, J., Furman, N., Paisley, K., Gookin, J., & Schumann, J. (2011). Mechanisms of learning
transfer in adventure education: Qualitative results from the NOLS transfer survey. Journal of
Experiential Education, 34(2), 109–126. https://doi.org/10.1177/105382591103400202
Walsh, V., & Golins, G. (1976). The exploration of the Outward Bound process. Denver, CO:
Outward Bound.
Warner, R. (2018). Understanding Outward Bound instructors’ inclusive praxis: Practices and
influential factors (Master’s thesis). Retrieved from https://etd.ohiolink.edu/
Warren, K. (1998). A call for race, gender, and class sensitive facilitation in outdoor experiential
education. Journal of Experiential Education, 21(l), 21–25. https://doi.org/10.1177/105382
599802100105
Warren, K. (2002). Preparing the next generation: Social justice in outdoor leadership
education and training. Journal of Experiential Education, 25(1), 231–238. https://doi.org/
10.1177/105382590202500107
Warren, K. (2005). A path worth taking: The development of social justice in outdoor
experiential education. Equity & Excellence in Education, 38(1), 89–99. https://doi.org/10.
1080/10665680590907837
Warren, K. (2012). Paradigms of outdoor adventure and social justice. In B. Martin & M.
Wagstaff (Eds.), Controversial issues in adventure programming (pp. 120–125). Champaign,
IL: Human Kinetics.
Warren, K., Roberts, N., Breunig, M., & Alvarez, M. A. (2014). Social justice in outdoor
experiential education: A state of knowledge review. Journal of Experiential Education,
37(1), 89–103. https://doi.org/10.1177/1053825913518898

Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership

Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
https://doi.org/10.18666/JOREL-2019-V11-I4-9582

2019, Vol. 11, No. 4, pp. 335–351
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in Outdoor Education Research:
Dewey’s Theory of Experience as a Methodology
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Abstract
Dewey’s (1938) theory of experience involved the use of history as “a potent agent in appreciation of the living present” (p. 23). Dewey meant his statement as an educational prescription, but
it also has significant research implications. These implications can be understood in terms of
studying the history of a topic versus using history in research on outdoor education (Weatherbee,
2012). The article first uses the example of experiential learning to illustrate the importance of
using history in research for understanding core concepts. The article then discusses Dewey’s
principles of continuity and interaction to show how time functions in a more expansive way
in experience than commonly recognized and how it might guide research design. Experience
therefore provides a set of historically reflexive guidelines for researchers concerned with the
relationships between cultural and psychological processes in outdoor education.
KEYWORDS: outdoor education; experiential learning; John Dewey; intellectual history;
research methodology
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John Dewey is regarded as a foundational figure in outdoor education (Smith & Knapp,
2011). His concept of experience has frequently been cited as a basis for contemporary models of experiential learning (e.g., Kolb, 1984), which have been widely used to justify particular ways of organizing practice and studying outcomes (e.g., Beard & Wilson, 2006; Patrick
& Moseley, 2016). Disputes have arisen over the interpretation of Dewey’s idea of experience,
however (Quay, 2017), with some authors maintaining that experiential learning omits crucial
dimensions of the concept and relates to it only superficially (Miettinen, 2000; Seaman & Nelsen,
2011). Dewey’s own position on the term experience supports this view, which, when pondering
a rewrite of Experience and Nature in 1949, Dewey expressed regret over having used: “I would
abandon the term ‘experience,’” he wrote, and in its place “. . . would substitute the term ‘culture’
because with its meanings as now firmly established it can fully and freely carry my philosophy
of experience” (Dewey, 1949/1981, p. 361; cf. Ord & Leather, 2011, p. 15). Dewey (1949/1981)
explained his preference for culture by citing the anthropologist Bronisław Malinowski, who
described it as “at the same time psychological and collective” (p. 364). Experience was therefore
intended to explain how learning is a cultural, not just psychological, process.
The fact that Dewey ultimately abandoned the term experience is curious for a field that
both adulates and cites him liberally as a founder of “experiential” learning and education. For
instance, Shellman (2014) joined a chorus of authors who heralded Dewey as “the ‘father’ of
experiential education” (p. 19; see also Bisson, 2009; Neill, 2005; Priest & Gass, 2005). James and
Williams (2017) opened their article by declaring, “For more than 100 years, the works of John
Dewey (1916/1944) have espoused the values of experiential education” (p. 58). Even Ord and
Leather (2011), who used Dewey to critique “oversimplified” models of experiential learning,
nonetheless attribute the idea to him: “Our aim is to give the reader a fuller and more detailed
understanding of the Deweyan foundations of experiential learning” (p. 13). The possibility that
Deweyan foundations have little to do with experiential learning is not raised in any of these
sources; his abandonment of the term experience seems to have escaped notice.
The main casualty in the transformation of Dewey’s theory of experience into “experiential
learning” has been culture—an omission that neglects the profound methodological implications of the theory. The absence of culture as a priority in outdoor education research has left the
field vulnerable to criticisms that it has not sufficiently adapted to the dynamic nature of modern
society (Brown & Beames, 2017) and that it propagates inaccurate “foundation myths” (Brookes,
2016) and hegemonic “paradigms” (Warren & Coco-Ripp, 2012) that inhibit goals for inclusion
and expansion. Restoring a notion of culture to outdoor education research can help address
these criticisms, which I discuss as a methodological issue.
The purpose of this article is to argue for the importance of historical reflexivity
(Weatherbee, 2012) in outdoor education research to reclaim Dewey’s emphasis on culture in
learning. Weatherbee’s distinction between history of and history in frames what I mean by historical reflexivity. He differentiates history in from the past—events as they happened, which
are irretrievable—and history of, the act of interpreting and writing about the past. History of
involves doing historical research as conventionally understood. History in goes further, requiring all researchers to acknowledge that “as we are actors in the world we study, we ourselves are
also products of particular historical and sociopolitical contexts” (p. 202). A commitment to
using history in research, Weatherbee argues, requires researchers to acknowledge “what it is
we do and the implications of how we do it” (p. 206) as a central part of the research enterprise.
Weatherbee’s point is to incorporate history into research as a design feature and as a sensibility
toward one’s questions, concepts, methods, and claims. Historical reflexivity is also essential to
understanding what Dewey meant by experience/culture as both psychological and collective, a
shift in focus that can help address concerns over the relevance of outdoor education to diverse
cultural communities, social issues, and individual differences.
In what follows, I explain why historical reflexivity matters and describe one way to accomplish it: by revisiting Dewey’s theory of experience to examine his handling of time—an element
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of Dewey’s theory that has been overlooked because of misreadings of Experience and Education
(Dewey, 1938) and an overreliance on psychologistic reasoning in contemporary models of experiential learning (for discussions, see Bell, 1993; Fenwick, 2001; Hopkins, 1993; Miettinen,
2000; Quay, 2003). I present the argument in three parts. The first uses the example of experiential learning to illustrate why a clearer view of history is important for understanding core
ideas guiding research. The second section provides a close reading of key sections of Dewey’s
(1938) Experience and Education, showing how the principles of continuity and interaction entail three dimensions of time: historical time, developmental time, and event/real time—which
should be interpreted methodologically as a whole. The final section uses examples from the
wider literature to discuss research implications in three areas: defining central concepts, studying interventions and community processes, and linking multiple timescales.

How Experience Became Experiential Learning
Dewey’s turn to culture over experience as the preferred metatheoretical frame for his educational philosophy suggests that outdoor educators looking to his ideas as a conceptual anchor
for so-called experiential learning and education may be misreading his corpus of work. Indeed,
Dewey (1949/1981) renounced the term experience in 1949 because people were already misinterpreting the idea:
. . . by an ironical twist of events which I failed to comprehend, the theoretical grounds
that can be cited for using “experience” as the needed name are historically identical
with the obstacles that effectively stand in the way of the name being understood in
the senses I intended. (p. 362)
He saw experience being interpreted “in the sense of the psychological, and the psychological has
become established as that which is intrinsically psychical, mental, private” (Dewey, 1949/1981,
p. 362); this is not the sense he intended. Experiential learning has been criticized for being
reductive in exactly this way, defining learning as fundamentally distinct from context and
knowledge as a property of the individual (Fenwick, 2001). Take, for instance, Itin’s (1999) influential description: “. . . experiential learning is best considered as the change in an individual that
results from reflection on a direct experience and results in new abstractions and applications”
(p. 92). While some sources admit context as a feature in experiential learning, it is typically
discussed as a kind of surround that “influences” psychological processes (e.g., Boud & Walker,
1998; Ord & Leather, 2011; for discussions, see Cole, 1996, and Seaman & Rheingold, 2013). In
contrast, Dewey viewed psychological processes as constituted by history and culture, not surrounded by them.
In the story that Dewey tells of his late terminological change, history plays two parts: (1) as
giving rise to the obstacles preventing understanding of experience as he intended it and (2) as
one of the main dimensions of experience that was consequently neglected. The irony to which
Dewey referred is that he developed experience precisely to capture the unity of psychological, historical, and cultural processes, but his efforts were undermined by the same ahistorical and individualistic epistemology he was trying to overthrow (see Dewey, 1915, 1915/1990,
1929/1999, 1934/2008; Westbrook, 1991; for related work, see Morgan & Harris, 2015). Dewey
did not live to see the irony occur again with the rise of experiential learning.

The Forgotten History of Experiential Learning
Experiential learning has come to be regarded as a “general model of learning” (Miettinen,
2000, p. 54) whose origins extend to Plato (Wurdinger, 1995). Although this timeline is undoubtedly true for the broader phenomenon of learning from experience (which is to say, all of human
learning), the scholarly record indicates experiential learning as such was not mentioned much
before the mid-1960s.
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Figure 1. Use of experiential learning as a keyword in scholarship over the 20th century. From
“The Evolution of Experiential Learning Theory: Tracing Lines of Research in the JEE,” by
J. Seaman, M. Brown, and J. Quay, 2017, Journal of Experiential Education, 40(4). Used with
permission. Note the trendline indicated in these findings are supported by the Google Ngram
Viewer when the search terms experiential learning and experiential education are applied to the
corpus of English language books on record in the 20th century.

Judging by the scholarly record, experiential learning either was called something else before
1960 or it emerged in the 1960s and has accelerated ever since. The project of understanding
experiential learning therefore partly requires doing a history of the topic, as it involves questions about what currents in the 1950s launched use of the phrase in subsequent decades, how
the phrase relates to the phenomenon it seeks to describe, and what accounts for its growth. The
usefulness of future research on the topic will depend partly on answering such questions.
The story I will tell about experiential learning begins not with Dewey but with Kurt Lewin
in New Britain, Connecticut, in June 1946 at the first human relations training laboratory
(Seaman, Brown, & Quay, 2017). The purpose of the laboratory, designed and led by Lewin and
his associates, was to enlist workshop participants in creating more effective strategies for area
communities to combat racism and anti-Semitism (Lippitt, 1949; Marrow, 1967). Experiential
learning did not yet exist as a method or theory and was not a phrase Lewin used, but instead
emerged as an accidental by-product of the training. As Kolb (1984) described it, “When the participants went home at night, the research staff gathered together to report and analyze the data
collected during the day. . . . Lewin was receptive . . . when a small group of participants asked to
join in these discussions” (p. 9). In this particular event, people approached their own conduct
in previous workshops as a kind of behavioral data they then discussed collectively, a process
formally instituted in subsequent workshops as the “training” or “T-” group (Benne, 1964). The
design structure of T-groups and the associated outcomes of self-awareness and interpersonal
relations initially became known as experiential learning (Benne, 1964). Its transformation into
a more general theory of learning occurred over several periods during the next 30 years and is
attributable to the rising popularity of humanistic psychology and personal growth workshops
during this period (for further elaboration, see Seaman et al., 2017).

1947–1949: Experimentation Period
After the inaugural 1946 training, leaders ran subsequent workshops in Bethel, Maryland,
as the National Training Laboratory, or NTL. Workshops in this period were highly experimental
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with designers testing different group configurations and balances of academic content with
interpersonal skills training (e.g., Babad, Birnbaum, & Benne, 1978; Barron & Krulee, 1948).
During this period, the workshops retained their focus on applying insights generated during
the training to different community problems.

1949–1955: Separation Period
A main program element during the experimentation period was the Basic Skills Training
(BST) group, soon shortened to T, for training. T-groups were orchestrated to generate behavioral data in the immediacy of the here and now, and collectively analyze it for insights into group
dynamics and members’ personalities. According to Benne (1964), because of the popularity of
T-groups among participants and the psychotherapeutic and humanistic backgrounds of new
NTL trainers, T-groups overwhelmed other workshop components and spun off as a distinct
training format (e.g., sensitivity training; see Wechsler, Tannenbaum, & Zenger, 1957).

1955–1976 Expansion/Codification Period
By the late 1950s, the T-group structure had spawned a range of programs and techniques
such as encounter groups and marathon workshops (Eddy & Lubin, 1971). These came to be
described as experiential learning groups, all of which focused on self-awareness and interpersonal relations (Barrett-Leonard, 1974). During this time, the phrase experiential learning not
only referred to T-groups but also started being applied to learning processes corresponding to
the format when people sought to explain and adapt workshop outcomes. These two uses of the
phrase experiential learning—a training format and a psychological process—were soon used
interchangeably (e.g., Middleman & Goldberg, 1972). David Kolb, an advocate for the human
relations approach (including in outdoor education; see Katz & Kolb, 1968), consummated the
union of format and theory in schematic models he published at the time (e.g., Kolb & Fry,
1975). By 1976, experiential learning had expanded considerably as a specific type of humanistic
social practice and a tightly associated theory of individual learning that was partly attributed to
Dewey, even though he was not involved with or responsible for its creation.
After 1976, experiential learning entered what I’ll call its sedimentation period, when the
phrase and related models became available for referencing without any further elaboration or
historical justification; they stood for learning in general and could be applied and investigated
in a range of settings. This move to a general theory of learning coincided with the rising influence of cognitive psychology and the popularity of psychometric testing for assessing individual
characteristics such as learning styles (Kolb, 1976; see Hopkins, 1993, for a discussion). Citations
of the most recognizable model, Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, have escalated in the
decades since its initial appearance (see Figure 2). The availability of experiential learning as
a theoretical vocabulary, decoupled from its origins in a particular form of quasi-therapeutic
group practice in adult education, contributed to exponential growth that surely helped popularize the idea. The advent of Internet search engines in the mid-1990s also gave researchers
easy access to this vocabulary and imposed no requirements to look beyond Kolb’s 1984 book
as the definitive and final source for the theory of experiential learning. Nevertheless, treating
experiential learning as a theory about a psychological process of individual change represents a
departure from what it was initially: a phrase describing the format and methods of the T-group
and its related aims of self-awareness and interpersonal relations. The result of this transformation was that “the rich variety and modes of human experience characteristic of various human
activities [were] replaced by a narrow and particularistic conception of experience” (Miettinen,
2000, p. 61).
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Figure 2. References to “experiential learning” and “Kolb & Fry” (1975) and “Kolb” (1984) in
Google Scholar by decade.

This brief sketch indicates that experiential learning underwent the same kind of psychological reduction that drove Dewey to abandon the concept of experience. In Weatherbee’s (2012)
terms, articles using the phrase experiential learning as a theory without respect to its origins are
also doing a kind of historical work, only unconsciously: They contribute to a kind of collective amnesia by treating the past as irrelevant to the immediate research at hand. Meanwhile,
individualistic assumptions inherited from the origins of the idea in humanistic psychology may
be generating shortcomings in research and restricting educational practice (Towers & Loynes,
2018).

Dewey’s Idea of Culture as a Guide for Using History in Research
Dewey’s turn to culture over experience suggests he wished to prevent further reduction of
his ideas to psychological and methodological individualism. For him, historical reflexivity was
an integral dimension of his theory. In Experience and Education, Dewey (1938) expressed this
priority as a rhetorical question: “How shall the young become acquainted with the past in such
a way that the acquaintance is a potent agent in appreciation of the living present?” (p. 23). He
answered this question by introducing the principles of continuity and interaction, stating that
their “active union with each other provide [sic] the measure of the educative significance and
value of an experience” (pp. 44–45). This is an important framing for the book, as it binds continuity and interaction to a certain use of history.
To understand how these principles work methodologically, one must recall Dewey’s turn
to culture and his view of history as a tool for interpreting the present. To date, these metatheoretical commitments have not been applied to continuity and interaction by outdoor and experiential educators. I illustrate this point by highlighting three representative discussions of
continuity and interaction found in popular and academic sources pertinent to outdoor and
experiential educators. It is useful to track how they each handle culture and time, which are
central to grasping Dewey’s idea of experience.
Continuity is that each experience a person has will influence his or her future, for
better or for worse. Interaction refers to the situational influence on one’s experience. In
other words, one’s present experience is a function of the interaction between one’s past
experiences and the present situation. (Neill, 2005, para. 8)
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This first passage encourages readers to imagine experience episodically and from the firstperson perspective, as Dewey sometimes did (e.g., “an experience,” “one’s experience”). The relevant scale of time is the biography, with past and present as the most significant coordinates for
determining educative value. Readers must infer an idea of culture from this passage, but it is
unclear in this passage how history, apart from an individual’s past, matters to experience.
For an experience to be considered “educative,” it also had to lead the learner on to new
experiences, that is, to adhere to what Dewey called the “principle of continuity” (e.g.,
1938, p. 28). These two intertwined characteristics, interaction and continuity, were
what distinguished educative experiences from others. (Beard, 2018, p. 28)
In this passage, experience is again presented episodically; however, the passage connects the
present with the future as the determinant of value, but it does not mention the past. It does not
specify who is the agent of the momentum connecting present and future: “the learner,” someone
designing “experiences,” or some other force. Again, culture must be inferred.
Dewey’s naturalistic conception of intelligence . . . [informs] our understanding of
continuity as characterizing the driven, incremental, and ultimately integrated growth
of cultural sensitivity and expertise, and interaction as characterizing the dynamic
processes through which cultural sensitivity and expertise are achieved . . . (Mayer,
2015, pp. 41–42)
This final passage references culture explicitly, but in the sense of an individual characteristic. It
represents time continuously instead of episodically, and it implies but does not discuss explicitly
a relationship between two timescales, the biographical and the historical.
These three passages bear some resemblances: They all focus on pedagogy and they all
foreground the individual as the focal object in experience. These emphases are understandable
given their source material—a book Dewey wrote about education. Yet they depart in important
ways. Each handles time differently and demonstrates more or less concern for culture. What
explains these differences in interpretation, and how faithful are they to Dewey’s (1938) explanation in Experience and Education, especially in light of his emphasis on history and his turn to
culture? Part of the problem in answering this question is that Dewey used experience in multiple
ways in his own text; it is both the name of the larger theory he was developing and a term he
used casually in developing it. When used in the latter sense, it often carries conventional meaning—experience as a biographic episode viewed from the individual’s perspective, understood
psychologically. One can therefore see how the aforementioned descriptions are justified. But
what about culture? If by experience Dewey meant culture, as he later indicated, clearly continuity and interaction cannot be understood only episodically or at the individual level, as it would
preclude the evolutionary and collective aspects of the idea. This is a crucial omission, as it encourages the individualistic assumptions contained within subsequent models of experiential
learning, which have been heavily criticized (e.g., Michelson, 1996).

Continuity, Interaction, and Timescales
One difficulty regarding experience in the larger theoretical sense—on the order of culture—is that it involves holding different ideas about time in mind simultaneously (see Quay,
2017, on Dewey’s use of time). Grasping Dewey’s ideas on time as a dimension of culture requires
a close examination of the details of his argument throughout Experience and Education.
Dewey introduced continuity and interaction in Chapter 3, “Criteria of Experience.” The
excerpts from Neill (2005), Beard (2018), and Mayer (2015) mostly capture the gist of this chapter; past experiences influence present ones, which influence future ones. In this manner, the
individual can be positively transformed or “arrested on a low plane of development, in a way,
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which limits later capacity for growth” (Dewey, 1938, pp. 37–38). Dewey’s description justifies
psychological interpretations like those offered by Neill (2005) and Beard (2018) in their descriptions. Dewey continued,
But . . . experience does not go on simply inside a person. . . . Every genuine experience
has an active side which changes in some degree the objective conditions under which
experiences are had. . . . we live from birth to death in a world of persons and things
which in large measure is what it is because of what has been done and transmitted
from previous human activities. (p. 39)
Here Dewey introduced evolutionary, technological change as a feature of continuity. Continuity
involves accounting for changes on two levels, then: individual, and historical or evolutionary.
Moving to interaction, which Dewey (1938) called the “lateral” dimension of experience, he
described a mother feeding a baby: “Instead of [external] conditions being subordinated to the
immediate internal condition [i.e., the expressed biological needs] of the baby, they are definitely
ordered so that a particular kind of interaction with these immediate internal states may be
brought about . . .” (p. 42). He continued,
The word “interaction,” which has just been used, expresses the second chief principle
for interpreting an experience in its educational function and force. It assigns equal
rights to both factors in experience—objective and internal conditions. Any normal
experience is an interplay of these two sets of conditions. Taken together, or in their
interaction, they form what we call a situation. (p. 42)
Situation, Dewey (1938) explained, is “inseparable” from interaction:
The statement that individuals live in a world means, in the concrete, that they live in a
series of situations. And when it is said that they live in these situations, the meaning of
the word “in” is different from its meaning when it is said that pennies are “in” a pocket
or paint is “in” a can. . . . An experience is always what it is because of a transaction
taking place between an individual and what, at the time [emphasis added], constitutes
his environment . . . (p. 43)
I want to pause and note that Dewey was defining continuity, interaction, situation, and “in” as
interrelated, technical concepts that are part of a systematic argument he is developing. One has
to resist the urge to impose commonsense meanings on these terms. To break into this argument, it helps to focus on “at the time” in the passage. He meant time in at least two senses. First,
he obviously meant (a) the immediate material and social environment. Second and less obviously, he meant (b) the individual’s developmental stage. The interaction of these two elements
constitutes the situation, since B determines the meaning of A from the learner’s perspective (see
also Vygotsky, 1930/1994). Dewey (1938) made this point directly:
It is not enough that certain materials and methods have proved effective with other
individuals at other times. There must be a reason for thinking that they will function
in generating an experience that has educative quality with particular individuals at a
particular time.
It is no reflection upon the nutritive quality of beefsteak that it is not fed to infants. It is not an invidious reflection upon trigonometry that we do not teach it in
the first or fifth grade of school. It is not the subject per se that is educative or that is
conducive to growth. There is no subject that is in and of itself, or without regard to
the stage of growth attained by the learner, such that inherent educational value can
be attributed to it. (p. 46)
“Significance and value” of an experience is, therefore, always relative to the learner’s developmental stage, because this determines what constitutes the environment at the time. This is a
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main criterion of experience in an educational sense and a central premise of Deweyan psychology. Moreover, it introduces developmental time as one dimension of time in experience.
Understanding experience therefore requires a theory of human development, without which
situation is theoretically trivial, as are continuity and interaction and any application they might
have to education. I will discuss the implications of this point shortly.
In Chapters 4 to 6, Dewey (1938) dropped the topic of continuity after explaining in
Chapter 3 (a) that experience consists equally of subjective and objective conditions, (b) these
are understood relative to a person’s given developmental period, and (c) the interaction between developmental periods and objective conditions occurs in situations—bearing in mind
that “in” implies a more dynamic perspective on context than is often recognized. Chapter 3 can
be read as an outline of Dewey’s theory of human development, viewed psychologically.
In Chapter 7, “Progressive Organization of Subject Matter,” Dewey (1938) turned his focus
to the “objective conditions” part of experience; this is the sociological side of his argument.
He opened the chapter with a developmental description of infancy and childhood once again
before focusing on “orderly development toward expansion and organization of subject matter
through growth of experience” (p. 74). But to what is this “outward” movement directed, and
how does it pertain to continuity and interaction? To answer these questions, one must examine
the section where he justified his preference for the scientific method:
For if it is true that existing experience in detail and also on a wide scale is what it is
[emphasis added] because of the application of science, first, to processes of production
and distribution of goods and services, and then to the relations which human beings
sustain socially to one another, it is impossible to obtain an understanding of present
social conditions . . . apart from an education which leads learners into knowledge
of the very same facts and principles which in their final organization constitute the
sciences. . . . [which have] been applied more or less casually and under the influence
of ends, such as private advantage and power, which are a heritage of a prescientific
age. (Dewey, 1938, pp. 80–81)
Here Dewey (1938) integrated social and political critique into his theory of experience as well
as into his use of time. Technological evolution is not only a product of science but also a source
of inequality, which only an updated, more democratic application of science can ameliorate, in
part by helping uncover and remedy society’s undemocratic “heritage.” Moreover, the material
and social products of prior human activities constitute the objective qualities of experience in
all senses of the term and by necessary implication are subject to change in the future. Therefore,
immediate psychological and social processes are always dynamically changing in relation to
longer timescale processes of historical evolution, which are also subject to manipulation by
people seeking private gain through the institutions they erect and the ideas that sustain their
power and privilege. Dewey wanted to intervene in these dynamics (which he also posited as
features of modern consciousness; see Seaman & Quay, 2015) because they are hostile to democracy. Education, and educational research, should be attuned to their psychological and collective ramifications, which also evolve over time in relation to changes in human activity, that is,
changes in culture.
Time as a main dimension of continuity and interaction as criteria of experience now comes
fully into view. To understand Dewey’s meaning when he said that “an experience is always what
it is because of a transaction taking place between an individual and what, at the time, constitutes
his environment” (p. 43), one must hold three ideas about time in mind simultaneously: (1) developmental time, or the scale of ontogenetic life stages (cognitive, etc.); (2) historical time, or the
scale of scientific/technological evolution and civilizational change; and (3) event time, or the
scale of situations, which operates in time as experienced ordinarily (“real time”), and is where
the other two timescales interact (on real time and developmental time; see Kunnen & Metz,
2015). Figure 3 provides an illustration of these dimensions.
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Figure 3. Diagram of time as dimensions of continuity and interaction in experience. See Dewey
(1897) para. 3–4 for a discussion of the psychological and sociological sides of experience.

When Dewey said an individual is “in” a situation, he had in mind a mutually constituting relationship between person and environment, each changing along different timescales, mediated
by present conditions. This was Dewey’s conception of culture. It is in event time that historical
and psychological processes reveal their continuity, making it the leverage point for educational
intervention and the focal point for research.
Experience and Education (Dewey, 1938) is therefore not about making learning or education more “experiential”; it is about designing a system of education that harnesses the ontological fact of continuity between historical, cultural, and psychological processes for individual
and social benefit in rapidly evolving industrial democracies—something neither traditional nor
progressive viewpoints were capable of, from Dewey’s perspective. One can look to Dewey’s lab
school to see how he intended these ideas to work (see Tanner, 1997), or to examples today where
young people are involved in civic action informed by an understanding of their community’s
past and their anticipated role in its future (e.g., Hedegaard & Chaiklin, 2005; see also Beames
& Brown, 2016). Another way to understand this point is to read Experience and Education as
Dewey’s effort to apply his pragmatic, historical ontology of experience to education—not as a
call to make education more experiential. And, since Dewey’s argument in the book is essentially
ontological, it also has methodological implications.

Experience as Research Methodology
Experience provides an irreducible unit of analysis for approaching educational situations
empirically. Any investigation of psychological or social processes, from specific program outcomes, to a developmental transition, to a period of rapid community transformation, requires
researchers to account for three scales of time: developmental time, historical time, and their
interaction in event time. In other words, the reciprocal influence of historical time and developmental time occurs in situations, which can be subjected to empirical study in real time. Research
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at any of these levels therefore requires, in Weatherbee’s (2012) terms, historical reflexivity. This
assertion has several implications for research in outdoor education including defining central
concepts, examining the relationship between interventions and community processes, and asking broader questions that link multiple timescales.

History in: Defining Central Concepts
Experiential learning. I have already sketched a history of experiential learning here and
elsewhere (Seaman et al., 2017), but the research implications of this history are worth underscoring. At the end of Experience and Education, Dewey (1938) wrote, “The basic question concerns the nature of education with no qualifying adjectives prefixed’’ (p. 90). The same thing
may now apply to learning: The basic question concerns the nature of learning with no qualifying
adjectives prefixed. With respect to empirical research in outdoor education, it is no longer clear
to me that experiential learning serves a useful function as either a phrase or a theory. This was
Fenwick’s (2001) point in her seminal comparison of different perspectives (but see Kolb, 2014,
for a response to recent criticism). It might be fruitful for future research to focus merely on
learning, which frees scholars (and educators) from the humanistic baggage that comes with the
prefix experiential owing to the origins of the concept in T-groups. It also opens up the study of
learning in outdoor programs to investigation from different vantage points, which should lead
to new insights. If, however, researchers still want to use experiential learning as either a theory
or the object of study, they should be expected to do a more careful job justifying this choice relative to the history of the idea in T-groups and its humanistic assumptions about psychological
and social processes and their relation to instructional design.
Grit. Outcome variables such as grit and resilience are currently enjoying popularity (e.g.,
Chang, Davidson, Conklin, & Ewert, 2019), perhaps because they intuitively accord with longstanding beliefs about the relationship between adventure, hardship, and character. Although my
concern is not with grit per se, it serves as a useful example of how seemingly benign, psychological concepts have social histories that bear on their current interpretation and use.
Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly (2007) define grit as a combination of “perseverance and a passion for long-term goals” (p. 1087). It is part of a suite of so-called noncognitive
factors beyond IQ that are presently being investigated to explain achievement. Researchers view
grit psychologically, as an aspect of one’s personality. Because measures of grit are now widely
available, it lends itself to research in outdoor education as a variable that helps to operationalize
an otherwise vague legacy idea.
Like experiential learning, however, the concept of grit has a more complex history than
indicated in the current psychometric approach. In his content analysis of popular and academic
sources on grit over the 20th century, Ris (2015) traced the term to Nathaniel Hawthorne, who
used it in 1863 to characterize a British poet in a way very similar to Duckworth’s definition. It
then functioned as a literary trope designed to appeal to the anxieties of middle- and upper-middle-class parents who feared affluence was making their children soft. Now, Ris demonstrated,
it is being applied to students of color in underperforming schools, with potentially negative
consequences: “The grit discourse allows privileged socioeconomic groups to preserve their position under the guise of creative pedagogy. This phenomenon does not require malevolence on
the part of its enactors. In fact, it can coexist with perfectly benign intentions” (p. 2). Ris’s point is
that narrow, ahistorical uses of grit as a psychometric variable hide the normative cultural work
the concept has done for over a century, which outdoor educators may be unwittingly extending
through their research. This example shows that seemingly innocuous variables can introduce
potential biases that tacitly reproduce and justify an unequal social order (for an example related
to risk, see Morrissey, 2008).
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Interventions and Community Processes
Historical reflexivity also has implications for studying interventions. As one example,
Hammack (2006) studied a summer camp designed to engage Israeli and Palestinian youth in
collaborative activities, to promote long-term, regional peace, a program model that should be
familiar to many outdoor educators. Hammack situated the camp in two historical contexts: (1)
He labeled the design a “human relations” approach, so as to make transparent the underlying
belief about the mechanism for political change (positive face-to-face interaction), and (2) he
sought specific forms of religious and political antagonism in his empirical data rather than
relying on second-order themes such as whether or not participants learned conflict mediation
skills. With the first context, Hammack focused on the underlying etiology of a program instead
of its superficial pedagogical features, and with the second context, he assessed this etiology in
light of specific, entrenched cultural histories. Through these methodological choices, he demonstrated empirically how long-running narratives of religious and political conflict are transmitted intergenerationally through the identity processes of youth—even among participants
in a program intended to reduce those very conflicts. Hammack’s research therefore provides a
potential model for studying particular interventions in the context of both design beliefs and
cultural narratives, which experience indicates are present in any educational situation through
the interaction and continuity of historical, psychological, and social processes. Hammack’s
work provides a potential model for outdoor educators studying, for example, racial diversity in
outdoor programs, in which community histories are directly relevant (see Rose & Paisley, 2012;
Savoy, 2016).

Linking Multiple Timescales
Hammack’s (2006) research also demonstrates the intersection of different timescales: in
his case, individual autobiography and cultural “master narratives.” The former changes along
the coordinates of developmental time and the latter along historical time. This kind of research
involves identifying the dominant processes at each timescale that are likely to be involved in
the expected changes and requires greater integration of developmental theory in any study of
learning. In Hammack’s study, the relevant processes were identity formation and generational
change. The leading assumption in this approach is not that the processes “interact” as separate
“factors,” but rather that they are mutually constituting (Erikson, 1968/1994; see also Dewey’s
definition of “in” in the introduction to the article). Kunnen and Metz (2015) made a similar
point and argued for studying these processes in event (real) time, to “answer questions about
how identity changes and stabilizes on a developmental long-term level as a consequence of daily
experience on a microlevel” (p. 115). Kunnen and Metz’s essential claim is that whatever else
adolescents are doing in any given moment, they are also participating in identity formation—
what Polivanova (2006) called the period’s leading activity, to which all other developmental
tasks are subordinated. Identity, then, might assume a much greater role in practice and research
on outdoor education with adolescents (e.g., see Schachter & Rich, 2011).
This position carries at least two implications for outdoor education research. First, researchers may elect to foreground processes occurring at any one of these timescales, but satisfactorily explaining the focal process will require referencing the other two timescales. Kellert’s
(2002) developmental theory of biophilic values provides an example. He proposed that the
outcomes of children’s contact with nature are governed by three basic stages of development:
(1) ages 3–6, which “involves a primary emphasis on satisfying the child’s material and physical needs, avoiding threat and danger, and achieving feelings of control, comfort, and security”
(p. 132); (2) ages 6–12, when children “become more comfortable, familiar, and appreciative
of other creatures and natural settings” (p. 133); and (3) ages 13–17, when “children become
cognizant and appreciative of larger spatial and temporal scales…” (p. 135). Activities in nature
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during these periods support qualitatively different developmental processes in affective, cognitive, and values-based domains. The dominant developmental processes occurring in each of
these periods drive children’s engagement with nature and determine any ultimate outcomes associated with that engagement. Furthermore, these event and developmental time processes are
influenced by broader cultural patterns such as land development, technological innovation, and
child-rearing practices. These longer timescale processes will shape the availability of naturebased activities, children’s orientation to those activities, and any outcomes derived from them.
Second, measures should be selected that are likely to reflect expectable changes in focal
variables at the relevant timescale. As Kunnen and Metz (2015) explained, “The lowest order
time scale is the real-time scale: the scale of current behavior, of what happens in seconds or
minutes. Developmental time is a higher order time scale and describes processes that cover
months or even years” (pp. 122–123). A substantial portion of outdoor education research over
the years has sought to measure changes related to various aspects of self following participation
in an outdoor program (Hattie, Marsh, Neill, & Richards, 1997). Self is a concept pertaining to
the process of identity formation, which occurs on a different timescale than a program. It is not
reasonable to expect changes in self to be detectable in any meaningful way at the scale of real
time. It is reasonable to expect changes in some of the elements that constitute this longer term
process: enhanced feelings of school belonging, adoption of new long-range goals, expanded
friendships, and so on. Directly measuring self variables at the scale of real time is an elusive
business and probably a misguided approach. My point is not that outdoor programs are incapable of generating powerful effects that influence longer term developmental processes, but rather
that research will benefit from a more detailed conceptualization of the relationship between
event and developmental time and the careful selection and coordination of variables related to
each. Longitudinal designs can help outdoor educators to understand the relationship between
program effects occurring in event time and longer term processes occurring in developmental
time, as can some qualitative methodologies that locate specific experiences as part of evolving
life stories (e.g., McAdams, 2008).

Conclusion
Given the reasons Dewey turned to culture in 1949, it is once again ironic that his theory of
experience has transformed into experiential learning through the very same processes that led
him to abandon the term—the reduction of psychology to individualism and time to the scale
of personal biography. It is doubly ironic because the transformation was yet again achieved by
neglecting history. Clearly in this case, history of (Weatherbee, 2012) will be important in gaining clarity on the origins of foundational ideas and practices. But more important, history in will
be essential to asking better questions in the future. I have made several suggestions on what this
could involve: exhuming the history of specific concepts, situating interventions in the context
of community histories, and better aligning outcomes across different scales of time. These suggestions are not exhaustive, but they may provide a starting point for outdoor education research
equipped with a greater historical sensibility, for research, like education, “can expand into the
future only as it is also enlarged to take in the past” (Dewey, 1938, p. 77).
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Abstract
This paper reviews the findings of a professional task force from the Association of Outdoor
Recreation and Education (AORE), which explored the feasibility of and support for a credentialing system for students and young professionals aspiring to a career in the outdoor industry.
The task force used initial public discussions to design a survey, which was then sent to AORE
members. The quantitative and qualitative data revealed an almost 50% division in favor of/
against a credentialing system. In general, younger professionals and students expressed more
interest in a credential than seasoned veterans did. All respondents identified similar challenges to a credentialing system: cost versus benefit, assessing and evaluating the qualifications,
and a lack of value-added (a sense that there are already too many credentials in the industry).
Although credentialing can signal a unified profession that agrees on the professional competencies required for effective professional practice, our findings indicate the outdoor industry is not
yet there.
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In the summer of 2017, the Association for Outdoor Recreation and Education (AORE)
approved the formation of a task force chartered to explore the feasibility of and support for a
credentialing system for students and young professionals aspiring to become outdoor leaders.
The Credential Task Force (CTF) was to make recommendations and, if a system was desired
and viable, propose a plan to the AORE Board of Directors for developing a credentialing system
for outdoor leaders. A call for applicants to the CTF was initiated in the fall of 2017. The final
composition of the CTF was vetted by the initiator of the task force, AORE’s executive director
and AORE’s board president. Individuals were selected to represent gender, employment, and
perspective diversity. Seven applicants from a variety of higher education institutions (academic
and nonacademic programs), with each group member averaging 20 years of experience working in the outdoor industry, were selected for the final CTF group.
The task force began meeting in the fall of 2017. The first step was to examine the purpose
of a credential and to become familiar with relevant terminology, including licensure, microcredentials, digital badge systems, and professional endorsements. The task force researched
credentialing systems used by other organizations and similar industries, gathered data from
emerging and current professionals, and discussed a range of credentialing options to critically
explore options regarding the feasibility and interest of a credential for student members and
young professionals. Additionally, the committee explored commonly accepted industry certifications (e.g., wilderness medicine) and potential partnerships or collaborations. Much of the
motivation of this exploratory process was to fulfill AORE’s mission toward supporting professionalism of the outdoor industry.

Background
Clearly, certifications are prolific and widely accepted within the outdoor industry. The
diversity of setting, terrain, and activity has resulted in numerous technical skill certifications
and other measures of professional practice that commonly appear in job announcements.
Certification in wilderness medicine (e.g., Wilderness First Aid or Responder) and training in
Leave No Trace are two foundational qualifications often listed as minimum requirements for
employment. Specific technical trainings and certifications (e.g., rock climbing, whitewater paddling, avalanche) are just as common. In the profession, there seems to be a consensus that these
measures provide evidence of individual knowledge, skills, and abilities for a given skill set at a
given moment. Certifications in our profession provide (1) an indicator of competence; (2) proof
of knowledge, generally through practical and written exams; and (3) mechanisms for ongoing
continuing education. In contrast, certificates acknowledge completion of training or progress
toward a competency and are utilized to recognize professional development.
Competency is a commonly used term to describe the level of qualifications of an outdoor leader (i.e., the depth of skills necessary to lead, facilitate, or instruct certain activities).
During the 1970s and 1980s, there was a great deal of focus on organizing and defining traits,
attributes, competencies, and so on that were required of outdoor leaders (see Bilodeau, 1987;
Buell, 1981; Cockrell & LaFollette, 1985; Cousineau, 1977; Green, 1982; Petzoldt, 1974; Priest,
1984). Competencies were often organized around categories such as hard, soft, or meta skills
(Phipps & Swiderski, 1990; Priest, 1999; Swiderski, 1987). Drury, Bonney, Berman, and Wagstaff
(2005) used a classification of knowledge, skills/abilities, and dispositions to describe competencies within the Wilderness Education Association (WEA) 18-point curriculum. In a review
of past outdoor leadership research, Priest and Gass (2018) identified 12 elements of outdoor
leadership competence including technical skills, safety skills, environmental skills, organizational skills, instructional skills, facilitation skills, flexible leadership style, experience-based
judgment, problem-solving skills, decision-making skills, effective communication, and professional ethics. Martin, Breunig, Wagstaff, and Goldenberg (2017) referred to eight competencies
including foundational knowledge, self-awareness and professional conduct, decision making
http://www.ejorel.com/
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and judgment, teaching and facilitation, environmental stewardship, program management,
safety and risk management, and technical ability.
Standards serve as benchmarks to evaluate quality and performance of individuals and
programs. Successful and meaningful certification programs hold participants to measurable individual performance standards (Watters, 2006). These might be formal standards set by a formal
body or de facto standards, which are widespread practices accepted by a majority of programs
and practitioners (Pace, Hansen-Stamp, & Leemon, 2017). These defining terms (competency,
standards) symbolize a high level of professional expectations and practice. Yet, in contrast with
other client/service-oriented industries, the outdoor leadership profession does not recognize
one overarching credential or one professional association to provide oversight or management
of such a credential, unlike professions such as counseling, athletic training, or therapeutic recreation. This can be a challenge for potential employees and employers alike, as credentials are
widely accepted as evidence of knowledge, qualifications, achievement, professional quality, and
overall suitability for a profession.
Without credentialing standards, there is ambiguity in the generally accepted practices of
outdoor leadership. Alternately, the absence of comprehensive standards may suggest there is
no need for credentials, as the industry is too diverse or still too young to warrant professional
practice under one set of standards. For instance, Welch, Clement, and Berman (2009) investigated Wilderness First Aid (WFA) as an industry standard. They reviewed multiple aspects of
the outdoor industry including regulatory authorities, national organizations, and schools to
understand how each viewed wilderness medicine certification for leaders. The authors found
that WFA was not an industry standard, suggesting that this highlighted the diversity within the
outdoor industry and the absence of a need for universal standards.
But clearly there is a need for establishing one’s bona fides: Practitioners are regularly required to demonstrate competency and qualifications to gain employment and to be able to lead
and instruct in the field. To obtain a permit for guiding/instruction in Joshua Tree National
Park (JTNP), for example, one must provide evidence of minimum medical qualifications,
knowledge of minimum impact practices, and all applicable National Park Service rules and
regulations (NPS Instructions Commercial Use Authorization Application). Furthermore, JTNP
requires rock climbing leaders to provide proof of training and certifications, such as certification through the American Mountain Guides Association.
The “30,000-foot” view might suggest that with the abundance of recognized skill certifications, industry standards, and commonly accepted competencies, outdoor leadership is well
defined. A closer look might suggest that there is a lack of agreement or clear expectation of the
meaning of “professional outdoor leader,” much less how one becomes a professional outdoor
leader. While it was beyond the role of the task force to evaluate if standards are clearly articulated in the literature, task force members recognized this lack of clarity as an opportunity to
explore the role and potential of credentials. One possibility is a single credential managed and/
or endorsed by AORE that might provide a clear path for professional development for outdoor
leaders, satisfy land managers and their permitting requirements, and provide clarity to employers. The general purpose of the CTF was to gather data from emerging and current professionals and critically explore options regarding the feasibility and interest of a credential for AORE
student members and young professionals.

Method
The CTF used a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods to collect data for this study.
First, CTF members facilitated two educational sessions during the 2017 AORE conference to
gather initial input from AORE members and conference attendees regarding the need for a
credentialing system in outdoor leadership. All conference attendees were invited to participate
and approximately 50 people attended the two sessions. Session presenters described the CTF
Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
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charge and provided a general overview of task force responsibilities. Attendees provided input
through dialogue and clarifying questions. The task force then used the feedback from the AORE
sessions to design a survey to conduct a more systematic assessment of the need for a credentialing system in outdoor leadership.
The survey instrument was piloted in February 2018 with approximately 40 individuals
from a convenience sample of AORE members. Feedback was incorporated into the final survey,
which was titled the AORE Membership Credentialing Survey. The final version of the survey
consisted of two sections and collected quantitative and qualitative data. Section 1 included demographic questions (i.e., membership status, years of work experience, gender, employment
sector). Section 2 used branching logic to garner opinions and ideas concerning the need for
the credential. For example, a favorable response to the question, “In principle, are you in favor
of an AORE credentialing system for students and new professionals?” introduced another set
of questions. The six questions gauged respondent opinions about the preferred scope/breadth
of a credential, identification of industry needs, constraints/barriers, and potential collaboration. An unfavorable response to the branching question introduced four additional questions.
Similarly, participants were asked to identify constraints/barriers and preferred scope of a potential credential. All participants were provided the opportunity to provide opinions and ideas
in an open-ended question format.
The survey utilized purposive sampling of the AORE membership and was sent to 750
AORE members in April 2018. Participants were also asked to share the survey with nonmembers, which expanded the reach of the survey. Descriptive and quantitative responses were
analyzed via SPSS. Qualitative responses were analyzed for frequency of responses. All committee members independently reviewed the narrative responses and identified common themes,
which were then cross-checked to ensure accurate interpretation of concerns and opinions of
the membership.
A total of 199 members completed the survey, a response rate of 30%. Of those participants,
33.7% identified as a woman, 63.8% identified as a man, and 2% preferred not to say. All but one
participant was an AORE member at the time of the survey. Table 1 shows descriptive details
about participants’ years in the industry and identified professional field.
Table 1
Years in the Outdoor Industry and Professional Field
Participants
Descriptive
Years in the industry
0–1 years
1–2 years
3–5 years
6–10 years
More than 11 years
Professional field
Military recreation
College/university campus recreation
College/university academic
Public Parks Recreation
Not for-profit
For-profit
Public land manager
Other

n

%

2
12
36
43
104

1.0
6.1
18.3
21.8
52.8

5
135
32
1
10
5
1
9

2.5
67.8
16.1
.5
5.0
2.5
.5
4.5
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Results
The purpose of this study was to determine the viewpoints of the participants regarding
the need for an outdoor leadership credentialing system. Nearly half of the participants (n = 98,
49.2%) reported being in favor of a credentialing system for students and new professionals,
while slightly less than half (n = 97, 48.7%) were not in favor.

In Favor
Participants who favored the development of an outdoor leadership credential were asked
to select the type of credential deemed most beneficial to a wide range of stakeholders. The
majority (33%) indicated that a system should be based on a person’s accumulated experiences,
existing credentials, and other professional activities. Others (6%) favored a system based on
formalized training and testing similar to other traditional certification programs. In addition,
participants “in favor” were asked to rank seven possible purpose statements in order of importance for an AORE credential. The top three purpose statements included
1. to validate professional experience through a professional organization (16%),
2. to assess knowledge and skills based on professional standards (15%), and
3. to assist students and new professionals in their professional development (14%).
The two least important purpose statements were “to endorse existing certification and other
credentials” and “to provide a professional service to students and new professionals.” Other
options included “to help new students and professionals gain employment” and “to serve as
a standard for acquiring permits.” Although only 13.5% of participants were students/student
professionals, a majority were in favor of an AORE supported credential.

Not In Favor
Participants who reported that they were not in favor of the development of an outdoor
leadership credential were asked to select their primary reasons from six possible answers for not
supporting the credential. The three most frequently selected reasons were
1. too many credentials already in the outdoor profession (36.3%),
2. I need more information to be able to support a credential (26.4%), and
3. other (15.4%).
Participants who selected “other” reported that it did not fit the mission of AORE (13.2%),
while others believed that students and new professionals would benefit more from other services (7.7%). The mission alignment appeared to be important. Several participants hoped that
the board of directors would focus on more important issues facing the organization. Many
mentioned that there were already too many credentials in the industry and pointed to past initiatives by other outdoor organizations that had not been successful. A number of participants
also reported that the timing was wrong and cited concerns surrounding the potential costs to
AORE and those pursuing the credential. There were also some concerns with the current administrative infrastructure of the AORE and its capacity to manage a credential.
Finally, those against the idea were also asked to state their preference if a credentialing
system was created. Some preferred a system built on an individual’s accumulated experience
(18.1%) or a system built on performance standards (3%). A majority, however, said they still
would not support the credential no matter what (19.1%).

Shared Issues/Challenges
Both groups (those in favor and those not in favor) were asked to identify issues or challenges with an AORE credential. Both groups noted the difficulty of ensuring consistent quality
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across credential providers and the affordability of a credential. Sixty-three percent of participants who were in favor of the credential indicated that such a credential should not be cost
prohibitive and should be inclusive of those with diverse backgrounds and abilities. There was
general support for collaborating with other organizations, especially from those who support
specialized technical skills training. Participants indicated that a credential should reflect a person’s experience as opposed to assessing specialized skills. There seemed to be more support for
a holistic credential that captures the larger concept of outdoor leadership as opposed to skillsbased certification.

Discussion
The goal of the CTF was to explore the feasibility and support for an outdoor leadership
credentialing system for students and young professionals aspiring to become outdoor leaders.
While the results did not show strong support one way or another, it uncovered important commonalities between respondents, as well as a need for more research to address the need for such
a credentialing system as well as the nature and scope of such a credential.
Responses showed a clear division between those in favor and not in favor of an industry
credential in outdoor leadership, which is possibly a representation of how the industry views
and treats existing credentials. We noted different perspectives from those identifying as students
and young professionals and those identifying as more seasoned professionals (e.g., students/
young professionals were generally more in favor). This finding seems to reflect the need among
young individuals to demonstrate their experience and validate their knowledge to prospective employers. There might also be a belief that they are more likely to gain employment with
credentials. More seasoned professionals might not have the same need to demonstrate their
knowledge, as they are either gainfully employed and/or credentials were not required when
they entered the workforce. Despite these differences, all participants identified similar issues or
challenges with credentialing: the cost of credentials (i.e., time, money) versus the benefit, the
difficulty of credentialing qualities that really matter in an outdoor professional, and the sense
that there are already too many credentials in the industry.
We should note that the sample was almost exclusively made up of AORE members
(198/199), and a majority of those reported working in higher education. This is only a small
portion of the professional outdoor industry. More important, the survey did not consider the
needs of employers or stakeholders outside the AORE membership. Results may be quite different with a more inclusive sample that includes those who employ outdoor leaders outside
higher education (e.g., guides/outfitters, program providers, and other professional organizations). We also note that comparisons of “for” and “against” groups were made more difficult by
the variance in questions each group received. Finally, a specific credential was purposefully not
developed or explained. The intention of this study was to gather collective input on the need for
and receptiveness of the membership to a new, as yet undefined, professional credential.
In conclusion, the results of the survey highlighted a range of perspectives on the purpose, value, and issues associated with the development of an outdoor leadership credential.
This seems to reflect the challenges and concerns around developing a meaningful definition
of professional competency and a professional credential that embodies this definition for such a
diverse industry.
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Greenland Camp:
Mentorship as a Disciplined Practice
in Preparedness
Jocelyn Lok-Yee Lee
Ryerson University

Abstract
Sea kayaking may be best understood through the insights and knowledge of people whose
ancestors kayaked for survival. Greenland Camp, held over several days in late summer, is a
kayaking event that draws paddlers from around the world to reconnect with one another and
learn age-old and advanced skills of the Arctic’s Inuit. Greenland Camp is a gathering for paddlers that preserves and passes on to future generations the traditional paddling/rolling skills
of Greenland’s experienced seal catchers. Rooted in the need for responsive skill development
and observant awareness as well as the indispensable skills needed to hunt and survive in Arctic
waters, the Inuit point to a traditional practice that challenges the depth, scope, and limitation of
experience of all kayakers. Facilitating mentorship of the disciplined practice of sea kayaking is
thus explored to discern how the cultivated practice of hunter-gatherer Inuit communities may
positively affect youth resilience to adversity.
KEYWORDS: water sports; paddle sports; skill development; environment; resilience
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Greenland Camp embodies a viable way of life—a kayaking community committed
to thriving beyond the cultivated practice and proven seamanship of hunter-gatherer Inuit
communities. Notably, the Greenlandic heritage is an experiential awareness of the kayaker’s
relationship with the wilderness as much as an achievement of resilience within a harsh environment. By helping kayakers hone skills through disciplined practice, Greenland Camp brings
attention to a form of bushcraft (Steinbright, 2002). Through a facilitated mentorship approach,
it cultivates the need for participants to reach beyond to acquire and refine skills that mitigate
the untoward effects of elemental exposure. Through demonstrations, classes, and events, within
a typical day, Greenland Camp offers games from individual/relay kayak races to increasingly
advanced skills such as rope gymnastics (Allunaariaqattaarneq) and harpoon throwing. For example, Allunaariaqattaarneq is an ancient skill and form of fitness training that builds strength,
coordination, and flexibility. Preparedness through practical, experiential skill development and
mentorship, as embodied by Greenland Camp, is a process analyzed herein to gain insight into
its value in community empowerment (Steinbright, 2002; Iwasaki, Messina, & Hopper, 2018).
Ungar, Brown, Liebenberg, Cheung, and Levine (2008) suggested that empowerment due
to a sense of connection and identity in Indigenous communities may enhance resilience in
youth. Through access to culturally meaningful resources, Indigenous youth have experienced
benefits including increased resilience and sense of identity within their communities (Iwasaki
et al., 2018). While participation in leisure has been correlated with positive health outcomes,
heightened awareness, and/or commitment to common community interests, as forms of recreation Greenland Camp and sea kayaking at large may provide direction to the student mentee
via self-discovery. Environments that foster purposeful relationships between youth and adult
mentors, therefore, prove to be valuable, especially among marginalized individuals with access
to fewer resources (Ungar, 2013). This paper therefore explores the nature, process, and effect of
facilitated mentorship—an immersive experience that gives direction and focus to the mentee as
a form of community responsibility.
Moreover, Indigenous worldviews extend beyond limited notions of resilience. Iwasaki,
Coyle, and Shank (2010) presented a broad heuristic leisure framework considerate of the value
of a facilitated mentorship within a strengths-based approach. Consequently, resilience may be
viewed as an artifact of the capacity of a person to navigate to health resources and the community capacity to provide access to resources from culturally meaningful perspectives (Ungar et
al., 2008). As such, a comparison may be made between the facilitation of the cultural bushcraft
of kayaking as a form of leisure exercise and the facilitation of that of sea kayaking as an activity
that involves mentorship as a way of life. The value of facilitating programs such as Greenland
Camp may thus be considered in part an inclusive community process that cultivates a disciplined practice in preparedness.

Confronting Vulnerability
Research has suggested unequivocally that leisure participation promotes a greater awareness of community, health status, and a commitment to shared interests (Lavallee & Poole, 2009).
An Indigenous self-reflective practice in cultivating peace and compassion may be considered
from a critical-democratic perspective (Barrett, Solomon, Singer, Portelli, & Mujuwamariya,
2009; Kincheloe, 2008). The Inuit assurance that a warrior is not about perfecting the Greenland
roll or achieving victory during a hunt but rather about embracing absolute vulnerability leads
to the question of how a strengths-based approach to mentorship would support the resilience of
youth who have experienced adversity. In any event, a facilitated mentorship toward regaining a
lost connection with self, others, and/or the environment would tend to unveil authentically the
full spectrum and progressive state of associated feelings of an individual’s well-being.
According to Brown (2012), wholly accepting personal vulnerability reflects the confrontation of fears to the point of coming alive in ways that may allow the mentee to dare greatly. As
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courage may be considered an accurate measure of vulnerability, a factor that may keep youth
out of connection is the fear of feeling not worthy of that connection (Brown, 2012; Jelicic,
Bobek, Phelps, Lerner, & Lerner, 2007). Hence, Greenland Camp may be a natural learning environment that invigorates the mentee to become aware of the here and now, which may come
hand in hand with an enhanced feeling of competence associated with the increased courage to
live and engage in a challenging environment.

Greenland Camp Preparedness Experience
The Inuit, a Greenlandic northern nomadic tribe of Indigenous people, lived interdependently with the land, sea, and animals (Heath & Arima, 2004). A successful hunt afforded the
ability to stay warm without the use of fires, which was vitally important for a sustainable lifestyle
in the harsh Arctic environment (Golden, 2006). James Roberts, Ontario Director at Paddle
Canada, stated, “All kayaking . . . is descended from the Inuit hunters of the Arctic. It was their
means of survival that became our recreation” (Marshall, 2015, “What Are Traditional,” para. 1).
Greenland Camp offers paddlers an opportunity to experience a culturally meaningful connection with others. The context of facilitation provides paddlers with a significant commitment
to be open to learn and relearn that which may have been previously affirmed. It is necessary
for paddlers to be able to acknowledge their strengths and especially their limitations of their
kayaking skills in open water. In doing so, they can then develop and master effective paddling
technique through repetitive, disciplined practice. Further, Roberts (2015) asserted, “There is no
finer tool with which to learn the cold water survival skill of [righting] yourself in a kayak” (para.
11). Complex skills associated with the Greenland roll and its variations require conditioning as
well as the instruction of a mentor. While a camp participant may have one or more mentors for
different skills, the capacity to be able and alert in calm or turbulent water is important.
Formulating a plan and knowing what to do when incidents arise is vital to safety. Veteran
kayakers continue to succumb annually to objective hazards associated with the ravages of cold
water immersion, and even the most detailed plans may be compromised by errors in judgment
(Cunningham, 2004). Thus, the ability of kayakers to assess and modify decisions in situ allows
for appropriate timely action. While respect for the natural environment and a clear understanding of the effect of weather on bodies of water are essential, kayakers may take turns making
decisions based upon weather and sea state. Camp participants may identify solutions to simulated distress scenarios created by mentors in dynamic conditions. Taking on leadership roles
that necessitate navigating real-life conditions benefits participants through informed practice.
The possibility, for example, of the sudden rise of southwesterly winds that stir the surface of
the water indicates the need for kayakers to pilot naturally with the current and lay of the land.
Furthermore, unanticipated adverse environmental conditions may signal the need for kayakers
to regroup and/or come ashore.

Greenlandic Perspective of Community
Whether kayaking recreationally or taking part in an expedition, paddlers can learn important lessons from Greenland kayaking. Notably, how has it been possible for the Inuit to sustain
life in a way that overcomes the overtly harsh East Arctic? Being challenged potentially beyond
the capacity to survive reflects a community-oriented goal to thrive. The qajaq hunter’s craft
represents an enduring Inuit culture that draws a unified spirit supportive of the safety of each
and every hunter-kayaker. Living for centuries at the edge of human settlement in an egalitarian
hunter-gatherer society, the Inuit passed their teachings from generations before with cunning
ingenuity (Steinbright, 2002).
During a seal or walrus hunt, the race against time after sudden immersion in extreme cold
water and subsequent cold shock or hypothermia ultimately meant facing death. When capsized
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with an entangled harpoon line, the kayaker-hunter needed proficiency to recover in a calm state
of mind while being dragged upside down by the prey (Heath & Arima, 2004). Traditionally,
Inuit youth were encouraged to immerse in preparatory Allunaariaqattaarneq conditioning that
built on core strength and flexibility as an essential part of the bushcraft relevant to sea kayaking.
Inuit hunter-gatherers, from an early age, represent a northern Indigenous culture that embraces
the aptitude required for the movements of subtle variations in sculling, bracing, and rolling
(Golden, 2006).
Kelly McDowell (personal communication, 2015) noted that the ability of kayakers to respond appropriately under distress reflects a conditioning that is much more about the intimate,
observant, and practical knowledge of the environment than it is explicitly about the athleticism
required in advanced levels of kayaking. Developing, for example, the skills that allow a kayaker
to conform to an environment (e.g., noticing how wind may whip up at the base of cliffs with
local turbulence) direct the kayaker for safe passage. Skill development in variations of sculling
and rolling and in designing and building the qajaq and paddle to fit the hunter became well embedded within the Inuit heritage. The evolving art of skin-on-frame qajaq building matched the
strength and performance needs of each kayaker (Heath & Arima, 2004). The structural design
of the qajaq was designed to cause it to weathercock, or turn its bow into the wind, to assist in
hunting seal prey.

Mitigating Risk Through Navigational Awareness
Navigational awareness requires kayakers to maintain a high level of environmental awareness. Before kayakers set out on an open-water journey, deciding whether it is safe to go out is
the last decision in a long chain that begins with proper preparatory and precautionary planning.
Checking updates in marine broadcast weather conditions and topological forecasts, whether
at home or while tripping, is a necessary routine. Using tide tables and being generally familiar
with the recurring tides, winds, and currents allow for a more accurate assessment of the kayaking journey and thus whether individuals or groups have the experience to handle such conditions (Pardy, Marleau, Woodford, & Harris, 2010). Looking, listening, and observing while also
logging forecasts builds on weather awareness well in advance. The potential for a prevailing
southwesterly wind, for example, that can rise and stir the surface of the water indicates the need
for kayakers to understand the hazards posed by currents and the possible effects of landforms
on conditions relative to the direction of an offshore breeze. Understanding the geological and
natural story of coastal waters thus affords a navigational framework from which kayakers can
become keenly aware.
As aligned with the traditional knowledge of Inuit elders, piloting with subtle cues in the
position and movement of the prevailing winds and currents provides clues of changing conditions, according to Roberts (Marshall, 2015). A first response requires assessing conditions
thoroughly in a way that predictably accounts for changing conditions and the skills of paddlers. Without a priori awareness, however, kayakers may face the challenge of being without a
network of assistance in conditions beyond personal limitations. Being stranded and unable to
come to shore certainly raises the question of how such a situation could have been prevented.
Comfortably navigating in fog, wind, and waves is an essential skill. Wearing protective clothing
and/or a dry suit with sufficient layering insulation beneath and having the confidence of a reliable roll in cold water provides a degree of protection from the elements. The most significant
safety consideration, however, begins prior to leaving shore. Arguably, the greatest risk in kayaking is not being aware of the risks confronted in the first place.
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A Greenlandic Perspective on Preparedness
The traditional Inuit have retained a sustainable heritage that embraces the virtues of respect, humility, diversification, and protection, and Greenland Camp represents a juncture of a
viable mentorship reflective of a bushcraft that preserves, perpetuates, and promotes the Inuit
culture (Golden, 2006). The practice of preparedness essentially is not so much about executing
the best roll to survive as it is, principally, about cultivating an adaptive mind-set.
Greenland rolling represents a rigorous discipline rooted deeply in the Inuit cultural paradigm. Whether the mentee is developing the proprioceptive sensitivity to scull for support or
learning a variation of a roll, working with mentors personifies the harmony between the individual, environment, and community. Kayaking within arm’s length to one another provided
the reciprocal advantage of positioning hunter-kayakers to help right a paddler who capsized
and failed to roll. Utilizing a bow or hand of God rescue or rafting up in turbulent conditions
provided an interdependence that leveraged the strength of team members.
Granted the need for reliable capsize recovery, rolling in contrast to a wet exit and self or
assisted rescue in severe current and/or frigidly cold water temperatures represents arguably the
only line of defense (Giesbrecht & Hayward, 2006). The core strength and coordination resulting
from disciplined practice of the athletic qualities associated with Greenland kayaking provide a
venue for analysis. Kayakers who plan to undertake open-water crossings, confront storms, and
navigate rock gardens may, however, face the frailties of unacknowledged underpreparedness.
Greenland kayaking, as an art passed down, mentored and learned in sustainable service to an
inclusive community, conveys the need for kayakers to work together. In paddling groups with
diverse abilities, for example, a designated guide or sweep boat may be brought up from the rear.
As well, dividing into teams or a buddy system provides an opportunity for kayakers to engage
in simulated distress situations that focus on skills beyond a well-grounded roll.

Conclusion
Greenland Camp helps kayakers to explore their adaptive capacity while developing skills
relevant to the disciplined practice of preparedness. Inuit ingenuity, through a long heritage
that has allowed not only the survival but also the flourishing of the Inuit communities in
bleak conditions, is commensurate with the interdependent community resilience discovered
in Greenland Camp. The accumulative wisdom of the Inuit further teaches best practices in
the prevention of the objective hazard of cold water immersion. Meeting like-minded paddlers
while passionately exploring and learning from various components of the Greenlandic games
brings paddlers together in a way beyond paddling. Ungar et al. (2008) indicated that developing
a sense of empowerment in connection to community may discernibly enhance youth resilience. As resilience is facilitated when contextual differences are culturally embedded into the
program, promoting meaningful expressions of identity, power, and control through intentional
self-reflective practices allows mentors to work cohesively to fulfill program goals. Greenland
Camp, therefore, facilitates youth empowerment as an experiential mentorship of the Inuit community’s adaptive mind-set (Ungar, 2013; Ungar et al., 2008). Greenland Camp thus provides a
focused perspective to an investigation—an observant awareness of the land, sea, and natural
environment that upholds, resourcefully, the ways of the Inuit.
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