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Abstract 

This research project was based on the experiences of 12 adolescents, aged 16 – 18, who 

participated in a two-week international scientific expedition to Honduras. Data was collected 

prior to, during and after the expedition via questionnaires, group interviews and semi-structured 

individual interviews. The data explored how this significant life experience potentially 

contributed to the process of transformative learning (TL) and personal transformation in 

adolescents. In applying the grounded theory methodology, I developed a TL model that outlined 

how the key components of my theory contributed to personal transformations amongst the 

participants. My findings suggest five key components – venturing into the unknown, cultural 

exposure, biological inundation, emotional context and the art of processing – interacted with 

each other as an entity to facilitate the TL process. Participants expressed their behaviour and 

personal beliefs had changed in three categories: lifestyle transformations, post-secondary 

aspirations and transformations of attitudes towards non-human nature.   
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Introduction 

In July of 2015, I travelled to Honduras with 14 students and one colleague from a 

secondary school on southern Vancouver Island to participate in an intensive two-week scientific 

research expedition. The expedition was divided into two components: week one was spent 

conducting terrestrial research in the cloud forests of Cusuco National Park, and week two was 

spent conducting marine research on the coral reef ecosystems off the coast of Utila. My 

colleague and I organized the events taking place prior to, and upon conclusion of the expedition. 

Operation Wallacea (OpWall), an organization based in the United Kingdom, organized the 

actual research expedition the students participated in.  

Operation Wallacea 

OpWall operates in at least 12 countries worldwide, partnering with local organizations or 

NGOs in each country to continually work with local community members. Programs are 

designed to encourage everyone involved, including student participants, to think about 

biodiversity and conservation from a global perspective as they assist with research projects in 

key ecosystems (Operation Wallacea, 2015a). These key ecosystems are some of the most 

diverse but threatened environments in the world, subjected to major issues relating to their 

sustainability management (Operation Wallacea, 2015a). The goal of the programmes in all 

locations focuses around conservation issues, including “identifying areas needing protection, 

through to implementing and assessing conservation management programmes” (Operation 

Wallacea, 2015b, para. 1). At each location, a global research and conservation strategy has been 

developed and is applied in four stages: 1) assessing ecosystem diversity and function, 2) 

monitoring ecosystem change, 3) monitoring socio-economic change, and 4) establishing and 
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monitoring the effectiveness of conservation management programmes (Operation Wallacea, 

2015a). Throughout the duration of a project, OpWall strives to develop benefits to and for the 

local communities. Emphasis is placed on the development of sustainable businesses that do not 

jeopardize the threatened state of the local ecosystems.  

Field Activities 

Students in OpWall projects work side-by-side with academic and post-graduate 

researchers, scientists and program staff, all who are specialists in various aspects of biodiversity, 

conservation, social or economic studies. Activities at both the terrestrial and aquatic sites can 

push students to their limits physically, mentally and emotionally. Terrestrial activities may 

include: jungle skills training, habitat measurements, surveys (invertebrate, bird, bat, and 

herpetofauna) and small mammal trapping. Marine activities may include: Caribbean reef 

ecology lectures, species identification, stereo video surveys, line intercept video surveys and 

macro-invertebrate surveys. In addition to these activities, participants have to deal with the fact 

that they are in a foreign environment well removed from their comfort zones. Participants and 

teachers alike were subjected to disorienting dilemmas (Mezirow, 1978, 1994) such as long days, 

hard physical treks and biting insects, along with new cultural experiences including basic food 

and living conditions. For the participants, such a profound field experience in a foreign country 

has the potential to be life changing, possibly resulting in transformative learning (TL) (D’Amato 

& Krasny, 2011; Lean, 2012; Milstein, 2005; Morgan, 2010). 

Research Question 

This research project focused on the experiences of 12 adolescents who participated in a 

scientific research expedition to Honduras, and examined the following research question: 
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What affect did this significant life experience have on the students, if any, in regards to 

transformative learning and personal growth?  

This study’s primary goal was to develop a theory grounded in the data to better our 

understanding as to what specific kinds of experience(s) contribute to the TL process in 

adolescents, that may open them up to potential personal growth and transformation after 

participating in a significant life experience such as this expedition to Honduras. To achieve this 

goal, I explored how the participants believed they had changed since the expedition, along with 

what the participants believed to be the important experiences from the expedition that helped 

facilitate their personal change.   

Research Gap 

To date, much of the literature on TL has focused adult education (e.g. Bergeå, Karlsson, 

Hedlund-Åström, Jacobsson, & Luttropp, 2006; Brown, 2009; Mezirow, 1997; Preston, 

Ogenchuk, & Nsiah, 2014; Taylor, 2008). My research study increases our understanding of the 

TL process in adolescents, and how TL has the potential to cause personal change amongst the 

participants.  

Identifying change itself is a difficult concept, as it is difficult to measure TL in 

individuals (Howie & Bagnall, 2013). My study identified changes that occurred amongst the 

participants by collecting data prior to, during and upon completion of the expedition. By 

collecting data in various ways throughout the participants’ journey, I have identified TL that 

occurred as a result of the expedition, separate from regular growth one undergoes as part of the 

maturation process.  
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My study also contributes to previous research by identifying and understanding the key 

experiences responsible for facilitating change in adolescents. When looking at international 

expeditions, Smith, McAuliffe, & Rippard noted that “existing literature does not tie empirical 

evidence of student learning to specific components of a study abroad program” (2014, p. 307). 

Finding this link is often problematic in research dealing with TL, as the “causal mechanisms 

remain unarticulated and unclear” for many reported transformations (Howie & Bagnall, 2013, p. 

826), and there is often a failure to ground the research in primary sources (Taylor & Cranton, 

2013). I have grounded my research in primary sources by collecting data at various points of the 

participants’ journey over the past year, and I will argue that I have been able to identify how 

certain key mechanisms help facilitate various categories of personal growth.  

One last gap in current research is that most studies do not report on the motivations for 

adolescents participating in expeditions such as these (Hattie, Marsh, Neill, & Richards, 1997). 

Voluntary participation is best suited to facilitate TL experiences (Taylor & Cranton, 2012) and 

in that context, this expedition was not connected to any class; the participants were required to 

approach their guardians regarding the possibility of taking part in this expedition, resulting in 

only voluntary participation. In addition to this, while there has been much research into a 

variety of contexts and strategies to facilitate TL, there has not been much research about what 

influences activities occurring just prior to the engagement might have (Taylor & Cranton, 

2012). Pre-expedition data collection enabled me to identify the participants’ motivations to go 

on the expedition, what they hoped to gain by going on the expedition, and what activities – or 

lack of – were important contributors to the TL process.  
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Personal Significance 

This research project has incredible personal significance to me as I am an educator and 

work with adolescents throughout the year. Any opportunity to gain a better understanding into 

how adolescents learn is of utmost importance to any educator, whether in the classroom or in 

the field. The theory generated from this research illustrates the types of desired experiences that 

activated the process of TL in adolescents. Daily life in the classroom is very different from an 

expedition such as this, but the theory generated from this study illustrates some key techniques 

all educators can incorporate into our classrooms to aid in the process of TL. Additionally, my 

colleague and I will have the opportunity to test the theory on future expeditions. The theory will 

enable us to optimize the experiences for students’ participating on future expeditions, thereby 

improving the overall experience for everyone involved.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

I have conducted this literature review based on the approach recommended when 

utilizing the grounded theory methodology. Although there is still much debate about when to 

conduct the literature review when conducting a grounded theory study, “the intended purpose of 

delaying the literature review is to avoid importing preconceived ideas and imposing them on 

your work” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 165). For this reason, I conducted a brief literature review 

analyzing some of the more significant works dealing with the TL theory in accordance with 

submitting my proposal. After I had completed data analysis and created my grounded theory, I 

then immersed myself in the literature to further aid in the constant comparative analysis 

(Charmaz, 2006) as part of the grounded theory methodology. Throughout the entire process, I 

remained aware of my prior knowledge, experiences and biases with topics related to adolescent 

education while creating my theory. The end result of delaying the literature review is the 

articulation of my ideas (Charmaz, 2006) as I created a theory grounded from the data explaining 

the process of TL in adolescents who participated in an overseas scientific expedition. 

Learning: Dewey, Piaget & Vygotsky 

Educational practices and theories of learning have changed significantly over the last 

century. Traditional education schemes are one of “imposition from above and from outside 

[that] impose adult standards, subject-matter and methods upon those who are only growing 

slowly toward maturity” (Dewey, 1938, pp. 5–6). The gap between the teacher and the learner is 

often so great in this approach that the concepts appear as foreign to the young learner while at 

the same time inhibiting individuality, learning through experience, opportunities of present life 

and learning about a changing world (Dewey, 1938). A new philosophy of education was 
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proposed by Dewey (1938) that focused on the relation between personal experience and 

education, often requiring a closer educational relationship between the teacher and the learner. 

Dewey’s new educational philosophy was based on two principles: experiential continuity and 

interaction (Dewey, 1938).  

The first principle, experiential continuity, identifies that “every experience enacted and 

undergone modifies the one who acts and undergoes, while this modification affects, whether we 

wish it or not, the quality of subsequent experiences” (Dewey, 1938, p. 12). Experiences that 

promote educational growth allow an individual to expand and continue to promote the growth 

of future experiences. If future growth is distorted or arrested then the experience was 

miseducative (Dewey, 1938). Experiences should “arouse curiosity, strengthen initiative and set-

up desires and purposes that are sufficiently intense to carry a person over dead places in the 

future” (Dewey, 1938, p. 14) to avoid being miseducative.  

The second principle, interaction, “assigns equal rights to both factors in experience – 

objective and internal conditions” (Dewey, 1938, p. 16). The interaction of the objective and 

internal conditions in any experience form what we call a situation where there is interaction 

occurring between an individual and objects and other persons (Dewey, 1938). Therefore, an 

“experience is always what it is because of a transaction taking place between an individual and 

what, at the time, constitutes [their] environment” (Dewey, 1938, p. 17). The active union 

between continuity and interaction “provide the measure of the educative significance and value 

of an experience” at any given moment in time (Dewey, 1938, p. 18).  

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development builds on Dewey’s new philosophy of 

education. According to Piaget, an individual will either assimilate or accommodate a new 
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experience into their existing cognitive structures (M. Brown, 2008). If the new experience is 

similar to previous experiences, the individual may be able to integrate the experience “into 

existing cognitive structures which are adequate to incorporate the requirements of the new task” 

through the process of assimilation (M. Brown, 2008, p. 6). If the new experience is significantly 

different from previous experiences, the individual may modify existing cognitive structures 

through the process of accommodation (M. Brown, 2008). However, if a new experience is so far 

from an individuals’ existing cognitive structures that it cannot be accommodated, then the 

experience is dismissed as irrelevant or impossible and no learning will take place. Therefore, for 

a learning experience to be meaningful, “information must be presented that can be assimilated 

into present cognitive structures, but at the same time, be different enough to necessitate a 

change in those structures” (Hergenhahan as cited in M. Brown, 2008, p. 6). Piaget believed that 

“learners construct their own understandings through interaction with the world” (M. Brown, 

2008, p. 9) and proposed a child-centred curriculum where the child is the active constructor of 

their own knowledge based in the child’s natural interest and motivation, thereby creating self-

motivated lifelong learners (Verenikina, 2008). 

Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development emphasized the “role of social interaction in 

learning and development [and] viewed children and adults as both being active agents in the 

process of child’s development” (Verenikina, 2008, p. 164). Vygotsky developed the concept of 

the “zone of proximal or potential development” (ZPD), “the gap between what a learner has 

already mastered (the actual level of development) and what he or she can achieve when 

provided with educational support (potential development)” (Coffey, n.d., para. 1). Using a 

technique known as ‘scaffolding’, interactions occur between the teacher and the learner that 
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complement and build on the learner’s existing abilities through active engagement (Coffey, n.d.; 

Verenikina, 2008). Both the adult and the learner share knowledge and responsibility for the task 

with the hopes of creating self-directed, life-long learners. To foster this type of optimal learning 

environment, it is important to have the learner engaged in optimal experiences.  

Optimal Experiences & Flow 

 Csikszentmihalyi (1990) described an optimal experience as an occasion when “we feel 

a sense of exhilaration, a deep sense of enjoyment that is long cherished and that becomes a 

landmark in memory for what life should be like” (p. 3). He based his description of an optimal 

experience on the concept of flow, “the state in which people are so involved in an activity that 

nothing else seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable that people will do it even at 

great cost, for the sheer sake of doing it” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 4). The defining feature of 

flow, “intense experiential involvement in moment-to-moment activity” (Csikszentmihalyi, 

2014a, p. 230), enables an individual to fully invest their attention to the task at hand and 

function to their fullest capacity. Activities that lead to the state of flow are done for the sake of 

the activity, driven by intrinsic motivation and not an extrinsic reward, are known as autotelic 

activities (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 2014a; Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 2014).  

While flow experiences are relatively rare in everyday life, it has been found that “almost 

everything – work, study or religious ritual – is able to produce them” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014a, 

p. 232), and the experience is the same “across lines of culture, class, gender and age 

(Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 2014, p. 241). To experience a state of flow, three conditions are 

of key importance: 1) the activity contains a clear set of goals, 2) the perceived challenges stretch 

an individual’s perceived skills at a level appropriate to one’s capacities, and 3) the individual 
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receives clear and immediate feedback about their progress made (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014a; 

Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 2014). If these three key conditions are present, flow prevents an 

individual from experiencing alternative states of mind such as anxiety, apathy or boredom, but 

rather fosters a lack of anxiety about losing control in a given activity thereby leading to the 

expansion of an individual’s existing interests and the growth of their existing skills 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2014a; Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 2014). To do so, flow experiences rely 

heavily on person-environment interactions with emergent motivation “as what happens at any 

moment is responsive to what happened immediately before within the interaction” 

(Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 2014, p. 242). Therefore, the type of activity characteristic of a 

flow experience – an intrinsically rewarding experiential activity – appears to be related to 

Dewey’s educational philosophy and its two principles, experiential continuity and interaction.  

While research has shown that an individuals’ work typically offers more time spent 

engaged in the high-challenge, high-skill situations characteristic of a flow experience compared 

to leisure time, workers would rather “be doing something else when they were working and 

wished to be doing just what they were doing when at leisure” (Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 

2014, p. 253). This appears to be driven by cultural prejudices already in place by the sixth grade 

that intensify throughout the adolescent years where work is viewed as something an individual 

has to do while leisure is viewed as what an individual freely chooses to do (Csikszentmihalyi & 

Nakamura, 2014). Fortunately, some adolescents engage in voluntary extra-curricular activities, 

which are often viewed as both work-like and play-like while meeting the three key conditions of 

a flow activity (Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 2014). Taylor & Cranton (2012) have found that 

experiences best suited to facilitate transformational learning are described as “voluntary… 
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experiential, and collaborative” (p. 4). A voluntary expedition such as reported on in this thesis 

contains both work-like and play-like attributes, thereby likely contributing to an intrinsically 

motivating experience where the participants can associate the momentary experience with 

value, a key contribution to the quality of life offered by flow experiences.  

Transformative Learning Theory 

Mezirow proposed a concept of TL in 1978 that is still widely used in educational 

practices today. Mezirow’s concept was based on the premise of a structural change occurring in 

an individual in the way one see’s themselves, which often results in behavioural change 

(Mezirow, 1978). The process has evolved over the years, but still encapsulates the basic premise 

relating to “the process of effecting change in a frame of reference” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5) as 

outlined by a more recent description provided by The Transformative Learning Centre (2014, 

para. 3): “Transformative learning involves experiencing a deep, structural shift in basic 

premises of thoughts, feelings, and actions. It is a shift of consciousness that dramatically and 

permanently alters our way of being in the world”. Historically, three constructs are central to the 

TL theory: critical reflection, rational discourse, and experience (Cooper, n.d.; Taylor & Cranton, 

2013). Based on Mezirow’s (1994, p. 224) theory, transformative learning consists of 11 phases 

individuals journey through: 

1. A disorienting dilemma. 

2. Self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame, sometimes turning to religion 

for support. 

3. A critical assessment of assumptions. 
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4. Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared 

and others have negotiated a similar change. 

5. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions. 

6. Planning a course of action. 

7. Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans. 

8. Provisionally trying out new roles. 

9. Renegotiating relationships and negotiating new relationships. 

10. Building competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships. 

11. A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s new 

perspective. 

The initiation of Mezirow’s TL process – the disorienting dilemma –refers to an 

experience “that cannot be resolved by the usual way we handle problems – that is by simply 

learning more about them or learning how to cope with them more effectively” (Mezirow, 1978, 

p. 101). Related to Piaget’s work, when an individual is unable to assimilate a new experience 

into their existing cognitive structures, they have to attempt to accommodate the experience, 

something that can be disorienting. The most common disorienting dilemma, or life-changing 

event that individuals confront are: “death of a loved one or loved ones, life threatening illness 

(self or loved one), divorce or separation, loss of a job, and living outside one’s country or 

culture” (Taylor & Cranton, 2013, p. 40).  

Mezirow based his work in adult education, as adults have acquired a coherent body of 

experiences (frames of references) that define their current worldviews and beliefs, and enables 

them to think autonomously (1994). Mezirow (1997) suggests children and adolescents are only 
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building their foundations for their frames of references and the ability to think autonomously, 

and it is therefore in adulthood where one has the capacity to transform one’s frame of reference. 

Since the TL theory emerged in the field of adult education, the majority (e.g. Bergeå, Karlsson, 

Hedlund-Åström, Jacobsson, & Luttropp, 2006; Brown, 2009; Mezirow, 1997; Preston, 

Ogenchuk, & Nsiah, 2014; Taylor, 2008) of studies continue to deal with TL in adults and not in 

adolescents. 

Similarities can be seen between Mezirow’s 11-step process to TL and the mythical 

journey a hero embarks on where the hero’s “familiar life horizon has been outgrown; the old 

concepts, ideals, and emotional patterns no longer fit; the time for the passing of a threshold is at 

hand” (Campbell, 1949, p. 51). The Hero’s Journey consists of three main phases: separation or 

departure, initiation and return (Campbell, 1949; Chase, 2013). The mythical journey begins in 

the ordinary world when destiny summons the hero, who is called to adventure. Once the hero 

has committed to the journey, they are often guided by a protective figure or mentor who 

provides guidance throughout the journey. Initiation occurs when the hero crosses a threshold 

and enters a new and special world, much like an individual encounters a disorienting dilemma 

in Mezirow’s TL theory. This unknown zone is an unfamiliar environment for the hero, where 

they must “survive a succession of trials” (Campbell, 1949, p. 89) aided by their mentor. This 

phase of the journey forces the hero to question their existing worldviews as “the values and 

distinctions that in normal life seem important disappear with the terrifying assimilation of the 

self into what formerly was only otherness” (Campbell, 1949, p. 202). The questioning of 

existing worldviews by the hero is similar to Mezirow’s TL process as individuals engage in the 

process of self-examination and critical assessment of their assumptions. The end result of the 
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journey through the special world is a reward or life-transmuting trophy for the hero which can 

come in many forms such as obtaining a sacred object, winning the love of someone, gaining 

knowledge, an elixir for the restoration of society (Campbell, 1949; Chase, 2013) or an intrinsic 

“expansion of consciousness and therewith of being” (Campbell, 1949, p. 228). Again, this can 

be connected to Mezirow’s TL theory as individuals explore, plan a course of action and 

provisionally try out new roles that previously did not exist for that individual. Once the hero-

quest has been accomplished, the final work of the hero is to return to the ordinary world as a 

changed individual. The return of the hero to the ordinary world is often a difficult task as they 

may face “queries, hard resentment, and good people at a loss to comprehend” (Campbell, 1949, 

p. 201). The hero must learn how to retain the wisdom gained while attempting to integrate this 

wisdom into daily life and possibly society (Chase, 2013), much like an individual engaged in 

Mezirow’s TL process must also do as they reintegrate into society with their new perspectives.  

Frames of Reference. As part of Mezirow’s TL theory, he indicated the process of 

learning is “shaped and delimited by our frames of reference” (1994, p. 223). Our frames of 

reference, or meaning structures, are comprised of meaning schemes and meaning perspectives 

within which our core values and self-identity is found. Meaning schemes are a specific 

dimension of our frames of reference, consisting of habitual and implicit rules such as specific 

attitudes, knowledge, value judgements and feelings used to shape our interpretation of 

experiences (Carter, 2013; Mezirow, 1990, 1994). Meaning schemes are more changeable than 

meaning perspectives and are often transformed when an individual engages in critical reflection 

or problem solving (Carter, 2013). Meaning perspectives are “broad sets of predispositions 

resulting from psychocultural assumptions which determine the horizons of our expectations” 
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(Mezirow, 1994, p. 223), consisting of “higher order schemata, theories, propositions, beliefs, 

prototypes, goal orientations and evaluations” (Mezirow, 1990, p. 2), creating a “personal 

paradigm for understanding ourselves and our relationships” (Mezirow, 1978, p. 101). Meaning 

perspectives are typically “uncritically acquired in childhood through the process of 

socialization, often in the context of an emotionally charged relationship with parents, teachers, 

or other mentors” (Mezirow, 1990, p. 3), and are often the target of adult transformation (Cooper, 

n.d.). In short, a meaning perspective is a general frame of reference, or one’s overall world view, 

generated by a series of meaning schemes working together (Cooper, n.d.; Kitchenham, 2008), 

while meaning schemes are “smaller components which contain specific knowledge, values, and 

beliefs about ones experiences” (Cooper, n.d., para. 5).  

Mezirow’s work builds on Piaget’s theory of cognitive development that consisted of 

assimilation, accommodation and dismissal, as previously discussed in this chapter. When we 

encounter a disorienting dilemma that does not fit our current frames of reference, we often “tend 

to block it out or resort to psychological defense mechanisms to provide a more compatible 

interpretation” (Mezirow, 1990, p. 4), what Piaget would refer to as dismissal or irrelevance. The 

alternative to blocking an experience out that does not fit out current frames of reference is to 

engage in the learning process to understand and make meaning of an experience so the 

experience can be assimilated or accommodated into existing cognitive structures. Based on our 

meaning structures, Mezirow (1994, p. 224) indicates there are “four ways to learn: by refining 

or elaborating our meaning schemes, learning new meaning schemes, transforming meaning 

schemes, and transforming meaning perspectives.” TL can therefore be referred to as 
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the process by which we transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference…to make 

them more inclusive, discriminating, open, emotionally capable of change, and reflective 

so that they may generate beliefs and opinions that will prove more true or justified to 

guide action. (Taylor & Cranton, 2012, p. 76) 

The transformation of a meaning scheme is considered to be much more straightforward, often 

occurring incrementally over time, while the transformation of a meaning perspective, or a set of 

meaning schemes, is considered to be quite profound or epochal, often occurring in a relatively 

short period of time (Kitchenham, 2008; Mezirow, 1994; Taylor & Cranton, 2012). It is 

important to note that although the transformation of a meaning scheme may seem trivial, one 

must remember that if multiple transformations of related meaning schemes occur over time, it 

may result in the transformation of a meaning perspective.  

Transformative learning assumptions. The TL theory is “founded on both humanist 

and constructivist assumptions” (Taylor & Cranton, 2013, p. 39). The humanist assumption 

presumes “that human nature is intrinsically good and that humans are free and autonomous 

beings. The emphasis is on the self; the self has the potential for growth, development, and self-

actualization, which… contributes to the good of humanity in general” (Taylor & Cranton, 2013, 

p. 39). Individuals are able to define their own reality, make choices, and grow as a person. 

These humanist assumptions are rooted in a Western perspective, providing a challenge for 

theorists who want to transport TL into a non-Western perspective (Taylor & Cranton, 2012). 

Constructivist assumptions, stemming from the work of Piaget, Dewey and others, “describes 

learning as a process of creating meaning from experience”, whether that be individual 

construction helping the learner “adapt to and understand experience”, or social construction to 
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help people “better understand the world” (Taylor & Cranton, 2013, p. 39). Mezirow (2003) 

describes TL as: 

Transformative learning is learning that transforms problematic frames of reference – sets 

of fixed assumptions and expectations (habits of mind, meaning perspectives, mindsets) – 

to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective, and emotionally able to 

change. Such frames of reference are better than others because they are more likely to 

generate beliefs and opinions that will prove more true or justified to guide action. (2003, 

pp. 58–59) 

Although culturally bound, the humanist and constructivist assumptions have led to TL being 

viewed as “inherently good” (Taylor & Cranton, 2013, p. 39) as a problematic frame of reference 

is transformed to become something “better”.  

Travel and Experiential Education 

Travel is an activity many individuals love to engage in, often passionately. Although 

travel itself is an outward journey, it has the potential to act as a catalyst for accelerated inner 

growth, potentially both psychological and/or spiritual (Milstein, 2005; Morgan, 2010). Much 

research has been done into the effects of travel on an individual and the role it plays in TL (L. 

Brown, 2009; Lean, 2012; Milstein, 2005; Morgan, 2010). It is generally agreed travel has the 

potential to serve as a disorienting dilemma by disrupting an individual’s subjective worldview, 

thereby facilitating the TL process (Lean, 2012; Morgan, 2010).  

Travel often enables people to break free from their domestic constraints and experience 

the world from a fresh vantage point (L. Brown, 2009; Thorburn & Marshall, 2014). Travelers 

are often exposed to alternative realities, providing an opportunity to reflect upon current values, 
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beliefs and behaviours, both during and after travel (Allison & Von Wald, 2010; Lean, 2012).  

Travel has been found to promote learning leading to personal development, international 

concern and cross-cultural understanding, environmental consciousness, enhanced awareness and 

understanding of oneself, and wellness (Lean, 2012; Milstein, 2005; Morgan, 2010). The end 

result is the traveler often views the world through differently as their frames of reference shift.  

All travel is not equal in nature. Travel as a tourist is unlikely to result in shifts in 

personal and cultural views as “contact with and immersion into the local culture is often 

limited” (L. Brown, 2009, p. 505). Travel with a deeper purpose, such as a study abroad program 

or an expedition providing the opportunity to do environmental or cultural service, is more likely 

to lead to personal development or a shift in worldviews (Allison & Von Wald, 2010; Morgan, 

2010). This type of travel with a deeper purpose typically includes adventure programs with a 

high level of experiential education. 

Experiential education provides learners the opportunity to actively engage in practical 

experiences with their given field of study (Intolubbe-Chmil, Spreen, & Swap, 2012; Morgan, 

2010). Experiential education is not the mastery of basic knowledge through pedagogical 

practices such as rote memorization of facts disseminated by the teacher. Experiential education 

often “attempts to create a state of dissonance between participants’ beliefs and actions [as] 

evidenced through the use of novel tasks or activities, often with a perception of difficulty” (M. 

Brown, 2008, p. 7). The belief behind creating a state of cognitive dissonance is that the 

participants will attempt to maintain consistency between their beliefs, actions and behaviours or 

change their current cognitions, or meaning structures, to establish a new state of mental 
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consonance provided the experience is not too far from an individual’s cognitive structure (M. 

Brown, 2008).  

Recently, a new term, “edventure” (Beard & Wilson, 2006, p. 116), has surfaced 

pertaining to experiential programs for young people: 

[Edventure] organizations construct a new form of multi-learning experience for young 

people, containing a subtle mix of educative features for self-development: adventure, 

travel, environmental or community developmental work and skills in scientific wildlife 

monitoring. These organizations are usually charities recruiting paying volunteers to 

support wildlife projects around the world. (Beard & Wilson, 2006, p. 116) 

Adolescents have been encouraged to participate in these types of edventure programs more and 

more as they may result in life-impacting learning, offering “development opportunities for 

young people in growth, self-development and active citizenship” (Beard & Wilson, 2006, p. 

118).  

Transformative Learning in Adolescents 

Cognitive analytical thought processes constitute the basis of reflection, one of the 

foundational pillars of Mezirow’s transformative learning theory for how adults change their 

meaning structures (Arends, 2014; Merriam & Ntseane, 2008; Mezirow, 1994). The ability to 

critically reflect on one’s beliefs and value systems enables individuals to question their 

assumptions. “Reflection enables us to correct distortions in our beliefs and errors in problem 

solving. Critical reflection involves a critique of the presuppositions on which our beliefs have 

been built” (Mezirow, 1990, p. 1). This ability to reflect is not unique to adults as even Mezirow 

states “adolescents may learn to … become critically reflective of what they read, see, and hear” 
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(1997, p. 9). Loucks has been working with TL in adults, and when asked about the reflective 

ability of youth she said: 

The reflective processes that are necessary to diminish the gap between what you think 

you know, and what you say, is your frame of reference versus how you behave. I think 

that is relevant for youth. And through a reflective process …[you] can actually shift your 

behaviour to reflect more tightly what you say you do. (L. Loucks, personal 

communication, August 5, 2015) 

While reflection was originally thought to predominantly driven by cognitive processes, 

recent research has begun to suggest not only are cognitive processes important in reflection, but 

non-cognitive processes are also involved in reflection (Arends, 2014; Malkki & Green, 2014). 

Embodied learning is one concept that has started to challenge the dominant conceptions of 

reflection being only a cognitive process. More authors (e.g., Arends, 2014; Malkki & Green, 

2014; Merriam & Ntseane, 2008) believe that an explanation of the process of reflection should 

strike a balance between analytical skills and embodied processes such as imagination, emotion 

and intuition as they are capable of opening psychic space for generating more valid 

assumptions. Emotions are a kind of “prereflective [sic] intelligence…[acting] as an early 

warning system announcing a mismatch between one’s cognitive assumptions and the 

requirements of the situation in which we find ourselves” (Malkki & Green, 2014, p. 15). When 

one goes through a significant life experience, there are many emotions coinciding with that 

experience that can have a lasting effect. This emotional response can have a significant role in 

shaping perceptions towards the experienced event through the process of reflection, and open an 

individual up to the process of transformation (Arends, 2014).  
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Even though TL has its roots in adult education, recent research has demonstrated that 

adolescents are capable of TL and personal growth. Both Kerr (2014) and Wyatt ( 2007) reported 

findings of transformation in adolescents after participating in international expeditions. 

Although the adolescents often had problems articulating how they had changed, they knew they 

had changed in some manner. Adolescents engaged in international travel programs have 

demonstrated an increase in personal growth (self-efficacy, self-esteem, interpersonal skills, etc.) 

upon returning home (L. Brown, 2009; Milstein, 2005; Morgan, 2010). For students who 

participated in outdoor adventure programs, Hattie et al. (1997) found the effects of personal 

growth of secondary students to be similar to what it was like for university students. D’Amato 

& Krasny (2011) reported that adolescents who participated in outdoor environmental programs 

demonstrate positive growth intellectually, psychologically, emotionally and socially. They went 

on to further report that participants felt a stronger connection to the non-human world, wanted 

to protect what still existed, had an increased interest in outdoor activities and indicated a new 

sense of awareness of being part of a larger system. These findings all support that the basic 

premise of TL, a personal transformation in one’s frame of reference, is possible for adolescents. 

Post-Expedition Data Collection Examples 

Many of the studies that have focused on TL in adolescents have not had the opportunity 

to collect both pre- and post-expedition data. For instance, both Wyatt (2007) and Kerr (2014) 

looked at TL in adolescents after participation in an international expedition. In both studies, the 

researchers only conducted post-trip interviews. My research explored the pre-expedition state-

of-mind of the participants, observed the participants while on the expedition, collected data 

while in the field with the participants and explored the post-expedition state-of-mind of the 
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participants. Collecting data prior to, during, and post expedition allowed me to witness personal 

growth in some of the participants first-hand, and to develop a greater understanding as to how 

specific experiences contributed to TL in adolescents.  
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

Goal 

The goal of my research was to develop a theory explaining the TL process in adolescents 

who embarked on an international scientific expedition. By looking at the personal growth that 

occurred amongst the participants, and connecting the growth to key experiences of the 

expedition, I developed my theory. By theory, I mean a “conceptual model or understanding of 

some phenomenon, one that not only describes, but explains, that phenomenon – that clarifies 

why [emphasis in original] the phenomenon is the way it is” (Maxwell & Chmiel, 2014, p. 21). I 

recognize the notion that any theory is “partial and incomplete”, and represents a “simplification 

of the complexity of that phenomenon, and thus that there can be more than one valid theory of 

any phenomenon” (Maxwell & Chmiel, 2014, p. 21) based on the interpretation of the researcher. 

Qualitative Project 

My research project was a qualitative study, supplemented by a minor quantitative 

component. “Qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make 

sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin, 2008, 

p. 313). Qualitative research involves an interpretive naturalistic approach to the world as the 

observer “turns the world into a series of representations, including field notes, interviews, 

conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the self” (Denzin, 2008, p. 313). The 

naturalistic approach enables researchers to study “real-world situations as they unfold naturally 

instead of manipulating research outcomes a priori”, while recognizing that multiple constructed 

realities may exist for any given phenomenon (Bowen, 2008, p. 138). 
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Grounded Theory 

My research project was carried out by implementing the grounded theory methodology 

as described by Glaser & Strauss (1967) and Charmaz (2006). “Grounded theory methods consist 

of systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing qualitative data to construct 

theories ‘grounded’ in data themselves” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 2). Theories are used to explain a 

given phenomenon by investigating individual and collective actions in a given social setting, 

and the meaning individuals make of their actions (Chong & Yeo, 2015; Patterson, Munoz, 

Abrams, Bass, & College, 2015; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). The methodology is a non-linear, 

iterative process, moving between data collection and analysis (Charmaz, 2006; Lingard, Albert, 

& Levinson, 2008; McGhee, Marland, & Atkinson, 2007; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). The 

iterative process of the constructivist grounded theory, to be described in the following section, 

involves a continual interplay between induction and abduction. The research process begins 

with a topic of interest, not a hypothesis, on which data is collected then looked at with an open 

mind where relevant patterns and ideas are identified inductively (McGhee et al., 2007; 

Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). Abductive reasoning then enables the researcher to construct a 

theory best suited to a particular data set based on logical inferences as the researcher “constantly 

moves back and forth between the data and pre-existing as well as developing knowledge or 

theories, and makes comparisons and interpretations in the search for patterns and the best 

possible explanations” (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014, p. 165). While inductive inferences are 

probable, abductive inferences are plausible so the researcher needs to recognize that in light of 

new data or knowledge, a constructed theory is provisional and open to future revision (Shank, 

2008; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). This methodology enabled me to build a theory 
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“provisionally” explaining the process of TL in the adolescents I worked with, grounded in the 

data and hopefully answering my research objectives of what effect, if any, this expedition had 

on the participants’ worldviews and how they live their lives. The flexible nature of this 

methodology allowed for the research to unfold in a natural manner based on what I discovered 

as I progressed through the research process. 

Constructivist approach.  

The grounded theory methodology has developed, since it was first introduced by Glaser 

and Strauss in 1967, into three dominant approaches. Glaser continues with a positivist approach 

referred to as “traditional” or “systematic”; Strauss and Corbin developed what is known as a 

post-positivist “evolved” or “emerging” approach; and Charmaz introduced the “constructivist” 

approach (Charmaz, 2006; Chong & Yeo, 2015; Ramalho, Adams, Huggard, & Hoare, 2015). 

The positivist approach attempts to develop a theory capable of “explanation and prediction” 

while aiming for “generality and universality”, thereby often resulting in a “narrow, reductionist 

explanation” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 126). Both the positivist and post-positivist approach follow the 

idea that “the researcher should remain somehow ‘removed’ from the research process, so that 

one ‘objective’ theory can be discovered” (Ramalho et al., 2015, p. 4), thereby avoiding the 

researcher’s influential role. The constructivist approach places “priority on the phenomena of 

study and sees both data and analysis as created from shared experiences and relationships with 

participants and other sources of data” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 130), emphasizing understanding 

rather than generalization. This approach recognizes that “neither data nor theories are 

discovered” by an “objective” researcher (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014, p. 154); rather, the 

researcher plays an integral and valuable role in the construction of the theory, resulting in an 
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interpretive, or “subjective” theory (Charmaz, 2006; Ramalho et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2014). 

Based on these criteria, I utilized the constructivist approach, recognizing I was a key element in 

the process of the creation of the theory based on my interpretation of the phenomena studied 

knowing that multiple truths exist.  

Reflexivity. 

Knowing I played an integral role in the construction of the theory, it was important that I 

reflected on my “assumptions, emotions, perspectives, and expectations” (Ramalho et al., 2015, 

p. 8) throughout the entire duration of the research process. Reflexivity is critical to ensuring a 

theory is ground in the data as it facilitates an awareness of self and how you may affect the 

research process (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008; McGhee et al., 2007; Ramalho et al., 2015). 

It does not aim to eliminate the researcher’s subjectivity as this is part of the constructivist 

approach, but to ensure priority is placed on the data and not the researcher’s assumptions, prior 

knowledge and available literature, all of which have the potential to distort the data when 

constructing a theory (Chong & Yeo, 2015; McGhee et al., 2007; Ramalho et al., 2015). If 

conducted properly, the grounded theory has built in practices to help ensure one is reflective 

throughout the entire research process. The constant comparative method of comparing data, 

codes, categories and memos among themselves, with the emerging theory and with the literature 

promotes reflective thinking (Ramalho et al., 2015). Memo writing is another tool used to foster 

reflexivity as it involves “writing down thoughts, feelings or questions” as the researcher 

conducts analysis of the data (Ramalho et al., 2015, p. 7). My commitment to practice reflexivity 

throughout the entire research project by following practices such as constant comparative 

analysis and memo writing enabled me to remain creative, generate a theory derived from the 
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data using inductive and abductive reasoning, and avoid imposing any preconceived notions I 

may have held on the data.  

Constant Comparative Analysis. 

Constant comparative analyses is a key component of grounded theory consisting of joint 

coding and analysis that constitutes the “basis of the theoretical analysis where the goal is theory 

generation” (Birks et al., 2008, p. 71) and not the testing of a hypothesis. Constant comparative 

analysis involves “comparing events to events, events to codes, codes to codes, codes to 

categories…categories to categories” (Chong & Yeo, 2015, p. 260), thereby allowing the theory 

to continually develop throughout the entire research process (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Constant 

comparison promotes reflexivity through the use of coding and memo writing by the researcher 

to identify differences and similarities, explore relationships and generate a theory grounded in 

raw data (Birks et al., 2008; Charmaz, 2006; Ramalho et al., 2015). During initial coding, I 

compared incidents with previous incidents to determine if they could be labelled with an 

existing code or if I should develop a new code. If unsure, I erred on the side of caution and 

developed a new code as further incidents could potentially be similarly coded. I made numerous 

memos while doing this to clarify why particular decisions were made. Focused coding forced 

me to further engage in the comparison of incidents resulting in the reduction of codes as I 

correlated codes and raised some codes to conceptual categories based on similarities and 

relationships that were established through extensive memoing.  

Constant comparative analysis is also the “analytic strategy used in the process of 

integration – or not – of the literature” (Ramalho et al., 2015, p. 7). Having delayed the majority 

of my literature review until I had developed a tentative theory, I then compared the literature 
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with my theory and integrated it when appropriate to validate my findings. Due to the flexible 

nature of the constant comparative analysis, “it is not designed to guarantee that two analysts 

working independently with the same data will achieve the same results; it is designed to 

allow…the creative generation of a theory” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 103). The theory I have 

generated is not the only truth that exists for this data, but rather represents one personal view 

amongst many possible views. Even upon completion of my thesis, the generated theory has the 

potential to grow and change if I revisited it in the future with a fresh perspective.  

Research Participants 

14 participants ranging in age from 16 to 18 years of age from Stelly’s Secondary School, 

in Central Saanich, British Columbia travelled to Honduras in July 2015 to participate in a two-

week scientific expedition. My research is based on the experiences of the 12 participants I 

received signed consent forms from; consent was received from the legal guardians of nine 

participants who were under the age of 18, while three students were over 18. Three students had 

just graduated from grade 12, eight students had just completed grade 11, and one student had 

just completed grade 10. Three participants were female, and nine participants were male. The 

board office of School District #63 provided their consent to conduct this research study. 

Pseudonyms have been used for each participant to maintain anonymity. Participating in the 

research had no bearing on student grades or standing.  

Table 1. Research participants 
Pseudonym Age Grade Male/ 

Female 
Pseudonym Age Grade Male/ 

Female 
Andre 18 12 M Kurt 16 10 M 
Ben 16 11 M Max 16 11 M 

Diane 18 12 F Mike 17 11 M 
Elijah 17 11 M Owen 18 12 M 

Johnny 17 11 M Ralph 17 11 M 
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Katherine 16 11 F Suzy 17 11 F 
 

Data Collection 

I collected data prior to, during, and after the expedition via questionnaires, group 

discussions, field notes and one-on-one intensive interviews. Grounded theory studies utilize 

purposive sampling which “enables the researcher to satisfy their specific needs in a project” 

(Robson, 2011, p. 275) as “research participants are selected according to predetermined criteria 

relevant to a particular research objective” (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006, p. 61). Purposive 

sampling allowed me to develop a theory to deepen our understanding of the TL process for 

adolescents who participate in an expedition of this nature. 

The grounded theory methodology requires data collection to occur in two phases: initial 

and theoretical sampling. Initial sampling “provides a point of departure”, while theoretical 

sampling “directs you where to go” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 100). Initial sampling provides the 

researcher an opportunity to “establish sampling criteria….before you enter the field”, and to 

“find relevant materials for your study”, such as a group of individuals to study (Charmaz, 2006, 

p. 100). Initial sampling began prior to the expedition as the participants completed a 

questionnaire comprised of both closed and open-ended questions (see appendix 1 for the pre-

expedition questionnaire). I developed the questionnaire from knowledge acquired from the brief 

literature review combined with my own personal areas of interest related to my research 

question. The pre-expedition questionnaire allowed me to gather baseline information which 

focused on topics such as: basic demographics about the participants, previous travel experience, 

biological knowledge, possible future plans, current attitudes and beliefs about the non-human 

world, why they were going on the expedition, what they hoped to get out of the expedition, and 



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING PROCESS IN ADOLESCENTS 40 
 

level of preparedness for the expedition. Due to possible ethical issues, these questionnaires were 

not analyzed until I was 100% certain none of the participants were in my courses at Stelly’s 

following the expedition.  

Initial sampling continued to occur during the expedition. Personal observations of what 

was occurring throughout the expedition were recorded in my field notes. This consisted of 

observations such as: interactions between the participants and other participants, students and 

scientists; participants level of engagement; camp life; perceived effectiveness of the activities; 

comments made during casual conversations; and my own personal experience. Based on my 

observations, I developed some general, open-ended questions to be used as part of the group 

discussions while in Honduras. Three of these questions were used to facilitate group discussions 

to gather data about the participants’ experiences while they were in the field:  

1. Could you please share how the expedition is going so far after spending one week in 

the cloud forest? 

2. Do you feel like this trip is having or has had an impact on you in any way? 

3. First, if possible, what was your favourite or most memorable experience from this 

expedition? Second, if applicable, if you think there is anything you may do 

differently when you return home for your lifestyle, could you please share what that 

may be. 

The second phase of data collection involved theoretical sampling which directs the 

researcher where to go with their research and allows the researcher to obtain data to help 

analyze and develop a theme in more detail (Charmaz, 2006). Data collection in the second 

phase consisted of one-on-one intensive semi-structured interviews (see appendix 2 for interview 
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questions). Semi-structured interviews are widely used in flexible research designs as they 

provide the researcher freedom in the sequencing of questions, exact wording and how much 

time is spent with different topics (Robson, 2011). I used theoretical sampling to help direct the 

one-on-one intensive semi-structured interviews to further explore themes that emerged as I 

analyzed data from both phases of sampling. Each interview began with a general, open-ended 

question that allowed the participant to discuss what was important to them about the expedition. 

The initial response of the participant dictated how much of the interview unfolded, creating a 

unique interview process for each participant. I pursued the areas of interest each participant 

mentioned until it appeared the topic was exhausted and the participant had no more to 

contribute. In addition to the open-ended question, I developed a template of questions to further 

explore themes that emerged from the initial sampling with each participant. I analyzed the data 

between each interview and modified the interview questions based on emergent themes from the 

previous interviews throughout the second phase of data collection, a key characteristic of 

theoretical sampling when using interviews to gather data (Robson, 2011; Thornberg & 

Charmaz, 2014).  

Data Analysis 

All interviews were recorded using a digital voice recorder to allow for accurate 

recollection of the experiences, events and observations expressed by the participants. I manually 

transcribed each interview word for word from the recordings which provided me with an 

excellent opportunity to begin to familiarize myself with the data (Robson, 2011). I used the 

computer software program Atlas.ti to aid in the data analysis process.  
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Coding. The first step in data analysis when utilizing grounded theory is coding. Coding 

involves “categorizing segments of data with a short name that simultaneously summarizes and 

accounts for each piece of data” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 43). Coding provides the “pivotal link 

between collecting data and developing an emergent theory to explain these data” (Charmaz, 

2006, p. 46) as the researcher is required to “scrutinize and interact with the data as well as ask 

analytical questions of the data” (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014, p. 158). Coding provides the 

researcher an effective tool to manage large amounts of raw data, enabling them to break the data 

down into discrete chunks which are then compared and grouped into categories (themes) based 

on their similarities (Chong & Yeo, 2015). I utilized three phases of coding to analyze the data: 

open (initial) coding, axial coding (often an optional stage), and focused (selective) coding 

(Chong & Yeo, 2015; Robson, 2011; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014).  

The first phase of coding is open, or initial coding. Initial coding is used to discover the 

emergent categories within your data by reading and analyzing each word, line, paragraph or 

incident and labelling them with a suitable code (Charmaz, 2006; Chong & Yeo, 2015; Ryan & 

Bernard, 2003; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). I used a combination of these strategies to conduct 

my initial analyses of the data and developed codes that best fit the data, whether it be a word, 

line, paragraph or incident. Coding to fit the data maintains the spirit of grounded theory as 

opposed to forcing the data to fit a pre-conceived code, ensuring the codes earn their way into the 

analysis and that your study fits the empirical data of the participants experiences (Charmaz, 

2006; Robson, 2011; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). I created approximately 100 initial codes, 

often with multiple codes applicable to one segment of data. I re-read and re-coded each 
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transcription multiple times during the initial coding phase, identifying new codes or changing 

codes each time based on data in other transcripts, part of the constant comparative analysis. 

The second (and optional) phase of coding is axial coding. Axial coding begins to 

reassemble the data in new ways by interconnecting the categories that emerged from the initial 

phase of coding (Charmaz, 2006; Patterson et al., 2015; Robson, 2011). As I analyzed the 

categories that began to emerge during initial coding, I focused on identifying hypothetical 

relationships among the different categories. To help in identifying these relationships, I used 

Atlas.ti to create code co-occurrence tables that illustrated the frequency various codes co-

occurred with other codes. Codes with a high frequency of co-occurrence between them were 

further explored to determine the relevancy of the relationship that potentially existed between 

them. I also used the networking component of Atlas.ti to create a visual ‘map’ of what 

categories were connected to each other. To help make sense of these connections, I questioned 

how and why they were related, or if they were related at all. Questioning the hypothetical 

relationships between the categories helped begin to clarify the emerging themes.  

The final stage of coding is selective, or focused coding. Focused coding requires the 

researcher to make decisions about which initial codes make the most analytical sense (Charmaz, 

2006). Focused codes “are more directed, selective and conceptual” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 57) than 

initial codes. Focused coding allows the researcher to “decide which codes best capture what 

they see happening in the data, and raise these codes up to tentative conceptual categories” 

(Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014, p. 162) as constant comparative analysis continues. Positivist 

grounded theory believe the researcher has to focus on one core category to guide further 

progress (Robson, 2011; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). The constructivist position of grounded 
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theory I followed is “more flexible by being open for more than one significant [category]” 

(Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014, p. 161) to guide the researcher towards the development of a 

theory. As I raised focused codes to conceptual categories, I linked related subcategories to the 

conceptual categories. For instance, I identified a conceptual category to be changes in the 

participants’ personal lifestyle, and linked various subcategories to it such as social changes, 

technological changes, and a variety of other lifestyle changes (cultural appreciation and 

awareness, how one wishes to live their life, becoming an advocate for social justice issues, etc.). 

Focused coding enabled me to move from approximately 100 initial codes to approximately 20 

focused codes, and to develop a theory consisting of only relevant variables by exploring the 

interrelationships that existed among the categories that emerged from the data.  

Memo writing. Memo writing is a crucial step in data analysis that charts and records the 

details of the researchers analytical process throughout the research process (Charmaz, 2006). 

Memo’s enable the researcher to immerse themselves in the data, identify similarities and 

differences, explore the meaning and relationships found within the data, record internal 

conversations about the data, sustain momentum and record the researchers thinking process 

(Birks et al., 2008; Patterson et al., 2015; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). Memos encourage 

writing to occur from the beginning as the researcher engages in early analysis of the data and 

codes, and maintains productivity throughout the research process (Birks et al., 2008; Charmaz, 

2006). I engaged in memo writing at the beginning of my research and continued to write memos 

throughout the duration of the research process. During the expedition, I wrote memos in my 

field journal consisting of my early thoughts, intuitions and observations so I could pursue them 
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at a later point in time. Memoing continued as I transcribed the interviews, coded and analyzed 

the data, and developed my theory.  

Memo writing is flexible in nature, providing “a space and place for exploration and 

discovery” (Charmaz, 2006, pp. 81–82), permitting the researcher to take risks and get their ideas 

down in whatever manner is appropriate at a given time, often preserving ideas that may prove to 

be significant at a later point in time. Initial memos are often “shorter, less conceptualized and 

filled with analytical questions and hunches” (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014, p. 168) and “become 

longer, more conceptualized, and more and more like written findings” (Thornberg & Charmaz, 

2014, p. 170) as data analysis continues. My early memos were short and concise, designed to 

get my thoughts down on paper. The memos I made during the analysis of the initial group 

discussions contributed to the direction theoretical sampling took during the one-on-one 

interviews to enable me to further pursue themes that were beginning to emerge. During axial 

coding, memo writing helped me identify the hypothetical relationships that existed among the 

categories emerging from the data and the possible pathways that existed for the development of 

my grounded theory. As I engaged in focused coding, memos gradually became longer and more 

detailed enabling me to develop tentative conceptual categories, explicate existing relationships 

and develop my emerging theory. In keeping with the constant comparative method, much of my 

memo’s consisted of making comparisons within and amongst the various data sets (Charmaz, 

2006). 

Throughout the entire research process, I maintained a personal research journal where I 

recorded anything that occurred to me about the research. These memos were concise and 

designed to provide enough information so I could come back at a later point in time to further 
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pursue a given idea. They took whatever form was best suited whether it be point form, 

sentences, a table or a diagram. I also engaged in free-writing when I found myself questioning 

how to proceed with the research process, an invaluable technique that often stimulated further 

theorizing. Inner conversations and contemplations were resolved using memos as they forced 

me to re-engage with the data and clarify my thinking on certain topics. Regardless of the 

technique used, writing memos helped me discover what the data was saying as I explored and 

scrutinized the data, codes, categories and my emerging grounded theory, and enabled me to 

remain true to the data and the participants’ experiences. 

Theoretical Saturation 

Knowing when to stop collecting and analyzing data is an important part of the research 

process. Theoretical saturation occurs at the point when “no additional data are being found 

whereby the [researcher] can develop properties of the category” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 61), 

“no new insights are obtained, no new themes are identified, and no issues arise regarding a 

category of data” (Bowen, 2008, p. 140) and “all the main variations of the phenomenon have 

been identified and incorporated into the emerging theory” (Guest et al., 2006, p. 65). To help 

ensure data saturation occurs, researchers continue to bring new participants into the study until 

they are confident “the data set is complete, as indicated by data replication or redundancy” 

(Bowen, 2008, p. 140). Theoretical saturation occurs as a result of theoretical sampling, as the 

researcher samples based on the relevancy to the evolving theory (Bowen, 2008). Guest et al. 

(2006) found data saturation typically occurs after the analysis of 12 interviews and after this 

point new themes infrequently emerge. After interviewing approximately eight participants, data 

replication and redundancy was becoming evident as new data decreased in frequency. By the 
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end of the twelfth interview, data was contributing to already existing themes with no new 

themes emerging.  

Trustworthiness 

Establishing the trustworthiness of a research project is vital to evaluating its worth. 

Fixed design research conducted in the conventional paradigm seeking “scientific” 

understanding uses the criteria of internal validity, external validity, reliability and objectivity to 

ensure trustworthiness of a study (Schwandt, Lincoln, & Guba, 2007). Techniques such as 

“checking inter-observer agreement, the use of quantitative measurement, explicit controls for 

threats to validity, the testing of formal hypotheses and direct replication” (Robson, 2011, p. 155) 

are used by researchers to assure these criteria are met. When conducting flexible design research 

these criteria are difficult to assure due to various reasons such as the re-creating of identical 

circumstances to replicate the findings as social life varies from setting to setting (Robson, 

2011). Guba and Lincoln established the following criteria that parallel those of the conventional 

paradigm to assure trustworthiness in flexible design studies: credibility (internal validity), 

transferability (external validity), dependability (reliability), and confirmability/neutrality 

(objectivity) (“Robert Wood Johnson Foundation,” 2008a; Robson, 2011; Schwandt et al., 2007). 

Credibility. The credibility of a study begins with rich, substantial and relevant data that 

reflect the reality of the study (Charmaz, 2006; Chong & Yeo, 2015). To obtain rich data that 

reflected the reality of the participants, I followed some techniques to help establish credibility, 

in particular prolonged engagement, persistent observation and triangulation (Robert Wood 

Johnson Foundation, 2008a). Prolonged engagement involves “spending adequate time 

observing various aspects of a setting, speaking with a range of people, and developing 
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relationships and rapport with [participants]” (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2008b, para. 

2). Prolonged engagement helps the researcher to “assess… and identify saliencies in the 

situation” (Schwandt et al., 2007, p. 18), “rise above his or her own preconceptions… and build 

trust” (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2008b, para. 4). I was engaged with the participants 

and the research process for a three-year period both at home in Canada and on the expedition in 

Honduras. Prolonged engagement provided me the opportunity to persistently observe the 

participants, in particular during the two-week expedition and the follow-up interviews. The 

purpose of persistent observation is to “identify those characteristics and elements in the 

situation that are most relevant to the problem or issue being pursued and focusing on them in 

detail” (Lincoln and Guba as cited in Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2008c, para. 1). 

Triangulation, or the cross-checking of data, “involves using multiple data sources in an 

investigation to produce understanding” (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2008d, para. 1). 

Triangulation helps to “ensure that an account is rich, robust, comprehensive and well-

developed” (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2008d, para. 3). I utilized two types of 

triangulation: methods triangulation and triangulation of sources (Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation, 2008d). Methods triangulation involved checking the consistency of data collected 

by various methods. I accomplished methods triangulation by comparing results obtained from 

the questionnaires, interviews and field notes through constant comparative analysis. 

Triangulation of sources examined “the consistency of different data sources from within the 

same method” (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2008d, para. 6). I accomplished source 

triangulation by interviewing the participants at different times (summer and winter) and in 

different settings (group versus one-on-one). Triangulation deepened my understanding of the 
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phenomenon being studied and demonstrated the results were consistent among methods and 

sources. 

In addition to the above strategies, I abided by the following key points to give credibility 

to my research project (Charmaz, 2006, para. 183): 

1. Has your research achieved intimate familiarity with the setting or topic? 

2. Are the data sufficient to merit your claims? Consider the range, number, and depth 

of observations contained in the data. 

3. Have you made systematic comparisons between observations and between 

categories? 

4. Do the categories cover a wide range of empirical observations? 

5. Are there strong logical links between the gathered data and your argument and 

analysis? 

6. Has your research provided enough evidence for your claims to allow the reader to 

form an independent assessment – and agree with your claims? 

Throughout the entire research process, I kept these recommendations in mind to help ensure the 

credibility of my study. Prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, reflexivity 

and constant comparative analysis all helped ensure these key points were abided by. 

Additionally, I have presented data as evidence for my conclusions throughout my findings by 

using numerous quotes directly from my interviews as suggested by Glaser and Strauss (1967) 

and Charmaz (2006) to help ensure I establish credibility for my study.  

Transferability, Dependability and Confirmability (Neutrality). Transferability 

demonstrates “the findings have applicability in other contexts (Robert Wood Johnson 
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Foundation, 2008a, para. 1). Thick description of the data is a technique used to establish 

transferability. Thick description is a “narrative about the context so that judgments about the 

degree of fit or similarity may be made by others who may wish to apply all or part of the 

findings elsewhere” (Schwandt et al., 2007, p. 19). I established a narrative regarding the 

experiences of the participants and how it leads to personal change through the inclusion of 

numerous quotes from the participants. Due to the number of potential factors related to 

transformation when travelling, I did not attempt to develop a theory transferable to all types of 

international expeditions. I developed a theory that helps in our understanding of situations 

similar to this type of expedition, and therefore may be transferable to varying extents to similar 

expeditions. Additionally, parts of the theory may be utilized in a regular classroom environment 

to help facilitate the process of transformative learning in adolescents. 

Dependability shows that “the findings are consistent and could be repeated” while 

confirmability provides a “degree of neutrality or the extent to which the findings of a study are 

shaped by the respondents and not researcher bias, motivation or interest” (Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation, 2008a, para. 2). Both dependability and confirmability can be achieved through an 

external audit where a “researcher not involved in the research process examines both the 

process and the product of the research study…. to evaluate whether or not the findings, 

interpretations and conclusions are supported by the data” (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 

2008e, para. 1). Apart from my supervisor, my findings were examined and questioned by a both 

committee member and an external auditor to help ensure both dependability and confirmability 

were achieved. Confirmability was also established using triangulation and reflexivity (memo’s, 
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constant comparative analysis and personal research journal), techniques previously discussed in 

the methods section.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

The study was limited to the students who signed up and participated on the expedition. 

Although open to any student in the school, financial requirements and the dangerous reputation 

of the expedition country proved to be an obstacle preventing some students from participating. 

The study was further limited to the participants who agreed to an interview. All participants 

interviewed for this study had a positive experience on the expedition; I was unable to interview 

the single participant who had a negative experience. The final limitation occurred as a result of 

limited time prior to the expedition to collect data from the participants. My research project was 

approved a couple days prior to embarking on the expedition, thereby limiting all pre-expedition 

data collection to a written questionnaire. While valuable data was collected, more insight may 

have been gained had I been able to interview the participants prior to the expedition, something 

that could be addressed in future research project. 

I chose to impose four delimitations on this research study. First, I delimited the study to 

participants between 16 and 18 years of age, resulting in the second delimitation of studying only 

adolescent learners. As I wanted to study the transformative learning process and how it 

potentially results in personal change in adolescents, I did not seek out older participants who 

may have done a similar type of expedition in the past. Third, the study was delimited to 

participants from Southern Vancouver Island. Imposing these three delimitations on my study 

kept it manageable for the scope of a Master’s thesis given the timeframe to complete the 

research study. However, imposing these delimitations resulted in a somewhat homogenous 
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study group, something that could be addressed in future research projects. The last delimitation 

was to research the effects of one specific type of expedition (scientific) and one location 

(Honduras). There were a couple of reasons I chose to focus on experiences from only one 

expedition. First, I was able to participate in the expedition with the participants allowing me to 

build relationships with the participants and to witness what the participants were doing on the 

expedition. Secondly, while there have been numerous international humanitarian expeditions 

offered through our school, an international scientific expedition has never been offered. While 

both opportunities likely contribute to TL processes, the manner in which they do so has the 

potential to be quite different.   
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Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion 

A Theoretical Model: ‘Five and three’ 

I generated a transformative learning (TL) model in relation to adolescents who 

participated in an international scientific expedition. My TL model was a direct result of constant 

comparative analysis central to grounded theory methodology. The constant comparison of data, 

codes and categories while concurrently conducting theoretical sampling and developing my 

emerging theory enabled me to generate a theory grounded in the data. I refer to the theory as the 

‘five and three’ theory as what emerged from the participants’ interviews were five core 

components – or agents of change – that contributed to the TL process, resulting in three core 

groups of personal transformations. The data that led to this model will be presented later in this 

chapter. 

The five agents of change were: 1) venturing into the unknown, 2) biological inundation, 

3) cultural exposure, 4) emotional reactions, and 5) the art of processing. The three core groups 

of personal transformations that emerged were: 1) lifestyle transformations, 2) post-secondary 

transformations, and 3) transformation of attitudes towards non-human nature. I generated initial 

names for the agents throughout the coding process, and continued to modify the names of the 

agents throughout the writing process to develop the most appropriate descriptor. Focused coding 

revealed that three agents (cultural exposure, emotional reactions and the art of processing) were 

each based on one primary category, while two agents (venturing into the unknown and 

biological inundation) were comprised of two or more related sub-categories. The sub-categories 

that comprise these two agents will be referred to as elements in this paper. All agents, elements 
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and personal changes were extracted from the data provided by the 12 participants who were part 

of this research project.  

Interrelationships existed amongst all the agents as they continually interacted with one 

another to help facilitate personal change amongst the participants. All participants were exposed 

to and interacted with the various agents; there was no avoiding them. Rather than going through 

a series of steps like Mezirow’s TL theory, the model I developed was based on these 

interrelationships amongst the five agents. Exactly how the TL process unfolded and contributed 

to personal change varied amongst the participants as each individual engaged with the agents on 

a personal level, taking away what was meaningful and relevant to them. For the observed 

changes, all five agents contributed to the change, but some agents may have played a more 

prominent role in facilitating change. What follows is a brief overview of the key components to 

my TL model as depicted in figure 1. I will provide a detailed analysis of each agent and 

category of personal change after this overview of my TL model. 
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Figure 1. A theoretical model illustrating the transformative learning process in adolescents 
participating in an international scientific expedition. Five agents facilitated three types of 
personal transformations found on the right side of the model. 

The first agent of change in my TL model – venturing from the known to the unknown – 

was based around themes dealing with the participants stepping away from what they were 

familiar with. The experiences in this agent challenged the participants physically, mentally and 

emotionally. Four important elements enabled the participants to venture into the unknown: new 

information presented in a non-routine way, removal from your personal comfort zone, gaining 

independence, and the remoteness of the expedition. Participants often felt a sense of fear and 

uneasiness as they were exposed to some perceived risks, but were supported in their experiences 

to prevent anxiety from inhibiting their growth. Individually each element was not significant 
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enough to facilitate personal change, but together they contributed to the TL process. 

Engagement with the elements in the first agent played a prominent role in facilitating lifestyle 

transformations and transformation of attitudes towards non-human nature, and played a less 

prominent role with regards to changes for the participants’ post-secondary aspirations.  

The second agent of change – cultural exposure – exposed the participants to a diversity 

of cultures as they worked with local residents, scientists and other students from around the 

world. For many participants, this agent was an extension of the first agent as many had never 

previously been exposed to such a diversity of cultures. Agent two enabled the participants to 

experience the lifestyle of a developing country. Even those who had previously experienced life 

in developing countries were still affected by this agent as most scientists and other school 

groups were from different European countries. Regardless of what the participants experienced 

culturally, it made them process what life was like for other cultures around the world. Agent two 

contributed equally to all categories of personal change except for changes in appropriate use of 

technology where its contributions were limited. 

The third agent of change – biological inundation – immersed the participants in a 

multitude of first-hand biological experiences. This agent was comprised of two key elements: 

interactions with scientists, and interactions with the non-human world. Agent three enabled the 

participants to experientially explore and learn in the real, lived, moment. Venturing into the 

unknown enabled the participants to experience this new world as they were immersed in new 

ecosystems and the work of field biologists. The two elements in the second agent were separate 

but interconnected as it was primarily the scientists who introduced the participants to a new 

biological world, and the biological world that provided the scientists with their area of research. 
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Agent three primarily helped facilitate post-secondary transformations and transformations of 

attitude towards non-human nature, with minor contributions to social transformations.  

The fourth agent of change – the emotional landscape – was ever-changing amongst the 

participants. Prior to the expedition, participants were prepared but not over-prepared for what 

they would be doing on the expedition and about potential safety concerns surrounding the 

expedition. This resulted in mixed emotions amongst the participants, dominated primarily by a 

sense of excitement, apprehension and anxiety. Importantly, enough preparation was done to 

ensure the participants were not debilitated by a sense of anxiety as they ventured into the 

unknown. During the expedition four key emotional categories were prevalent: excitement, 

anticipation, admiration and fear. These emotions were primarily directed to the experiences the 

participants had with the scientists and the non-human world, but were also associated with 

many aspects of venturing into the unknown. How the participants responded to the various 

experiences in Honduras was unique to each participant. What triggered an emotional response 

in one participant, thereby potentially contributing to personal change, may not have done so in 

other participants. As part of the TL process, emotional reactions were linked to all three 

categories of transformation as they worked in conjunction with the other agents to help facilitate 

personal change.  

The final agent of change – the art of processing ones’ experiences – was present 

throughout the entire journey and continued long after the journey was complete. Processing of 

the experiences likely continues to occur for many participants as they reflected upon the 

expedition. Sometimes participants processed on the spot what a specific experience meant to 

them. However, often they were not able to identify the significance of an experience until well 
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after it happened and they had time to reflect on a given experience. How an experience was 

processed – internally or externally – and when an experience was processed – during or well 

after the experience – varied significantly. For many participants, the opportunity to discuss their 

experiences during or after the expedition proved to be an important aspect to aid them in 

processing the significance of an experience. Regardless of how or when the processing 

occurred, individuals had to consciously process an experience to understand the importance of a 

certain experience. Participants needed to attempt to understand how it affected them on a 

personal level, thereby enabling a realization of the changes that may have occurred as a result of 

that experience. As with the previous agent, when combined with the other agents, processing the 

experiences on the expedition was an important contributor to all three categories of personal 

change.  

The result of engaging with the five agents of change was some type of personal 

transformation for each participant. Given that the expedition was based around conservation and 

biodiversity, I was expecting to hear about transformations primarily revolving around how 

humans are affecting the non-human world in a largely negative manner and what actions we can 

do to try and correct our past errors and prevent future errors. While transformations were 

present in this realm, many other types of personal change emerged from the interviews. I 

grouped the observed changes into three categories of transformations:  

1. Lifestyle transformations – within this category there were 2 subgroups: 

social interactions, and technological shifts 

2. Post-secondary transformations – focusing, confirming, or shifting their 

current goals. 
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3. Transformations of attitudes towards non-human nature – within this 

category there were 3 subgroups: an increased desire to spend more time 

outdoors, an increased appreciation and awareness for the non-human 

world, and an increased desire to want to protect and conserve the natural 

world.  

Understanding the relationship between the key mechanisms and the personal 

transformations I witnessed was challenging. The TL process was not the same for all 

participants. However, this is what has made my thesis journey so interesting, seeing how the 

same expedition can have such different effects on each participant. What follows is a more 

detailed look at how each agent of change contributed to the TL process in adolescents, followed 

by a detailed look at the personal transformations I witnessed amongst the participants.  

Pre-expedition Preparation: Nervousness, excitement and surprise 

Any type of outing, whether it be for a day, weeks, or months, requires preparation. The 

level of preparation necessary for each individual will vary based on the type of outing and how 

well prepared they wish to be. For an intensive scientific expedition to the remote corners of a 

developing country, physical, mental, emotional, and monetary preparation was required.  

Ask an adolescent if they would like to travel to an exotic cloud forest and coral reef 

ecosystem and the answer would likely be yes. Such an expedition, if a family can afford it, 

offers many positive attractions such as scuba diving on a tropical reef ecosystem, trekking 

through a remote cloud forest, working with scientists from around the world and the opportunity 

to see exotic and unusual organisms. Motivations for embarking on any type of travel are unique 

to an individual’s current reality and can vary significantly. “The realities, thinking and practices 
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with which one enters a physical travel experience form the base upon which existing ideas and 

behaviours are further developed, or the base from which these ideas are altered” (Lean, 2012, 

pp. 159–160). Table 2 indicates how the reasons the participants went on this expedition were 

generally to learn more about biology related issues, and to experience a different culture in a 

developing country.  

Table 2. Reasons participants went on the expedition. 
Participant Why are you going on this expedition? 

Andre To experience living in a secluded area and enjoy myself. 
Ben I am going on this expedition to see new cultures and environments, and gain a better 

understanding of the ecosystem and field biology.  
Diane To experience a new environment, and further explore my fascination with conservation 

and biology.  
Elijah Because I love getting outside, diving, and exploring other cultures and this combines all of 

that. 
Johnny I am going because I think it is a unique experience that could be a lot of fun as well. I have 

also always wanted to scuba dive in the tropics. 
Katherine I honestly don’t really know why anymore since it’s been such a long time. I do look 

forward to learning about biology and getting to know the people on the trip with me.  
Kurt To better my understanding of the non-westernized world and to explore the aquatic life that 

interests me.  
Max To have the experience of going to a country in development, and experience things I 

haven’t before. 
Mike I think it is an awesome opportunity to see the wildlife in a foreign place. I also think it’s a 

good idea for me as a person.  
Owen It’s something I feel will be a really awesome experience. 
Ralph Biology, more accurately ecology is very interesting to me. This trip allows me to see and 

do first-hand what I would maybe like to do in the future.  
Suzy I want to experience culture in a developing country and a new perspective. I also am 

hoping to build connections and learn about post-secondary options, and have a good time.  
 

What each participant hoped to gain specifically from this expedition varied significantly as 

indicated in table 3, ranging from gaining a better understanding of biological issues, to personal 

growth, to connecting with people on a new level, to finding out if this is something they may 

want to pursue in the future.  

Table 3. What each participant hoped to gain by going on the expedition. 
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Participant What do you hope to gain by going on this expedition? 
Andre I hope to gain memories, an understanding of nature, and connect with people. 
Ben I hope to gain a better understanding of ecosystems and field biology, and develop a new 

outlook on our world. 
Diane I hope to gain more of a global perspective and to see if this is the type of work I would be 

interested in the future. 
Elijah Fun memories and closer friendships. 

Johnny I hope to gain a better understanding of what the jungle is like and how all the animals live 
together. 

Katherine To gain more knowledge about biology and what’s going on in this part of the world (as a 
scientific study), maybe a little bit about myself, and about the people that I’m going with. 

Kurt Knowledge on developing communities and the major differences in biodiversity between 
Victoria and Central America. 

Max I hope to gain a drive for more of these expeditions, and try doing something new in other 
countries. 

Mike Personal experience with travelling, learning about the wildlife there, and more information 
about the rest of the world. 

Owen I hope to gain more knowledge of environmental issues around the world as it’s something 
I’m interested in getting involved with. 

Ralph Knowledge of other ecosystems as well as the experience of going to another country.  
Suzy A neat experience and to learn about culture. I also hope to use this for scholarships. I am 

using this kind of as a test run to see if I can handle being in tougher conditions and if it’s 
something I want to do in the future.  

 

The reasons as to why each participant chose to participate in the expedition and what they 

hoped to gain from the expedition speaks to the uniqueness of each individual participating in 

this expedition, and the multiple realities that existed within the group.  

Now imagine you were to ask an adolescent if they would like to do this expedition in the 

country with “by far the highest homicide rate of all countries in the world … [with an] average 

rate of 90.4 murders per 100,000 people” (Habarta, 2015, para. 6) and you may expect a slightly 

different response. This is exactly what this expedition offered as it took place in Honduras. 

During the recruiting stage, there were a number of students who wished to go but were not 

given permission from their guardians specifically due to the location. There were also two 

participants who had initially signed up, paid their non-refundable deposits, then backed out at a 

later date for reasons unknown. The destination was a daunting one, capable of providing much 
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anxiety and nervousness to the participants. When asked how they were feeling heading into the 

expedition, this is exactly what surfaced (see table 4). While the participants were feeling 

excited, there was also an overwhelming theme of nervousness about the journey that awaited 

them.  

Table 4. Participants level of preparation and how they felt going into the expedition. 
Participant How are you feeling going into this expedition?  

Parentheses indicate how well prepared each participant felt going into this expedition: 
(1 not at all, 2 somewhat, 3 moderately, 4 well, 5 extremely well) 

Andre Worried about how I’ll get sleep in the jungle with all the bugs. (4) 
Ben Excited and nervous, happy. (3) 

Diane I’m very excited for the expedition as the content has always fascinated me. I would 
like to eventually work in collecting data in the field so I’m hoping this will play into 
my passion. (4) 

Elijah Excited and curious about exploring a foreign country. (5) 
Johnny I’m feeling a little nervous but excited at the same time, but I am definitely looking 

forward to it! (4) 
Katherine I feel very unprepared in the way of education. (1) 

Kurt Excited, scared, and very eager to get started. (4) 
Max Excited, nervous, curious. I am interested in what experiences we will encounter, and 

am excited to experience them with friends. (4) 
Mike Very excited and happy that I get this opportunity to go to a completely different 

country and restricted areas of that country. (4) 
Owen Very excited, this trip has been planned for a while. I’m a little nervous about going to 

a new place but nothing crazy in that sense. (4) 
Ralph I feel very excited and a little bit nervous. (4) 
Suzy I don’t really know what to expect, so kind of anxious, but ready to see what happens. 

(3) 
 

For some, feelings of doubt as to why they were going began infiltrating their minds:  

Before the trip I was kind of doubting myself, I was thinking to myself why do I even 

need this? I was like why am I doing this? Am I really going to Honduras? I don’t want 

to go to Honduras! It was that intense…. Honestly, I don’t even remember why I ended 

up saying sure I’ll go. (Andre) 
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Realizing there was likely a mixture of excitement and nervousness prior to our departure, 

preparation was done accordingly to account for this as best as possible.  

Prior to the expedition, I made considerable effort to prepare the participants as best as 

possible for the trip. OpWall staff conducted three informational presentations discussing the 

expedition, lunch-time meetings were held to help facilitate group bonding and fundraising 

activities, and an overnight camping trip took place to again help facilitate group bonding. When 

each participant was asked how well prepared they felt for the expedition one felt not at all 

prepared, two felt moderately prepared, eight felt well prepared, and one felt extremely well 

prepared (see table 4). 

This mix of emotions and feeling of preparedness is to be expected as the participants 

were about to head out on their own, away from their families, to remote areas of a foreign 

country with a dangerous reputation. Safety precautions were stressed. This was crucial for this 

expedition as all the participants wanted to be reassured everything possible was being done to 

minimize exposure to dangerous or risky situations. Dealing with the participant’s uneasiness 

ahead of time was important as it has been shown that anxiety and fear can be debilitating and 

interfere with the learning process and transformative growth (Beard & Wilson, 2006; L. Brown, 

2009; Fried, 2012; Morgan, 2010). Falk & Balling (1982) found that field trips with extremely 

novel settings negatively influence the learning experience as  anxiety assumes maximum 

importance. At the same time, it has also been found that achieving success in the face of some 

adversity is especially beneficial (Milstein, 2005) and that adventure “requires an element of real 

or perceived risk” (Beard & Wilson, 2006, p. 176). Field trips offering a setting of “optimal” 

novelty result in a “high level of cognitive task learning and a low level of non-task behaviour” 
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(Falk & Balling, 1982, p. 27). It appears there is a fine balance in dealing with participants’ fear 

and anxiety prior to an expedition. A low level of anxiety and perceived sense of risk can 

heighten the overall experience if success is achieved, but too much anxiety will prevent the TL 

process from occurring.  

While I believe that safety issues were adequately addressed prior to the expedition, more 

preparation could have been done with regards to what participants would be doing in Honduras. 

With all the preparation that occurred prior to the expedition, especially during the OpWall 

meetings, I thought the participants had a good understanding of what they were going to be 

doing while on the expedition. What became evident was many participants only had a vague 

idea, but they did not really know what they would truly be doing, e.g., “I realized once we got 

there that I didn’t really know what we were actually going to do there, I had the vague idea we 

were going to go do research in the forest and then go diving” (Diane). For some participants, 

such as Kurt who signed up months later than the other participants, the lack of knowledge about 

what was going to take place was even more prominent: “I’ll be completely honest, I didn’t 

know a lot about this trip beforehand. I knew that Honduras was a country, and that was pretty 

much the extent of my knowledge.” Whether this lack of knowledge-based preparation was due 

to the length of time the preparation was initiated prior to the expedition, whether the participants 

were not absorbing all the information or some other factor, I am unable to explain. I initially 

thought this lack of knowledge-based preparation as to what would actually be taking place in 

Honduras might have a negative effect on the participants. However, what surfaced repeatedly 

indicated the opposite was true – many participants found the experience to be magnified by not 

knowing what was about to occur. Kurt indicated how the lack of knowledge-based preparation 
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served him well when saying “I guess that helped magnify the experience I had in the jungle 

because I honestly had no expectation, I had no bar that was set for what would happen in the 

jungle, it was completely new for me.” Max further validates this explaining how the level of 

excitement was heightened by not knowing what was about to take place: 

So I wasn’t really prepared for what I was going into, but when I got into it, it was just so 

exciting, there were so many new things that I was learning that I don’t think even school 

could teach me because we got to be able to do all the hands-on things in a new country 

that I have never been to, and it was just so much more exciting than I honestly thought it 

would be.  

The emotions demonstrated by Max and the majority of participants seemed to be 

heightened by not knowing precisely what was going to happen on the expedition. Despite all the 

preparation, the novelty of the expedition may have contributed to this factor. Falk (1982) found 

that while short outings are capable of providing a moderate amount of novelty for young 

students, “more elaborate and longer field trips may be required” (p. 28) to create a suitable level 

of novelty for older students with more field-trip experience. Extended outings such as this field 

experience likely contain a level of novelty that fostered a high-level of cognitive learning and 

excitement for these high-school students. Based on personal experience and observations, I 

believe this to be true as single-day field trips, say to the aquarium or museum, do not elicit the 

same type of learning experiences as multi-day trips such as hiking the West Coast Trail or 

travelling to Nepal to help build a school for a local community seem to elicit. While echoing 

other participants, Ben went on to point out how he felt the overall experience of the expedition 

would have been different if he had known what he was going to be doing while in Honduras: 
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I really came into it knowing very little except for the basics, like I knew where we were 

going, how long we were going for, and that we were going to be doing science stuff, but 

that was it really, not much…I actually enjoyed that, not really knowing what we were 

doing down there, I think it added to the mystery and suspense and surprise when we 

actually got to do some of the stuff. I feel like if I had actually watched some videos 

about what the diving was like in Utila, or like what the satellite camps looked like, I 

don’t think, it was a lot more surprising and it added to the wonder of seeing it for the 

first time in person.  

The lack of knowledge-based preparation was generally an important positive factor for the 

participants as they ventured into the unknown. Morgan (2010) found that an overemphasis of 

differences between your home country and your travel destination, especially culturally related 

differences, can actually act to solidify rather than transform a traveler’s existing frames of 

reference. By not over-preparing participants and running the risk of romanticizing the 

expedition, the door was left open to heighten the emotional experience of wonder, mystery and 

surprise, important mechanisms for TL in adolescents, to be further discussed in agent four. 

The element of surprise was further magnified by experiencing two different ecosystems 

while in Honduras. For the majority of participants, but not all, the primary appeal of the 

expedition was the week of diving at the marine site. Some even went in with expectations they 

were not going to enjoy the terrestrial week, or were simply not looking forward to it. What they 

experienced in Honduras surprised even them: 

I remember how much I thought the land week was going to be terrible, I thought it was 

going to suck. I’m going to have almost no access to being able to keep myself clean, I 
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know there are going to be lots of mosquitoes and I hate mosquitoes, I know there is 

going to be lots of walking and I’m not exactly fit to hike up a mountain and back 

down… but I remember I actually found myself enjoying it… I actually saw how 

interesting that country was and how different the environment was from our own, and I 

just thought it was amazing. (Max) 

I didn’t even care about the cloud forest, like I didn’t even want to do the cloud forest, I 

just wanted to get it over with so I could do the diving week, but I ended up enjoying the 

cloud forest week even more, which is something I thought was funny because it wasn’t 

something I wanted to do that much, I just wanted to go diving, but I definitely, 

definitely, enjoyed that one so much more. (Suzy) 

What quickly became evident amongst the participants was how much more enjoyable the 

terrestrial week was compared to the marine week even for people looking forward to the marine 

week more. “I really enjoyed the first week a lot, I think even more so than the second week 

which was interesting because I thought that I would enjoy the diving more” (Elijah).  

So what was it about the terrestrial site that made it so powerful? The element of surprise 

by not over-preparing the participants for what they were about to see and do was one key 

mechanism, along with other mechanisms including isolation, new surroundings, interaction with 

the scientists, hands-on experience with the non-human world, independence and cultural 

exposure, all to be discussed later in this paper.  

Preparation for an expedition such as this is important. However, to optimize the 

possibility for TL to occur, different levels of preparation should be undertaken for different 

aspects of the expedition. Dealing with anxiety ahead of time is essential so it does not work in a 
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debilitating manner. However, leaving a low level of anxiety and fear is often a positive factor as 

it can help heighten the overall experience, as long as the participants feel like success is 

achieved on the expedition. This is supported by the work of Csikszentmihalyi (1975, 1990, 

2014a, 2014b) who has found that experiences with a “balance between perceived challenges and 

perceived skills” (p. 232) help create ‘optimal challenges’ that foster expansion and growth of an 

individual while avoiding feelings of boredom, apathy, worry and anxiety. If there is an adequate 

emotional and mental support system in place throughout the expedition, it is likely to facilitate 

the feeling of success and achievement. While some knowledge of what to expect is necessary, it 

is important not to over-inform the participants about everything they will be experiencing so 

you do not lessen the emotional element of surprise, awe and wonder.  

Agent #1: Venturing from the known to the unknown 

The first agent in my TL model for adolescents requires the participants to remove 

themselves from their regular environment and lifestyle and confront the unknown; what 

Mezirow (1978, 1990) would refer to as facing a ‘disorienting dilemma’. This was accomplished 

by travelling to the developing country of Honduras. Even for the two participants who had 

previously been to a developing country, there were still new experiences to be had in the cloud 

forest and coral reef ecosystems. This agent of change is comprised of four key interconnected 

elements: exposure to new surroundings, removal from known comfort zones, gaining a sense of 

independence, and being subjected to remote and isolated living conditions. Individually these 

elements were not powerful enough to facilitate the TL process, but by collectively working 

together as one agent they were able to do so. 
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Element #1: New information in a non-routine way 

When individuals engage in learning something new, the process is initiated by exposure 

to new information. Intake of new information can occur via a combination of verbal, visual, 

auditory, or tactile stimuli. While learning occurs on a regular basis in everyday life, it often does 

not challenge individuals with “disturbing existential questions” that facilitate transformative 

learning (L. Brown, 2009, p. 510).  

Why is this so? One reason is routine. Many people get stuck in a routine in their regular 

daily life, where “these two weeks were the same as the last two weeks and were the same as the 

two weeks before that, everything is the same” (Suzy). Programs that remove participants from 

their regular routine are known to facilitate TL, allowing participants to become completely 

immersed and engaged in the immediate experience, potentially contributing to the reassessment 

of how they view the world and their own self-identity (L. Brown, 2009; Hattie et al., 1997; 

Smelsner, 2009). On this expedition, the participants experienced a stark contrast to their regular 

routine where “everything was so intense and new and exciting…. it was a once in a lifetime 

kind of thing” (Diane). Suzy and Kurt echo the thoughts of many as they talked about the 

importance of being removed from regular routine: 

There, not even every single day, but every single hour was something new and 

something different to learn and to see, so just the variety made it so much easier to kind 

of grasp what we were learning, what life is about, and what the world has to offer… 

(Suzy) 

This entire trip, from everything we have done, has been completely new to me. I have 

not ever really experienced any of this before, and it really honestly is life changing…. 
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[The] entire two weeks [was] crazy for me and I realized something, that you really get 

stuck into routine. I get so used to, go to school, go to the gym, play games, do 

homework, and that’s my life. And, I think this was something that made me realize that 

there is a lot more to life than just that. There’s so much more to experience, and I think 

if I had to choose a moment or moments that really stuck out to me, it would be waking 

up every morning and realizing that I’m not home, I’m thousands of kilometers away in a 

[developing] country. (Kurt) 

Element #2: Removal from your personal comfort zone 

Going on the expedition meant all participants stepped out of their comfort zones and 

pushed their personal boundaries. Within adventure education, the comfort zone ‘model’ is 

widely used and often presented to individuals prior to an activity based on the belief that when 

placed in a stressful situation, people will ‘stretch themselves’ beyond their preconceived limits, 

learn by inference, overcome their fears and grow as an individual (M. Brown, 2008). The 

comfort zone model is often associated with a challenging situation involving a highly perceived 

sense of risk or stress, while “in actuality it [the risk] is much lower than perceived…. [and] by 

responding to seemingly insurmountable tasks, participants often learn to overcome self-imposed 

perceptions of their capabilities to succeed” (Priest & Gass as cited in M. Brown, 2008, p. 3). 

Much of the expedition presented a challenging scenario to the participants, whether it was 

socially, physically or mentally. The challenging situation forces an individual to move into an 

area that feels uncomfortable and unfamiliar beyond their comfort zone, referred to as the ‘groan 

zone’, which provides the individual the opportunity to sample success while overcoming 

feelings of anxiousness and self-doubt, thereby entering the growth/learning zone (M. Brown, 
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2008). If an individual is pushed into an area that is too uncomfortable and unfamiliar, then they 

may enter the ‘panic zone’ where anxiety and emotional risk may lead to physiological and 

psychological damage (M. Brown, 2008). While removing an individual from their comfort zone 

does not always equate to learning and growth, it has been shown to have the potential to create a 

state of cognitive dissonance and a restructuring of conceptual understanding amongst 

individuals (M. Brown, 2008). 

Participants on this expedition were removed from their relatively comfortable lives they 

knew back home in Canada, and were transported over 6,000 kilometers to Honduras. The 

environment in this foreign country bore little resemblance to the lifestyle participants were used 

to: new diets, a different language, new lifestyles (such as the presence of guns throughout San 

Pedro Sula), venomous organisms, strenuous physical conditions and basic living conditions are 

just a few examples of what the students encountered daily. This world of difference between 

what the participants were used to and what they were transported to was echoed by numerous 

students:  

This is some kind of environment that we are all not used to … we’ve expanded our 

comfort zones and have done things that we’ve never thought we really dared do in our 

lives.  (Andre) 

It’s definitely something that, even though it’s cliché to say, was life changing for me. 

It’s the first time I’ve ever been outside of my comfort zone in terms of where I am and 

just how my life works in general…. There is a lot that I haven’t been comfortable with 

and there is a lot that I have not been, but it’s crazy for me to experience this because it’s 

just something I’ve never done before. (Kurt) 
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The whole thing pushed my comfort level. The trench, that I definitely did not want to 

do, doing transect one not only once but twice … walking across wobbly planks to get 

across the river, showering in the waterfall, seeing those crazy spiders on the night 

transects, none of that, I wasn’t comfortable with any of it but I did it, and I’m so happy! 

I pushed my comfort levels to beyond what I thought I would be able to, and I pushed my 

physical limits beyond what I thought I would be able to, and I am very happy I did. 

(Suzy) 

Being removed from their comfort zone created a sense of nervousness and unease for 

some participants, but proved to be an important factor enabling them to grow personally. Even 

though many of the participants felt a sense of unease at times, it is likely many of the 

participants experienced a sense of flow while on the expedition. While many of the experiences 

may have seemed potentially dangerous, the manner in which they were structured provided the 

“participants with the means to reduce the margin of error to as close to zero as possible” 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2014a, p. 231). Having experiences structured in such a manner created 

optimal challenges for the participants where a balance existed between the perceived challenge 

and the participants’ perceived skills, a condition of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014a, 2014b). If 

the challenges were too far beyond their perceived skills, then higher levels of anxiety likely 

would have set in, potentially inhibiting the participants from engaging in the activities. 

Participants were also engaged in activities that provided them with clear goals and immediate 

feedback, two other conditions of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014a). As the participants became 

engaged in the activities, they identified goals (e.g. invertebrate diversity, chytrid fungal 

sampling), engaged in optimal challenges that did not push them too far beyond their skill set 
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(e.g. hiked challenging transects, rolled dung balls, slept in hammocks), and received immediate 

feedback (e.g. I can hike this transect, witness the diversity of invertebrates). Many of the 

participants also found the challenges associated with being removed from their comfort zone to 

be intrinsically rewarding, as indicated by the previous quotes from Suzy and Kurt, further 

indicating they may actually have been experiencing a sense of flow while participating in many 

of the activities (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014a). The removal from comfort zones for the participants 

revolved around two prominent themes: social relations and the non-human world. 

For many participants, the new social structure was a big change from what they were 

used to. Living in close quarters 24 hours a day offered a significant change from the daily 

routine for many participants. During my conversation with Katherine, an only child who is 

“used to having [her] own room and everything”, one of her key experiences were in Honduras 

was “just hanging out with the girls, and the little room we had in Utila.” Considering everything 

participants did on this expedition, this response intrigued me. Katherine went on to say how “we 

became very close knit. Whenever you had a problem they would try to fix it for you or you 

would try to fix it for them. You would try to help each other; we didn’t really think about it.” 

The importance of relationships has been found to be one of the most valuable aspects of 

international expeditions for many individuals (Intolubbe-Chmil et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, “in every review of transformative learning, the role of relationships has been 

identified as being significant in the process of transformation” (Mezirow, 1994, p. 230). The 

majority of participants expressed a sense of bonding throughout the expedition, a previously 

established key aspect to foster transformative learning.  
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While many friendships developed on the expedition, the friendship theme surfaced 

repeatedly in the interviews in a different context. Related to the participants’ comfort zones was 

whether it was beneficial or not to go on the expedition with or without a group of friends. 

Johnny illustrated how going on the expedition with friends was beneficial for him, especially 

with regards to communicating with new people: 

It’s always been kind of difficult for me, going out of my comfort zone and introducing 

myself to people I’ve never seen before, I’m not very good at it… it helped though that 

we were on a trip with friends that I already knew…. it’s something I’m trying to work 

on, trying to get a little better at…. With our group we would be with each other for the 

whole two weeks, so okay, I need to get to know these people [that I don’t already know]. 

(Johnny) 

Johnny recognized reaching out to new people is not a strength of his, something many other 

participants also struggled with. Going on the expedition with people he knew aided him in 

beginning to branch out to new people as he realized there are times when it is beneficial to do 

so. Max echoed Johnny’s thoughts about going on this expedition with friends, illustrating how it 

was a beneficial factor for him in a different manner:  

What helped was, generally speaking, my group of friends was going, it just really helped 

that I knew many of the people who were going. I felt I could be myself, and not have to 

think about what others thought about me, what if they don’t like me?.... It was different 

and I know that is uncomfortable. But having to experience that knowing that other 

people are experiencing the same thing, it really does help. It helps to know that you are 
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doing this with someone, and you are going to get through it together no matter the 

hardships. (Max) 

A safe and trusting environment with a strong ‘we-feeling’ where one knows other 

individuals are going through something similar, has proven to be very beneficial to learning 

environments (Lewin & Grabbe, 1945; Smith et al., 2014). Regardless of going with friends or 

not, this network of camaraderie and support was established for all participants throughout the 

expedition, but was absent at the beginning of the expedition for some: 

In terms of socially, this was one of the only trips where I have not been with people and 

hung out with people I didn’t know, like outside my usual friend group. I have never 

really been good at talking with people… for the first few days I was feeling pretty 

nervous. (Ben) 

Not only did Ben go without a group of friends, he also had to overcome his struggle to 

communicate with new people, something he was very successful with as you will read later on. 

Likewise, the scenario was similar for Diane, who also “had never been in a group where I didn’t 

have my close friends.” I asked how the trip would have been different for her if she had gone 

with people she knew, and she responded by saying:  

I would have stuck with the people I knew instead of taking advantage of the 

opportunities that were there. I would have just followed what everyone else was doing 

as much as I would have wanted to do the other things, I would have been too scared. It 

was really good not having that attachment to anyone and going on a bird walk at five in 

the morning even though I don’t know the people. (Diane) 
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Hearing Diane say she would have been too “scared” to branch out on her own if she was with 

her friends provides an interesting insight. For many participants it was beneficial to go on the 

expedition without an established network of friends as it enabled them to overcome their fears 

and to escape the continual judgment prevalent in society, particularly amongst adolescents.  

The immersion into an unknown environment with regards to the non-human world also 

provided a sense of nervousness and anxiety for many participants as this was something most 

participants were not used to. Even though this had the potential to bring about a great deal of 

stress, the participants adapted incredibly well to their new surroundings. Many participants 

brought up the sleeping conditions in the cloud forest:  

While it’s a very scary aspect, you know, sleeping out in the jungle for your first time, 

that to me was another incredibly scary part, because the first time I looked at my 

hammock there was this very basic tarp that was covering an insect net, and that was it. I 

didn’t sleep much that night because I was scared. In a way it was really fun because I 

fell asleep listening to the [incredible] amount of creatures out there. (Kurt) 

Previous studies have found experiencing a different mode of accommodation, such as 

sleeping in a hammock, is able to distance one from normality (Morgan, 2010). Combine this 

new experience with being surrounded by insects and the experience potentially becomes even 

more powerful. Even though the participants were surrounded by organisms they could not see, 

they learned to overcome their worries. Diane illustrated how even though one may be fearful of 

the unknown, there is a respect that exists between what one may fear and the non-human world: 

It was weird because I knew I should be scared, and like people hearing about what we 

were going to do or what we did, they were like “why did you do that, why would you 
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ever want to go there?” That is the exact reason why I want to go there, the sense that you 

don’t know what you are going to find, but if you do find something dangerous, you 

know what to do, you get to see such a beautiful thing but you don’t mess with it, you 

kind of have that respect for it. (Diane) 

Participants did not let these fears have a negative effect on them, but rather were able to look 

upon this sense of unknown towards the non-human world as a sense of adventure, and grow 

from it. Non-human aspects will be further elaborated upon later in the thesis.  

Stepping out of ones’ comfort zone can be accomplished in numerous ways. Participants 

were removed from their normal comfort zone just by going on the expedition. Comfort zones 

were further pushed socially, physically and environmentally. Knowing personal limits is 

important, as stepping too far out of one’s comfort zone could be detrimental to the overall 

experience. However, according to Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, if an individual 

has a mentor or social group who aids them in stepping beyond their current levels of 

competence, then an individual can build on their current abilities thereby expanding their 

existing knowledge and skills (Verenikina, 2008). Having an adequate support system in place 

allowed the participants to step out of their comfort zone, take some limited risks on the 

expedition and achieve success in the process.  

Element #3: Your Own Journey – Gaining Independence 

Based on numerous discussions I have had with high-school students, most adolescents 

typically spend minimal amounts of time, let alone an extended period, away from their families. 

More often than not, being around your family provides a sense of safety and security, whether at 

home or travelling abroad. However, it may also limit the freedom and independence one has. 
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Furthermore, the dynamics within the family also influence the experience for each participant, 

thereby affecting how one may act based on the family structure they are part of.  

Participants on this expedition had the opportunity to experience what it is like to be 

away from their families for an extended amount of time, and often for the first time. “I guess 

this is probably the first trip… all of us have really done without our families, so it was pretty 

interesting just doing it all like that” (Owen). Mike indicated how this independence “meant a lot 

to me because it was the first time I really left, well I mean I don’t think I’ve even left BC 

without my parents before, so going to a foreign country was really big.” This truly was the first 

time most of the participants had the opportunity to travel without their families for an extended 

period of time. Not only were the participants stepping out of their comfort zones, they were 

doing so without their families, into a foreign environment. So how does this new prolonged 

sense of freedom and independence affect the development of an adolescent?  

An expedition such as this offers a very different experience compared to a typical family 

vacation. The dynamics within a family, and the ‘role’ one has within a family have a significant 

influence on the adventure, much like group dynamics do within a group of adolescents. Due to 

cultural and familial expectations often placed on adolescents, they often do not have the 

opportunity for the type of self-discovery travel offers until they remove themselves from the 

home environment (L. Brown, 2009). When I asked Mike “how important do you think it was 

being away on your own for the first time, how much did that contribute to this experience you 

had?” his response was indicative of how many participants felt:  

It was very nice because I didn’t have to deal with, especially my brother, we kind of 

clash sometimes, but also what I found is that people my age are open to doing a lot more 
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than older people or my brother. So going and doing more was nice, just to be by myself 

because I could do whatever I wanted, and the group, they had similar views as I did 

about stuff. Even if they didn’t I could still do it by myself... (Mike) 

For many participants, the removal from the family environment provided a different type of 

experience, enabling them to branch out socially and grow as individuals. Even though the 

participants were away from their families, this did not translate to them having total freedom 

and independence: days were packed full of pre-planned activities, and OpWall staff and school 

chaperones were always in close proximity. However, while they were always around adult 

supervision, they were given more opportunities than they normally would be back home to try 

something new and different that appealed to them: 

I think independence-wise that was the longest I’ve gone without my parents and being 

away…. When you are there, despite the teachers, there is a lot more freedom with your 

choices, and what you make. Like you are essentially independent, I mean there is a 

structured environment, but it is very, very different from going with your [family]…. it 

almost makes you feel so much younger when you are travelling with your family 

whereas when you are travelling by yourself, I think I became a lot more independent, or 

maybe I learned a lot of independence or realized that I prefer being independent. (Suzy) 

This quotation illustrates how the participants were able to engage in self-discovery, grow as an 

individual and develop a sense of autonomy and my finding is supported by previous results 

indicating that travel enables individuals to develop a sense of autonomy, engage in self-

discovery, and increase their self-confidence as they begin to take responsibility for their choices 

(L. Brown, 2009; Smith et al., 2014). Whether it is a sense of freedom enabling one to do what 
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they want, to avoid the arguments that may occur amongst siblings, or to act like a new version 

of themselves, this sense of freedom and independence offered something to many participants.  

Element #4: Remoteness 

An important element of the expedition that facilitated the TL process was being isolated 

in a remote location, particularly when referring to the cloud forest. The remoteness contributed 

to the participants escaping their regular environment and lifestyle, enabled them to experience 

the non-human world at a new level, and prevented them from being ‘wired’ in to the rest of the 

world at all times. Participants accepted their new environment as the new normal, and had the 

opportunity to fully engage in the activities being offered. The following highlights the 

importance of the remoteness expressed by many: 

I think one thing that would definitely be good to stick with is the remoteness of it all. I 

don’t know what the other OpWall camps are like, but I think it is definitely good, 

especially for high school students like us to get out of our usual lives and get thrown into 

something so vastly different. I think that was one of the most important parts about it 

and made it so good….If there was a basecamp on the edge of like San Pedro, and then 

you take the truck out into the jungle for the day, spend several hours out there and then 

come back, it’s not as special I would think. Because you spend the day in the jungle 

which is nice, but then you come back to regular life so it seems not as great because 

when you stay out there, then it’s like that’s what you are doing for the whole two weeks 

or so. And if you were coming back it wouldn’t really be like that… (Johnny) 

Connected to the element of venturing out of ones’ daily routine, the remoteness offered 

participants the opportunity to become fully immersed with the experiences to be had on the 
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expedition. Opportunities to engage with the science and reflect as a group are highlighted by 

Diane in the following quote:  

Because we were totally immersed in the environment that we were working in, getting 

to sleep in the jungle or right on the beach, or at base camp, we were in it all the time. So 

after we did the bird walks, at night we would all be sitting around saying “Oh, that’s the 

Quetzal, or that’s the so and so”, so it was really neat to be able to do that and be totally 

immersed in everything about it, so you didn’t have that going back, Wi-Fi, or whatever, 

you were just in it all the time there. (Diane)  

She also mentioned another key aspect the remoteness offered – lack of Wi-Fi – which I will 

later elaborate upon. Returning to ‘normal’ life would have removed many of these opportunities 

to become immersed and connect with others going through the same experience. Andre 

discusses how it helped him be better equipped to interact with other individuals:  

I’m glad it was… a remote area because I think that was the biggest reason why I 

approached the person, which probably influenced me to be more interactive with others. 

But if it was next to a village I feel like going back into town, just getting some food, just 

a normal day everyone doing their own thing, and then it would feel like a working 

system rather than a volunteer and helping system for conservation and biodiversity… if 

it was a bigger city or something, I would have been more intimidated maybe to meet 

new people. 

While the remoteness enabled the participants to avoid the distractions of regular life, it 

also created a safe environment for the participants to interact with the scientists in a meaningful 

manner, all while being surrounded by unfamiliar settings. Seeing as how the participants began 
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the expedition in the most remote location, I personally believe this was likely an important 

factor in allowing the participants to adjust to their new surroundings in a non-intimidating 

environment. 

Not only did the remoteness enable the participants to become immersed in the 

environment and to connect with others around them on a different level, it also seemed to allow 

them to connect with nature on a different level. Mike further discusses the importance of 

allowing himself to get outside, and the importance it likely had on the other participants to 

connect with the non-human world:  

I think everybody needs to no matter how they were raised or how they were brought up, 

me in particular just because of the way I am and everybody is different, but I need this 

time in isolation, and as a person gets to see the outside world more, they actually need it 

more too. So if you grew up always inside you won’t feel the need to go outside as much, 

so going on this trip probably opened up a lot of eyes on how much they actually would 

like to go outside. 

The ability to connect with the non-human world was yet another key aspect the remoteness of 

the expedition provided. Elijah illustrates how the remoteness enabled him to live in sync with 

the cycles of the non-human world: 

Elijah: There aren’t even any lights or anything, it just feels like getting back to nature 

and like getting on a natural sleep schedule. 

Me: How important was this remoteness, being in the middle of the cloud forest, how 

important was that to you?  
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Elijah: I don’t think it would have been the same experience at all without that. It’s like, 

there we got back to nature and on a completely different schedule, but if it was right 

beside a highway I don’t think it would have been the same thing at all.  

Establishing this connection with the non-human world is not easily accomplished when 

one ventures into nature for a day and then returns home to the surrounding distractions. The 

remoteness also enabled the participants the opportunity to experience the non-human world like 

they are not able to when near a town or city, “I guess one of the things that I couldn’t even get 

over, was lying in the hammock at night, and then hearing the sounds of the forest and seeing 

that you are just surrounded by trees” (Johnny). The opportunity to experience nature in its 

natural state for an extended period of time enabled individuals to gain a better appreciation for 

what nature has to offer, how intricate the non-human world is, and how humans are part of this 

interconnectedness. The student’s opportunity to experience nature also supports the idea that 

“reconnecting ourselves with the natural world also helps us to awaken our senses and our sense 

of wonder” (O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004, p. 175). The non-human component will be further 

elaborated upon in the second agent. For now, it is important to note the importance of this 

experience occurring in a remote and isolated location to facilitate an intimate connection to the 

non-human world.  

Another important aspect of the remoteness was that of limited to no Wi-Fi access, along 

with the lack of ability to charge personal electronics. This essentially introduced participants to 

life without electronics, ‘forcing’ them to find alternative ways to spend their time. Technology 

does have many benefits, such as enabling individuals to inform and be informed, and to 

coordinate large scale events (Fried, 2012; O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004). However, it also 
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bombards us with an endless number of distractions resulting in “little remaining consciousness 

to process our own feelings and think our own thoughts” (Grigg, 2016, para. 2). The following 

statement from Owen provided an insight to the mind-set of many of the participants: “I think the 

isolation, how we were away from everything we knew… with no technology, I thought that was 

pretty important because a lot of people don’t ever get away from their technology.” Escaping 

technology allows us to “process experience, solve problems, make thoughtful decisions, 

examine our feelings, discover perspectives, assess our actions and contemplate our identity” 

(Grigg, 2016, para. 3). Ben talked about how the experience would have been different if there 

was access to Wi-Fi and the associated distractions:  

I feel like if we had, you know, 4 bars of LTE for the whole trip I would have just been 

on my phone all the time… not having service and stuff like that really helped…. At first 

I was scared of that, but after the second day or so, I think it was the second night where I 

really grew to like it a lot more, but yeah, after that I almost came to appreciate the 

remoteness. 

Likewise, Mike illustrates how the lack of technological distractions enabled him to take full 

advantage of the activities being offered:  

I would say it was one of the most important things, is isolation…. I found that isolation 

from community, and electronics especially, and modern day technology was really 

important…. I was in there just doing all the activities, and I had a chance to do basically 

everything I wanted to do, and to relax.  
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Being fully present in the lived moment offers the potential for individuals to take much more 

meaning away from an experience compared to having the same experience with technological 

distractions.  

The element of remoteness offered many key aspects to the participants: removal from 

their regular surroundings, opportunities to reflect and connect with others, opportunities to 

experience the non-human world without distractions and to disconnect from technology. My 

findings are supported by previous research that found only by removing oneself from tourist 

spots offering a sense of familiarity even when travelling, and immersing yourself in local 

customs whether culturally or environmentally, is key to facilitate the transformative learning 

process (Lean, 2012; Morgan, 2010).  

Agent #2: Cultural Exposure 

“We are all kernels of the same corncob” is a saying sometimes used by Tewa elders. 

What this really means is that we are all related and that there is a unity in diversity. 

When one looks at a cob of traditional Pueblo corn, you see that each kernel is different, 

it is an individual, it is unique, and it has a different hue, a slightly different shape than 

other kernels. Each kernel leans against its neighbour. Yet, each kernel leaning against 

one another form the community that is the corncob. This is the biologically embodied 

idea that we are all related, “we are all kernels of the same corncob.” (O’Sullivan & 

Taylor, 2004, p. 109) 

The second agent of change in my TL process for adolescents revolves around exposure 

to a different culture and lifestyle. Participants were exposed to cultural differences in food, 

language, security and the gap between rich and poor. Whether at the terrestrial site where there 
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were local guides and cooks, being transported between locations and seeing the different urban 

and rural lifestyles, or at the marine site where there was access to the local village, the cultural 

component was always present. Morgan (2010) found that encountering “very different 

sociocultural values and behaviours” can lead to a significant level of personal dislocation, 

thereby “potentially priming the traveler with a ‘mind-set’ conducive to transformation” (p. 253). 

Engaging with the cultural aspect of the expedition and processing what they experienced proved 

to be very powerful in shaping the participants evolving worldviews; some participants may have 

still been processing the effects of the cultural exposure long after the trip. For the majority of 

participants who were transformed by the cultural differences, common themes as to how they 

were affected existed.   

One of the themes that repeatedly came up during the interviews, and perhaps the most 

expected, was how different the lifestyles were in Honduras compared to life back home in 

Canada. “I thought this trip was a big eye-opener…I’ve never really experienced a new 

culture…. This was very different for me, and it was pretty cool seeing just how people live 

differently” (Ralph). “Meeting some of the people, especially the guides, it astonished me just 

how… different their lives were to mine” (Kurt). Some participants provided more specific 

details as to what they found interesting about the different lifestyle in Honduras.  

People at gas stations had machine guns on them… the store keeper had a shotgun and 

was just walking around in the gas station, so that was weird…. It was ridiculous. I mean 

that is kind of the way they live there, but it all impacts you. (Mike) 

Behaviours such as carrying guns in the open is not part of the Canadian lifestyle. For most 

participants, this was the first time they had ever experienced being immersed in a foreign 
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culture, and they found being in a developing country more powerful than seeing it second hand. 

“Seeing something on a screen, you can’t really relate to it, whereas when you are thrown right 

in the middle, it’s just so much more powerful” (Johnny). Both Kurt and Suzy described the 

power of seeing the children and the homes they lived in as we drove by on the bus: 

Despite the fact that it wasn’t an entirely culturally based trip, there were bits that we saw 

that were so powerful, you know when we were in the trucks driving up there were those 

little houses made entirely of mud with the chickens in front and people were there, these 

big families in these little houses that you could see out there. It was really interesting to 

see, again it’s like sitting in a classroom versus actually seeing it live, in person, not just 

on photos on TV, that these are real people, we are smiling at them, we are waving at 

them, and they are living in a house made of mud. (Suzy) 

I think the first day when we were driving down and we passed the kids in the villages. 

The kinds of images I saw were the kinds of things you would see on the history channel, 

or national geographic. Most people just sort of pass those images by. You get very 

desensitized to them after seeing quite a lot of them. But actually being there and having 

the kids wave at you, it’s very moving. Just to see the contrast between what I know and 

what those kids know, or what any of the adults or anybody who lives in those 

communities know to be life. It really astonished me to be there and experience the 

difference. (Kurt) 

Discussion about the families and their living conditions was frequently brought up during the 

interviews, and each time a participant talked about what they saw, the emotions they were 

reliving was apparent. When encountering “a different culture with its different cultural 
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customs…values, and attitudes”, such experiences have the potential to be transformative, 

particularly when visiting a different country (Morgan, 2010, p. 255).  

Many participants noted the lifestyle differences within the country itself. There was a 

stark contrast to the way people lived their lives in the rural and urban settings. “Seeing that 

disconnect between the city and the small villages, and then seeing the rural areas was really 

neat, seeing the comparison was really cool” (Diane). The disconnect Diane is talking about 

between the city and the small villages just outside the city is apparent in the following quote: 

Going into San Pedro… I looked out on the balcony from our hotel room and there were 

people sleeping in the park, and there’s like armed guards walking around everywhere…. 

Then on the next day on the way out, like 10 minutes out of the city it switches to shacks 

made of corrugated steel or whatever. I thought just seeing the wealth gap, that was really 

memorable for me. (Elijah) 

While this is not something unique to developing countries, it was perhaps more evident as 

drastic differences were visible along major routes of travel. Depending on where one lives in 

Canada, they may never have seen the level of poverty that was so evident in Honduras.  

Another theme that emerged from the data was how many of the participants noticed 

“how much less people had there” (Ben) and how the locals “have almost next to nothing” 

(Johnny). In western society where materialism is so prominent, one may believe that people 

living with so little would not be able to live a happy life. But what the participants observed was 

often quite the opposite. “When the children were waving, and when we were on the truck on the 

way there or back, there was a child watching us pass, and they were all so happy and very 

welcoming” (Andre). Witnessing this resulted in a realization for many about happiness and 
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money: “I just think that all the people were really nice, and even though they didn’t have very 

much money, happiness doesn’t match a number so it doesn’t matter how much money you 

have” (Mike). Even though no communication or personal interaction was involved, all the 

observations discussed above seemed to leave a lasting impression on the participants.  

Most of the cultural implications discussed so far have simply been observations made by 

the participants as they travelled from location to location within Honduras. Participants also had 

the opportunity to interact with residents, primarily at the camps, as OpWall works to establish 

relationships with residents at all expedition sites around the world. 

It was also cool seeing how OpWall worked so closely with the locals by hiring guides 

and having them open their shops up around camp just to support the villages because, 

like of course you hear about under developed countries and people who are living in 

poverty but, you never really understand it until you are around it as we have been. 

(Johnny) 

Smith et al. found that “establishing in-country partnerships with individuals… and 

organizations… can enrich an environment that fosters transformative learning” (2014, para. 

317). Hiring locals for guides, cooks and to open small shops in camp helps create a sense of 

community amongst everyone involved. These opportunities for the participants to interact with 

the residents allowed them to create personal connections. This was not an easy undertaking as 

there was typically a language barrier between the locals and the participants. Regardless, there 

were ways around this. “Just watching the cooks in Guanales… when they would be using their 

clay ovens which it looked like they made themselves, it was pretty cool” (Johnny). Even though 

none of the cooks could speak English, polite gestures were exchanged, and the participants were 
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able to witness the difficulties associated with running a camp kitchen in the middle of a cloud 

forest. Owen talked about a different type of interaction and how one of the guides “actually 

made a flute… basically out of his machete, he was playing notes and stuff, that was cool, having 

a laugh, it was fun, they were cool people.” Despite the language barriers, conversations 

occurred between the guides and the locals.  

There was only one I knew who could really speak English, but we got into a really big 

conversation about what my life was like back home and how he wants to protect this 

forest too. That was pretty cool talking to him. (Ralph) 

Recognizing the fact that people living in a developing country are just regular people 

going about their daily lives and being able to establish personal connections with them is a 

powerful experience. The ability to make connections with people from different social identity 

groups has been shown to have the potential to develop empathy amongst all members of the 

group when in an egalitarian setting (Fried, 2012). All the interactions with the locals, whether it 

was from observations driving by on a bus, engaging with them in the camps, or striking up a 

conversation, proved to be important in the transformative learning process for adolescents: 

There can be rich opportunities on expeditions for the young participants to consider 

what it might be like to live in a very different place from their home and to be part of a very 

different culture, by exploring the behaviours, beliefs and values of local people. Participants and 

leaders can examine taken-for-granted assumptions about their own values and beliefs, which 

can, in turn, inform their own attitudes and behaviour (Allison & Von Wald, 2010, p. 226). 
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Agent #3: Biological Inundation: First-hand experiences in the lived moment 

I remember, this is something we were talking about in the group talks over there, how 

everyone was glad they got hands-on experience. I think that was mentioned [numerous] 

times during every single interview down there, and how everyone was glad to have the 

hands-on experience. Seeing and doing the hands-on experience with the scientists who 

are passionate about what they do, those two words were said a lot of times and I don’t 

think they were exaggerated at all. (Max) 

The third agent of change in my TL model for adolescents is biological inundation. It is 

comprised of first-hand experiences with the scientists and the non-human world, often referred 

to as experiential education. Experiential education can be defined as an active process “in which 

educators purposefully engage with learners in direct experience and focused reflection in order 

to increase knowledge, develop skills, clarify values, and develop people’s capacity to contribute 

to their communities” (Association for Experiential Education, n.d., para. 2). The sense-making 

process occurs “between the inner world of the person and the outer world of the environment” 

(Beard & Wilson, 2006, p. 2). Some of the more important principles constituting experiential 

education are: (1) learners are engaged emotionally, socially, physically, and intellectually; (2) 

learning is supported by critical reflection; (3) the results of the experience form the foundation 

for future learning experiences; (4) relationships are developed; (5) learners are able to assess 

their own values and beliefs; and (6) spontaneous learning is encouraged (Association for 

Experiential Education, n.d.).  

Throughout the expedition in Honduras, and particularly while in the cloud forest, the 

participants were continuously engaged with the scientists gaining direct, first-hand experience 



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING PROCESS IN ADOLESCENTS 92 
 

with the non-human world. While immersed in the agent of experiential education, the 

participants continued to build on their previous experiences from the previous agents. While the 

previous agents contained some experiential components, this agent was entirely experiential. 

These new experiential experiences furthered the process of TL and opened the door to potential 

changes in the participants’ views towards the non-human world and their post-secondary 

aspirations.  

Element #1: The Scientists  

The expedition provided the participants the opportunity to work side-by-side with 

scientists from all over the world, engaged in the learning process. There was a difference in 

interaction with the scientists between the terrestrial and marine sites. At the terrestrial sites, the 

scientists took the students out on two or three transects per day as they collected data related to 

their area of research. While on the transects, the scientists would constantly be communicating 

with the participants, pointing out things of interest and doing their biological sampling. When 

sampling, the scientists demonstrated the proper techniques, communicated the purpose of the 

research, and offered the students the opportunity to do it themselves. While on the transects 

there were numerous opportunities for emergent learning to occur as the participants asked the 

scientists questions about what they were experiencing at that moment based on their previous 

experiences. When not on a transect, the scientists were typically available around camp for the 

students to further engage with. This was in stark contrast to the marine site where very little 

interaction occurred between the students and scientists. A typical day consisted of two dives 

lead by a scientist with a short period of interaction prior to and after each dive, and an afternoon 

lecture delivered by a scientist that appeared to all to be quite disengaged. It is understandable 
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that while diving it is not possible to verbally communicate with one another, but more could 

have been done to increase the level of interaction between the students and scientists around 

camp about the research. Due to the differences between the terrestrial and marine sites, much of 

what is discussed below is based on the experiences the participants had at the terrestrial sites. 

Throughout the interviews, key themes emerged indicating the importance of certain 

characteristics exhibited by the terrestrial scientists that were integral to the TL process: being 

knowledgeable (professional) about their research; being relatable, respectful and approachable; 

and being willing to educate and engage the students in their field of research. It quickly became 

evident there was a key foundation underlying all these characteristics – passion. 

Probably one of the ones that stands out the most was the herpetologist in Guanales … 

Jesse. Just how excited he was about everything. He would pick up a lizard and he would 

be showing it to us, and he would be smiling the whole time, as if he was sharing one of 

his passions with us, which definitely gets you more engaged with it as opposed to just 

picking it up and just saying “this is this, and you measure this” [monotone voice]. I think 

that was one of the main things I enjoyed the most. (Johnny) 

Seeing the passion of the scientists was a powerful experience for the participants, and 

was one of the key mechanisms resulting in post-secondary transformations. People passionate 

about their careers have linked what they do to their sense of identity or self (O’Sullivan & 

Taylor, 2004). The scientists at the terrestrial site have all been able to discover work that excites 

them, making it meaningful, fun and exciting, as “what they do seems like a natural extension of 

who, in their heart of hearts, they feel they are called to be” (O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004, p. 142). 

This passion played an important role in how the scientists interacted with and educated the 
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participants about the research they were conducting. Rather than appearing distant and superior, 

the scientists interacted with the participants “more like equals” (Johnny), thereby being 

relatable. “I think it is just the way the scientists there approached their field and teaching and 

stuff… It felt less like a lecture and more like a conversation” (Elijah). This sentiment regarding 

the way the scientists interacted with and educated the students was expressed numerous times: 

It almost felt like we were not on the same level, but they treated us just as much respect 

as we treated them with. I think there was a mutual respect there, even though they had so 

much more knowledge on the subject. If we didn’t know anything, they would be right 

there to tell us, and now you know. They didn’t act all high and mighty because they 

knew something, they really wanted you to be involved with whatever activities they 

were doing. (Ralph) 

They did it in a way that we either learned from what they were saying, like picking up 

new words or they were able to explain it in a way that we would be able understand no 

matter what words they were using which was really neat…. I think it was easy because 

they weren’t that much older than us either, which made it easier because they were kind 

of like us age-wise so they could kind of relate that way too. (Diane) 

These responses indicate the importance of being knowledgeable, respectable, relatable 

and able to interact with the learners at an appropriate level when creating an environment 

conducive to learning. The characteristics demonstrated by the scientists and the quality of the 

interactions they generated with the participants are indicative of Dewey’s educational 

philosophy that puts the emphasis on participation by the learner where the “teacher loses the 

position of external boss or dictator but takes on that of leader of group activities” (Dewey, 1938, 
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p. 25). Rather than only focusing on their specific research task, the scientists were willing to 

engage with the participants in whatever they encountered while on the transects and by what the 

participants were curious about, creating a co-learning environment. This supports previous 

findings that suggest educators must begin to relinquish some of their authority or “positional 

power” when appropriate to help create an environment that will foster TL (Baumgartner, 2001, 

p. 20). Participants did not feel reluctant to ask questions as they knew the scientists would enjoy 

sharing their knowledge with them, and the scientists never made the participants feel like what 

they were asking was inappropriate. If the scientists were not able to answer a question posed by 

the participants, they would follow up and get back to the students, creating a reciprocal learning 

relationship between the participants and the scientists. This type of teacher-learner interaction is 

a key characteristic of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, resulting in collaboration, co-

learning and growth of existing skills (Verenikina, 2008). Research has also found that when 

learners are able to establish relationships and open dialogue with trustworthy professionals they 

develop a genuine understanding of and interest in that given field of study (Bergeå et al., 2006).  

Having already established respectful relationships with the scientists, the excitement and 

passion displayed by the scientists began to transfer to the participants as they became more 

engaged with the research.  

When they got the snake, Jesse was so excited, he was freaking out, he was like “I’m so 

glad, this was the best day ever to come down”. Just to see the passion for their [reptiles] 

or bats or whatever they were studying, it was so interesting and so cool. That made it so 

much more interesting to us, because you know the person who was giving the lectures in 

Utila, she obviously didn’t want to be there, like let’s just get through this. But these guys 
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were so excited and so happy that it made you really excited and really happy to be there, 

and you wanted to go help. Their passion translated to you, and when they were talking 

and explaining, they were so much more interesting to listen to, and they explained 

everything so much better, and often they would actually let you be a lot more interactive 

with it also. (Suzy) 

Even when the participants were not able to physically help the scientists with their research, just 

being in the natural environment of the scientists and seeing their passion had a positive effect.  

I loved watching the scientists in Guanales and in base camp because they were so 

passionate about what they were doing. They knew what they were doing, but they 

legitimately enjoyed it, and I think that that is something that I fully haven’t experienced 

before, is that kind of passion. (Kurt) 

Building on the first agent of change, experiencing something for the first time is all the more 

powerful when you get to experience it first-hand. Experiencing something new first-hand 

supports Dewey’s idea that “everything depends upon the quality of the experience which is had” 

(Dewey, 1938, p. 9), and that “experience and education cannot be directly related to each other” 

(Dewey, 1938, p. 8) as all experiences are not equal. Experiencing something new by being on 

location appears to be much more powerful than learning something new in an environment 

distant and removed from where the experience took place. Even for the participants expecting to 

see a sense of joy from the scientists with regards to their research, they were still surprised at 

how intense this passion was:  

How involved the researchers were in their work, they were super into it. I knew that if 

you do research on something, you really get into it. But that really surprised me that they 
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were super passionate about whatever they did, and even about subjects’ kind of related. 

They wanted to know more if they didn’t know that, or tell you more if you didn’t know 

that about that subject. I think that is what stands out the most. (Ralph). 

This display of passion exhibited by the scientists speaks to the importance of finding a career 

you are passionate about. The participants were able to see how the scientists were also engaged 

in the learning process, as “passionate people are always learning, reinventing themselves, and 

exploring new things” (O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004, p. 160). Educational systems strive to create 

lifelong learners, yet often do not succeed. The participants witnessed what it is like to be an 

active lifelong learner and the enjoyment it brings when you are passionate about your work, and 

now many of them wish to find their passion. 

Another key factor contributing to the participants wanting to find their passion was 

being engaged in meaningful, or optimal experiences with the scientists. Many of them 

expressed how they felt they were contributing to the research and conservation work being done 

by the scientists: 

I think to see that feedback, like the data sheets and putting it into the computers, and 

taking measurements and all that definitely gave us a sense of getting to contribute to the 

bigger picture of what they were doing there and future research. (Diane) 

I felt that while I was there I was doing something meaningful, because a lot of my 

summers up until this past one have been family vacations, or me staying home and 

playing video games. It’s very, either materialistic or habitual. (Kurt) 

When I looked at the newsletter we got about all the things that happened this year, what 

all the research did, that was pretty cool. (Owen) 
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I felt like I was actually contributing instead of just here’s our money, let us take pictures 

or whatever. I actually felt like we were helping collect samples and helping to do the 

stuff, I felt it was actually beneficial and worthwhile to do. (Suzy) 

If one feels like the work they are doing is meaningful, they are more likely to be passionate 

about their work (O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004). This is consistent with previous findings that 

when international travel “provides opportunities for meaningful ‘service’ or volunteer work 

(whether focused on addressing environmental or social issues or both)” (Morgan, 2010, p. 264), 

it becomes a key contributor in the TL process. 

Working with the scientists also introduced the participants to a whole new world of 

possible professions they may never have known otherwise existed:  

This experience has really opened my eyes to a sense of realism. People always say you 

can be whatever you want to be, and for a lot of people that is like a general practitioner, 

a dentist, a teacher, these are all things you can see in your life so those are the things you 

think about whenever they say you can have whatever career you want to. But what we 

don’t see is the stuff that we saw down in Honduras, like you can be a scientist, you can 

literally spend your life in these gorgeous places looking at a fish that you are really 

passionate about! I mean, that’s maybe not the richest [monetarily], but emotionally the 

richest. It would just be so amazing… I’ve talked to my friends about this, I’ve told them 

there are people whose jobs are to study lionfish… and the coral lady who went down 

there for work, and no one believes me. It’s not real until you see it. (Suzy)  
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Being able to experience the different views of the profession and practice related to the area you 

are studying (Smith et al., 2014) may make it easier for individuals to find their true passion and 

live an emotionally rich life.  

Element #2: Non-human interactions 

The allure of the experiences with the non-human world was one of the primary reasons 

many participants signed up for this expedition. Experiential learning opportunities providing 

encounters with the non-human world have been found to be key in facilitating TL through travel 

(Morgan, 2010). The participants were continuously engaged in first-hand experiences and their 

enthusiasm to get involved was apparent. Being immersed in the tropical environment was a 

powerful component of the expedition for nearly every participant involved, supporting the well-

known notion that “prolonged experience of wilderness is a deepening and expanding experience 

for many humans” (Meeker as cited in Morgan, 2010, p. 254). How they processed these first-

hand experiences with the non-human world depended upon the individual, with the majority of 

transformations revolving around their shifting views towards the non-human world.  

Some of the most important hands-on experiences revolved around just that, physically 

touching and holding the organisms. Whether it was “rolling dung balls to catch beetles, or 

picking up snakes in the forest” (Diane), the actual hands-on was significant to all participants. 

One of the more powerful physical experiences was with the scientists who were trapping birds 

using the mist-netting technique. Participants would help the scientists measure and record the 

data, then they would have the chance to release the birds. “I got to hold the hummingbird, I’ve 

seen these on my balcony… but I’ve never actually held one before, to feel how delicate they 

actually are” (Max). While brief in duration, it was a powerful experience. “I don’t even 
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remember what bird it was but I got to hold one, I got to release one, and that was really cool” 

(Elijah). Whether it was the opportunity to release a bird or hold a frog, “just all of that 

excitement made it more interesting and made it kind of stick with you… again, it is the hands-

on” (Suzy). The power of physically holding a living, breathing organism in its natural 

environment cannot be underestimated, as Max points out “if we weren’t able to touch the things 

we were around, that would have ruined the trip quite a lot.” Being able to physically touch 

something enables the participant to connect with the non-human world, providing a level of 

interest and excitement you cannot achieve from looking at a picture or watching a video.  

Even though it would be nice to physically touch all the organisms, it was not possible 

due to a variety of reasons. Fortunately, being able to see the organisms with their own eyes in 

their native environments also proved to be a key mechanism in the TL process. As Ben 

illustrates, “explaining all the stuff that happened to my friends and showing them all the 

pictures, they are never going to get the same sense of surprise and wonder as someone who was 

actually there would have experienced.” This emotional context is something that is missing 

from many educational settings, yet is easily experienced when dealing with experiential 

education. Being present in the environment also enabled the participants to experience the 

diversity the non-human world has to offer. This insight frequently came up during the 

interviews, especially when the participants were talking about their experiences diving. “I found 

it really interesting and it’s definitely going to leave an imprint on me because that was the first 

time seeing that many, that biodiversity in such a small area, it was just things I’ve never seen 

before” (Andre). Ben highlights the importance diving had for the participants: 
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I can’t really recall a specific moment when I was diving where it encapsulated 

everything that I felt, like all the excitement in one moment. I think it was just the general 

experience of diving, and just looking up and seeing when you dive down below and you 

turn around and just see this entire wall facing you, and you could go 360 degrees and 

just float and go wherever you wanted to go, that was just really neat. And just seeing all 

the, the uncountable corals and organisms there, fish everywhere. Being able to look at 

any specific part of the reef or piece of coral and just seeing so many different things 

there, action all the time and in every single little coral section, that was going on all the 

time. I think that, there wasn’t a specific moment, but that whole experience was one of 

the other big things for me. Just seeing that.   

This represents the view the majority of participants had towards the diving component: 

participants were able to immerse themselves in the environment and witness first-hand the 

diversity and intricacies of the ecosystem they were temporarily part of. Morgan (2010) indicates 

these types of deep experiential learning opportunities with the non-human world are known to 

encourage personal transformations, much like the participants went through on this expedition. 

Being immersed in these new and exotic environments enabled the participants to 

experience numerous special and unexpected moments, often resulting in strong emotional 

reactions. Katherine articulated what many participants felt: “[there were] a lot of amazing things 

that I just haven’t experienced before, strangely, and I can’t get out of my head, and I think will 

stay in my head for a really long time, if not forever.” An example that came up multiple times 

was waiting for a bird, the Red-Capped Manakin, to do its “moon walking” mating dance: 
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We were just watching this one section of trees, watching the Manakins and waiting for 

them to do their cool moon walking dance that they told us about. I guess just after sitting 

there for half an hour waiting for them to do it, and then finally seeing the one guy just 

swoop in and moon walk across the branch. I just thought that was pretty cool because I 

had seen videos of it and stuff on YouTube, and then coming to the country, and not even 

knowing they had the birds, and then suddenly seeing it with my own eyes, I just thought 

that was pretty cool. (Johnny) 

Not even expecting to see this type of behaviour made it all the more powerful. “Everyone [was] 

so bewildered and so happy…just the suspense of not really expecting to see that, and then 

getting to see something which was super cool” (Ben). Another powerful non-human experience 

mentioned multiple times was encountering a small pod of dolphins while heading to our final 

dive site: 

I remember when we were doing the dives, I still remember the dolphins, I was so happy! 

I was like there are actually dolphins, oh my god, can I hug them?! … I’ve never gotten 

to see these exotic animals. I was still really, really happy seeing them, then it got even 

better seeing that barracuda under water. I remember how we weren’t supposed to talk 

about it when we got on the boat because they are really overfished, and we didn’t want 

to let the captain know about its general whereabouts. We also saw the stingrays 

following it. (Max) 

This sequence in the conversation not only indicates how powerful an experience seeing wild 

dolphins was for the participants, but also how issues such as conservation and overfishing were 

intertwined throughout the expedition when the situation arose. This exemplifies the emergent 
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learning that occurred throughout the trip based on what was happening in the environment at 

any given point in time.  

All participants on this expedition were immersed in the non-human world for two 

weeks. The environments were remote, yet were still influenced by human activities. Participants 

were able to connect with the environment by experiencing it in a first-hand manner, and felt like 

they were contributing to the future well-being of these ecosystems. The effect this had on each 

individual opened the door to potential change as part of the TL process.  

Agent #4: The Shifting Emotional Landscape 

Throughout the duration of this journey, the participants were subjected to a wide range 

of emotions: excitement, nervousness, anxiousness, fear, surprise, appreciation, fulfillment, 

respect, enjoyment, and others. Emotions were key for all types of transformations. In this 

section, I will focus on the variety of emotions displayed by the participants, and how those 

emotions interacted with the other agents thereby contributing to the transformative learning 

process.  

Emotions, described as “an innate, powerful, and principally unconscious process” 

(Sylwester, 2001, para. 8) are part of everybody’s life. Acting like our “biological thermostats” 

(Sylwester, 2001, para. 7), we often react uncontrollably, without consciously thinking about our 

emotional reaction. Even though emotions are part of everybody’s life, the expression of 

emotions has not always been encouraged in all cultures. “Historically, the expression of emotion 

has been associated with weakness and irrationality in many [Western educational] institutions” 

(Beard & Wilson, 2006, p. 173), and emotions may actually interfere with an individual 

accurately understanding an experience (Fried, 2012). The importance of emotions in TL was 
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even omitted by Mezirow in his original theory, as he believed TL was a rational process based 

primarily on reflection (Mezirow, 1990, 1994). However, we now realize all learning is 

inextricably linked to emotion, and the affective domain essentially provides the underlying 

foundation for all learning (Beard & Wilson, 2006; Fried, 2012). Emotions play an integral role 

in how we respond as an individual to any significant experience, and the meaning we make 

from the experience. Researchers have begun to recognize the importance of emotions in the TL 

process (Taylor & Cranton, 2013), and even Mezirow has acknowledged the importance of the 

“affective, emotional and social contexts” (Baumgartner, 2001, p. 17) in the meaning making 

process. The unconscious domain of emotions are especially prevalent when learning from real-

life situations, creating a unique environment allowing the learner to not only “create meaning 

from information, it also attaches the heart to the head as people reflect on their unique 

experiences in the context of their individual lives” (Fried, 2012, p. 137). Even though there 

were common themes amongst the participants, each individual constructed their own personal 

meaning from the various experiences based on their unique emotional responses.  

Plutchik (1982, 2001) developed a theory outlining eight basic bipolar emotions: 

joy/sadness, trust/disgust, fear/anger, and surprise/anticipation. Within these eight basic 

emotional families, many additional terms occur based on similarity that describe our emotional 

states (Plutchik, 2001). Out of these eight basic emotions, only disgust did not surface during this 

expedition. The other seven groups of emotions were all important in the TL process, most 

importantly joy and surprise.  

Prior to the expedition, the emotions exhibited by the participants primarily fell into two 

categories: fear and joy. Fear includes such emotions as apprehension and anxiety, while joy 
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includes emotions such as excitement. In the pre-expedition preparation section, I discussed how 

excitement was prevalent due to the once in a lifetime opportunity participants were about to 

embark on, and anxiety in the participants arose from heading off on their own, often for the first 

time, to one of the most dangerous countries in the world. Participants may not have felt they had 

the skills to meet the perceived challenges that awaited them, thereby leading to feelings of 

anxiety (Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 2014) as they were not entirely sure about what actually 

lay ahead. However, by heading into the expedition with a sense not really knowing what 

awaited them, participants interpreted the experiences from their own perspectives and created 

their own meaning from the activities.  

During the expedition the emotional state of the participants was dominated by 

excitement as interactions occurred between the participants, the environment and other 

individuals. This emotional reaction was discussed by every participant and was primarily 

connected to first-hand experiences with the non-human world, and secondarily just being 

present in this foreign, unknown environment:  

Seeing all the unique animals there is the best thing ever. (Mike) 

The hands-on experience, doing the research I found was awesome. (Ralph)  

So the first dive… was such a different feeling compared to diving at home… so 

everything I saw was thrilling and exciting. (Suzy) 

…seeing how excited everyone got, and we were all freaking out [at the dolphins]… 

(Diane) 
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I can’t really recall a specific moment when I was diving where it encapsulated 

everything that I felt, like all the excitement in one moment, I think it was just the general 

experience of diving. (Ben) 

It was one of the steeper hikes and we had got to the top of the hill, and I just remember 

standing there and feeling exhausted and happy at the same time. It was a weird rush of 

six o’clock [am] emotions. (Kurt)  

We found the parrot snake in the tree [and] everyone was freaking out because it was so 

cool! (Suzy) 

The other dominant emotion to surface for all participants was that of amazement and 

surprise. Again, these emotions were primarily directed towards the first-hand experiences 

involving the non-human world. Andre, along with many others, relived the encounter with the 

dolphins by saying “…they were just swimming right under our boat, that was just quite 

amazing, just seeing them as well, and then they were jumping off in the distance.” Ben talked 

about experiencing “just the magic of the moment, even though it lasted like three seconds” 

when encountering the Red-Capped Manakin and then getting to observe the moon walking 

mating dance. Even some of the scarier organisms elicited a sense of amazement as Katherine 

describes how “seeing the tarantula and having nobody freak out, that was amazing!” 

Participants were amazed by the diving, and Johnny recalls a specific encounter with a large fish: 

“So I’m just sitting there speechless… I’m like oh my god, that was so cool… I was awestruck 

by it.”  

The emotion of anticipation was also connected to the non-human world. Although not 

discussed by all participants, it was evident throughout the expedition. An entry in my field notes 
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describes “participants are eager with anticipation as to what they will find on the evening 

transect walk”. There was always an underlying sense of anticipation, and Ben describes the 

anticipation he and many others felt once word was out that the Red-Capped Manakin’s were 

around and we should wait to see if they do their moon walking dance: “just the suspense of not 

really expecting to see that, and then getting to see something which was super cool.” 

Complementing anticipation was the emotion of surprise. The participants ventured into the 

unknown without a list of experiences needing to be fulfilled. Nobody went needing to see the 

Red-Capped Manakin or its moon walking dance; most did not even know this bird lived where 

we were going. Just seeing the bird elicited a strong emotional reaction of surprise from all 

involved, then waiting in anticipation and actually seeing the mating dance further intensified the 

experience.  

Admiration and trust was geared towards both the non-human world and the scientists, 

and was expressed as a sense of respect by the students as illustrated by Ben: “I respected the 

scientists there, and how little they had actually messed with the forest.” Admiration towards the 

researchers proved to be an important contributor to facilitating personal change amongst the 

participants. To foster TL, you need to not only have knowledgeable professionals, but also 

professionals the learners respect and vice versa (Bergeå et al., 2006). With regards to the non-

human world, participants expressed how the location of the expedition enabled them to “see 

such a beautiful thing but you don’t mess with it, you have that respect for it” (Diane), and how 

experiencing the ecosystem as a whole enabled them to feel a sense of “respect for the small 

things” (Ralph), not just the glamorous pieces. For these participants, this sense of respect for the 
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natural world seemed to be much easier to establish when they had the opportunity to experience 

what they were learning about.  

Admiration also extended towards other members of the group. The social skills and 

bonds that developed on this expedition were powerful, as expressed by Suzy: “I absolutely 

adore the group we went with and I’m really sad I don’t get to see them anymore.” When the 

expedition was over, a sense of grief emerged. This extended beyond friendships and to the 

actual experience itself: “with this trip I was genuinely sad when it was over, and I didn’t want to 

leave, I wanted to stay there which is something I never really had before” (Ben). This is 

consistent with research indicating that the “loss of expedition friends, community and the 

expedition environment might simply indicate the adjustment pains of positive personal growth 

brought about by such powerful experiential learning” (Beard & Wilson, 2006, p. 118). The 

sense of loss and personal growth exhibited by many of the participants supports the importance 

this learning experience had on the participants.  

Fear is a strong emotion and often has a negative connotation associated with it. Fear was 

evident with some participants, especially with regards to the insects found in the cloud forest. 

Max mentioned how he “was scared that bugs were going to bite me in the night”, and Ben 

talked about how he “was super scared of bees going into the trip”. For Ben the situation got 

even worse when Katherine got stung on the first day as we were hiking in to the satellite camp, 

and the bee then flew at Ben and ended up behind his glasses. Other participants had personal 

fears going into the expedition that surfaced due to a certain experience. Suzy participated in an 

optional tree canopy experience, and recalls how “it was really, really, scary” and how on the 

way up she had to stop every couple of feet so she could stop hyperventilating. Fear can be a 
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crippling emotion for an individual, preventing them from accomplishing a goal or learning as 

previously mentioned (Fried, 2012). However, what happened in all these instances is the 

participants’ views towards their fears changed. Both Ben and Max developed a greater 

appreciation for insects, and Suzy’s fear of heights turned into elation when she reached the top. 

As the participants realized they had the skill set to deal with the perceived challenges, feelings 

of anxiety dissipated and were replaced by excitement and exhilaration, possibly indicating the 

participants were experiencing a state of flow while on the expedition as they engaged in optimal 

activities (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014a).  

Agent #5: The Art of Processing One’s Experiences 

In order for individuals to truly understand the significance of an experience, time and 

critical reflection is required to consciously process the event and shift their meaning structures 

(Bergeå et al., 2006; Howie & Bagnall, 2013; Mezirow, 1990, 1994). Reflection helps to develop 

a sense of mindfulness enabling people to make sense of an experience, develop new insights 

and self-identities as long held values are questioned, and identify connections between the self 

and the world (Beard & Wilson, 2006; Fried, 2012; Thorburn & Marshall, 2014).  

Throughout the expedition the participants were actively participating in experiences with 

the potential to have a significant effect on how they view their self and the world, and ultimately 

how they live their lives. Processing occurred internally, externally, individually, collectively, 

during and well after the expedition. For many participants, it likely continues to the time of my 

writing this thesis. Some experiences were fairly simple to process, while others required much 

time, reflection, and analyses. Similar to the emotional agent, processing of the experiences is 

not tied to a single type of personal change, but rather is a key component of the TL process for 
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all types of personal change. What follows is an analysis around how processing of the 

expedition occurred, and how the participants took meaning away from those experiences.  

Much of the processing began on location as the experiences unfolded in front of the 

participants. An example of this is how participants began developing an appreciation for the 

non-human world. As the scientists conducted their research in the cloud forest with the students, 

the inquisitive mind of many participants was activated and the questioning process was 

initiated: “Thinking about how many years of trial and error for this species to get to that specific 

colour or do that specific behaviour just so the other organisms can’t see it, I think that was really 

cool” (Ben). This type of processing occurred almost instantaneously as the participants worked 

with the scientists to try and quickly understand what had just unfolded in front of them. While 

much of the processing for these relatively ‘simple’ issues occurred on the spot, the potential for 

further reflection to occur at a later date exists.  

The majority of experiences were not so simple to fully comprehend. Processing of 

complex issues, such as how to live a less materialistic life, were initiated in Honduras. “Even 

just one week in the forest really made me realize how much I don’t care about that stuff 

[technology]” (Kurt). In relation to the cultural differences the participants were exposed to, 

Johnny found himself “trying to compare my life to theirs, thinking about how much different it 

would be if everyday life was lived out of this small little house that’s like half the size of my 

garage.” Processing the complexities and interconnectedness of humans and the non-human 

world, how “big of an impact they actually have on humans directly” (Kurt) and “how dependent 

we are on them [coral reefs]” (Johnny) also began to unfold while on the expedition for many. 
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The processing of complex issues such as these were initiated on the expedition and 

continued on their return.  If the processing were to stop when the experience itself ended the 

process of TL would be greatly impaired, indicating that the experience was miseducative as 

further growth was arrested (Dewey, 1938). As Suzy noted during our one-on-one interview 

many months after the completion of the expedition: “while I was on it I didn’t think it was that 

powerful, but now that I have come back I realize how life changing it actually was.”  

Reflecting back on personal experiences is imperative to the TL process as one attempts 

to comprehend the significance of an experience, and how it resonates with their current meaning 

structures. Post-experience events, such as the one-on-one interviews, stimulate memories of past 

experiences and can result in the individual re-engaging in the reflective process (Lean, 2012). 

This was the case for the participants I interviewed as it was evident the processing of the 

expedition was still occurring months after our return: 

I think I do a lot of my reflecting internally, I think I do most of it internally actually. I do 

enjoy telling people stories though. (Elijah) 

I’m a relatively quiet person but it has made me think about it more [coral bleaching], 

how it is going to affect my generation and the next generation after me on a very large 

scale. (Owen) 

I actually think about Honduras at least once a day. I find myself making a lot of 

connections, and comparing and contrasting experiences there. (Suzy) 

I wrote a lot while I was there, I still go back and I read what we were doing and I wrote 

descriptions about the different jobs we were doing and stuff…. You get that feeling 

back, that kind of rush and like oh yeah, I forgot about that! (Diane) 
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When Diane was talking about reading her written journal, a rush of excitement washed over her 

as I could almost see her being transported to the actual experience itself. While these comments 

all represent slightly different styles of internal reflection, each participant is seeking to gain a 

better understanding of what they experienced on this expedition and how it applies to their 

frames of reference. Based on the participants comments, it appears the experiences on the 

expedition were part of the experiential continuum (Dewey, 1938) and therefore educational for 

the participants as growth was not arrested. The participants’ world expanded as a result of the 

experiences on the expedition, and this has carried over to different aspects of their post-

expedition lives.  

For nearly all the participants, their internal reflection was accompanied by some form of 

external reflection. “Telling people stories” (Elijah) was a common form of external processing 

mentioned by many participants. “I look back on it and it was a really good experience, and I tell 

my friends [and teacher’s] about it all the time…. So everybody listens to stories and finds 

something in common with them” (Katherine). Story-telling dates back to the beginning of 

humanity as a tool used for the “purpose of gaining understanding” (Beard & Wilson, 2006, p. 

144) allowing us to “contextualize information and experience to make it meaningful” (McKeon, 

2012, p. 137). They help people develop personally by providing a means for people to analyze 

and potentially change their views about the self and the world (Allison & Von Wald, 2010; 

Beard & Wilson, 2006). Some participants found it beneficial to talk with adults who were “more 

interested in the societal differences between us and the cultural differences I saw in Honduras, 

but a lot of my friends more my age definitely weren’t interested in that kind of stuff” (Kurt). 

Sharing one’s travel experience has been identified “as a catalyst for reflection and a process 
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through which new meanings are constructed” (Lean, 2012, p. 168). This sharing can occur 

between family, friends, or other travelers. For some participants, the interview with me turned 

out to be an important time of reflection: “Even now I didn’t realize all this stuff was different, 

but it is. So it’s really interesting, this is also helping me, it is benefitting me just talking about 

stuff like this” (Suzy). Andre also indicated how our conversation was an important piece of the 

reflection process to help him understand how the expedition affected his life: 

I came to this interview not really knowing what has changed, but after five minutes I 

realized three main points [less stress/negativity and more positivity in life, improved 

human interactions and finding happiness now rather than potential happiness]…. I think 

right now there is so much information going through my head because of everything that 

has just happened right now… and once I get back home I’ll be thinking about it for a 

while…. This is probably a life-changing moment as well and I’m glad we got to do 

this.” (Andre) 

This external method of reflection proved to be a powerful component in the art of processing. 

Memories and emotions were brought back to the forefront of the participant’s minds as they 

attempted to interpret their experience and analyze how it supported or contradicted their current 

frame of reference.  

Regardless of how the processing unfolded, the end result is unique to each individual. 

An expedition such as this will benefit certain individuals more than others (Tozer, Collins, & 

Hathaway, 2011). There are many factors contributing to this such as previous experiences, 

personalities, emotional disposition, cultural/familial expectations, and education. The end result 

is that TL “is a complex process that is an individual experience but one that is contextualized in 
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the individual’s interpretation and meaning making of the environment and culture” (Merriam & 

Ntseane, 2008, p. 187). 

Lifestyle Transformations 

Numerous cognitive and behavioural lifestyle transformations occurred amongst the 

participants associated with the experiences on the expedition. While some of the changes were 

profound changes of the participants meaning perspectives, or world views, the majority of 

changes were incremental changes in the participants meaning schemes that collectively 

constitute meaning perspectives. These incremental changes are important to individuals as they 

may contribute to more profound changes. Mezirow described this as the maturation process in 

adults: “Maturity may be seen as a developmental process of movement through the adult years 

toward meaning perspectives that are progressively more inclusive, discriminating and more 

integrative of the experience” (1978, p. 106). Piaget may describe this maturation process in 

relation to how an individual accommodates significantly different experiences by modifying 

their existing cognitive structures to incorporate the new experience (M. Brown, 2008). Mezirow 

goes on to note the tempo of change can be facilitated or inhibited by one’s culture, as culture 

can provide or deny “the opportunity for people to take the meaning perspectives of others” 

(Mezirow, 1978, p. 106). As a result of removing themselves from their home culture and 

travelling to a foreign country, it appears the participants on this expedition began to experience 

the process of maturation during their adolescent years rather than in their adult years as 

suggested by Mezirow. Furthermore, it appears some of the transformations (to be presented) 

occurred at an accelerated or expedited rate for many of the participants. Rather than potentially 
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taking many months or years for the growth to occur, it may have only taken a few weeks or 

months.  

While all the agents were collectively responsible for the lifestyle changes, the interview 

process revealed not all agents may have contributed equally. Based on what the participants 

attributed their personal growth to, agent one – venturing into the unknown – played the most 

prominent role while agent three – biological inundation – appears to have contributed the least. 

Venturing into the unknown may have removed many factors inhibiting their maturation process 

in the participants’ regular life, such as family and cultural expectations. By doing so, the 

participants opened themselves up to the potential of change or initiating change in their 

worldviews based on these new experiences. Lifestyle changes consisted of 2 groups: social 

changes and technological shifts.  

Social growth. Many participants underwent significant growth with regards to their 

social lifestyles. Previous research has found that expeditions offer a great deal with regards to 

personal and social development, especially to confidence, communication and self-efficacy 

(Allison & Von Wald, 2010; Hattie et al., 1997; Milstein, 2005; Tozer et al., 2011), all findings 

supported by my work.  

Meeting new people has many benefits, but is a daunting task for many individuals, 

including many on this expedition. This was illustrated by Ralph as he talked about how it “takes 

me out of my comfort zone… I’m very shy with new people.”  Without putting yourself out 

there, this is a difficult fear to overcome. Many participants overcame their fears and are now 

better equipped to branch out to new people. “I’m a lot more excited now, I want to go out and 

meet new people now instead of like no, no, I’m good, I’ll stay home with everyone I know” 



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING PROCESS IN ADOLESCENTS 116 
 

(Diane). Ben also discussed how he “knows a lot more people now because I have done stuff 

outside of school with people who I didn’t even know.” Some participants, such as Andre, even 

set a personal goal since returning home from the expedition to “meet [sic] at least one new 

person a day.” Andre goes on to explain how he 

would be able to socially interact better and understand people better…. It’s made me 

realize that doing everything by myself isn’t probably the best way, and that is how I 

have done it throughout all of high school… because I wanted to prove to myself that I 

am an individual that is capable of doing everything basically.  

This reflects Andre’s changing views to social interactions, and how he views working with 

others as a benefit rather than a detriment. In the process, Andre is “taking a positive route from 

the trip” and has therefore become a much happier individual.  

Related to meeting new people, many of the participants expressed an increased ability to 

communicate effectively with other individuals. Diane discussed how previously she “didn’t talk 

a lot, or with new people I just wouldn’t talk at all, I found it very difficult, and it made me very, 

very nervous. I think Honduras was very good for that…. I want to talk to people.” Likewise, 

Ben identified how socially he “became a lot more open and comfortable talking with people” 

and how he feels like he is much abler to “just strike up a conversation and be able to hold it, not 

just strike one up but hold it as well.” Mike also indicated how he is “more into doing stuff on 

my own… like when I went to UBC, I was talking with completely new people… it is easier for 

me to talk to new people.” These findings are consistent with previous findings that people who 

participate in international expeditions report an increase in communication self-efficacy 

(Milstein, 2005; Sproule et al., 2013).  
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Other participants used their improved communication skills to assist them with such 

things as conflict resolution. As previously mentioned, Katherine – an only child – was used to 

having her own living space. This changed abruptly on the expedition, and continued for her 

after the expedition as she moved in with two roommates in her new residence at an independent 

private boarding school. Talking about her new living arrangements during the conversation and 

her ability to resolve conflicts, she mentioned how “if I hadn’t gone to Honduras, and just being 

with everybody 24/7, I don’t think I would have done so well at this school.” This personal 

growth occurred as a direct result of the learning experiences provided on expedition and was not 

just part of the regular maturation process as she might have experienced at home. Improved 

communication skills proved to be true for other participants as well. Andre indicated he 

“definitely would not have done this [meeting new people] if I hadn’t gone on this trip.” When I 

asked Ben what had enabled him to grow socially, he illustrated how venturing into the unknown 

and exposure to different cultures facilitated his social growth: 

It was probably the fact that beforehand I had never really put myself out there. I didn’t 

even know many of these people before, and all of a sudden I’m going to a different 

country with them, and I’m staying in a really remote satellite camp with them for three 

days. I think the biggest part was that I had never experienced anything like that, so I 

have never been able to open up like I did on the trip. So I think that was the trigger 

which just helped me. And I think the second week as well, especially because we talked 

to the British people a lot, and that gave me a chance to talk to people who I had no idea 

who they were. The fact that they even talked back and we could have a conversation, 
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that helped a lot. So, I think it was just the experience of going somewhere else with 

people I didn’t know. 

Cross-cultural communication skills of the participants also improved as they interacted 

with individuals from around the world, resulting in an increased awareness and appreciation of 

different cultures. The participants reported that their value systems changed as the expedition 

“has opened up my knowledge to what life is like in those countries…. it’s just quite a shock to 

see something like that” (Johnny). This comment is indicative of how exposure to foreign 

cultures often results in culture shock, “an experience in self-understanding” with the potential to 

move an “individual from a state of low self and cultural awareness to a state of higher self and 

cultural awareness” (Milstein, 2005, p. 218). Consistent with research indicating travelling 

students show great increases in appreciation, awareness and understanding of foreign cultures 

after an international journey (L. Brown, 2009; Hansel & Grove, 1986), many of the participants 

developed an increased appreciation and awareness for different cultures of the world and found 

themselves better able to interact with different cultures.  

Actually since day one I’ve changed quite a bit in just the general understanding of 

people and cultures…. I appreciate the culture a lot more. I started to realize the 

differences between our culture and theirs…. because of this appreciation, I learned to be 

able to interact [and] to approach people. (Andre) 

This improvement in cross-cultural communication skills is a change that has previously been 

observed with individuals who are exposed to new cultures (L. Brown, 2009). It is important to 

note that the participants were not only interacting with the Honduran culture, but also many 

different European cultures as the scientists and other school groups were primarily from Europe.  
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Technological shifts. With today’s generation of adolescents growing up in a world 

where many people are growing ever more dependent upon technology, this category of 

transformations was both surprising and refreshing. One element in particular proved to be key 

in facilitating changes in this category – the remoteness of the expedition. Due to the remoteness, 

the participants had no option but to live with little to no access to technology throughout the 

expedition. Although technology offers many benefits to society, it potentially consumes 

countless hours of individuals lives. As an educator, I have witnessed the increased dependence 

on technology in today’s adolescents. Even the participants on this expedition realized how 

technologically dependent we as a society are becoming: 

It is kind of interesting how dependent on technology we can be, and how much things 

have changed with cell phones… It’s always nice to get away from it because when 

people are texting and talking at the same time it kind of takes away from being with 

them. I actually enjoyed being away from technology. (Owen) 

Owen indicated his appreciation of getting away from technology, alluding to one of the most 

prominent themes that emerged during our group reflections in Honduras as highlighted by the 

following conversation:  

Kurt: Comparing us again to a third world country like this, is, um, the fact that at least 

for me and I know I’ve talked to a couple of other people in a similar position to me, but I 

was kind of scared when I started this trip because there was a lot of stuff I cared about 

back home, in a developed country. Like I really do love technology, it’s a huge part of 

my life. But even just one week in a forest really made me realize how much I don’t care 

about that stuff. I used to really, really, really love video games and stuff like that, and 
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I’ve noticed that I don’t want to go back to that. I really enjoy what we’ve done here and 

I don’t, I don’t miss it if that makes sense. I used to be really into like Facebook and 

things like that, and I just, I really couldn’t care less about that kind of stuff now and it’s 

a weird feeling to have.  

Katherine: Do you find that if you turn your Wi-Fi on to talk to your parents or whatever 

and something dings, you really don’t want to look at it, you’re just like “go away”? 

Kurt: Yup. It’s a new feeling for sure. 

Me: Just out of curiosity, how many of you kind of have that similar feeling? (All 

students raised their hands!) 

This snapshot from one of our conversations highlights the majority of the group’s 

feeling towards technology as we neared the end of the expedition. During our final group 

reflection, I asked the participants “is there anything you may do differently when you return 

home to change your lifestyle?”, and once again a common theme emerged dealing with use of 

technology:  

What I might change in my habits at home would probably be to not spend as much time 

in front of electronic devices because during this trip I found that I was enjoying not 

being in front of a computer, or on my cell phone. I like being outside, sitting in the sun, 

doing hikes, waking up early in the morning to go on a hike up a hill and seeing birds… it 

was just so nice, and I think I might take that forward into my habits at home. (Max) 

I agree with Max about the whole electronic thing. I found that when we did have Wi-Fi 

and I got onto it, it just felt wrong… I knew we would be without phones, but I didn’t 
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realize how much I had grown attached to my phone, and then how much I grew to really 

dislike it, like I really dislike my phone right now. (Katherine) 

While most participants did not develop a dislike for electronics per se, many of them wished to 

reduce their screen time upon returning home. Rather, they would prefer activities such as 

“reading, talking to people instead of texting them, going outside with people, going downtown 

or whatever” (Katherine).  

In an increasingly ‘wired-in’ world dominated by phenomena such as reality television, 

social media and online gaming, I pursued this theme during the one-on-one interviews to find 

out if the changes in attitude and behaviour towards technology persisted after the expedition, 

and for most participants, it had: 

I don’t like it as much as I used to. The Wi-Fi in our house broke for like a week and a 

half, and I was in heaven, I absolutely adored it. We all were just sitting around and 

talking like we would do in Honduras, how we would go out and do something. It wasn’t 

like sitting on your phone, looking at random stuff because you could. You are enjoying 

what is happening right in front of you instead of looking at what other people are doing. 

(Diane) 

Now if there is an opportunity to go out and socialize and have an experience and take 

advantage of my life or the opportunity to stay home and watch TV, I’m not going to pick 

that one anymore. I used to stay, I wouldn’t hang out with my friends that much because I 

would be home watching Netflix or whatever, and now I am not, I take absolutely any 

opportunity possible to go out, and if I don’t do something at least once a day, then I 

consider that a waste of a day now. (Suzy) 
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These responses indicate a new level of appreciation exhibited by many of the 

participants to enjoy the lived moment. For many, this change correlated with improved social 

skills as they wanted to establish face-to-face relationships with people, rather than living in an 

online world. As Katherine explains, “you don’t really connect with the other person [through 

technology] … you could be doing other stuff that matters to you more instead of looking at a 

screen.” While this was true for most participants, Diane admits, as I’m sure most participants 

would, “I still catch myself doing it every once in a while, going on my phone because it is 

there.” Humans will continue to use technology as it has many important roles in society, such as 

increasing our ability to communicate with people both distant and near. What is important is 

how the participants now “manage people time better than [they] used to” (Andre). They found a 

new lens to look through with an increased appreciation for being with people and getting 

outdoors, rather than living through technology.  

Even though many participants indicated a desire to reduce their screen time, not all 

found it easy to do:  

I want to go outside; it’s just getting there is the problem for me. I’ve always been a kid 

that never really wanted to go outside… I don’t really want to be back at technology right 

now…. I don’t care as much as I used to… I used to think that was the entire world, that 

technology was everything. Now I want to go outside, but I don’t know what to do… it’s 

not fun when you are on your own, because right now, with technology again, when I’m 

at home playing games I can talk with my friends at the same time, playing the same 

games with them. (Max) 
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Max illustrates how he has changed as an individual based on his experiences in Honduras. 

Rather than spending so much time playing online games, he would rather spend more time 

outside. Finding people to go outside with still presents an obstacle to Max, but he discovered a 

way to overcome this obstacle and get outside more (see transformations of attitudes towards 

non-human nature).  

Post-secondary transformations  

Post-secondary transformations were widespread amongst the participants. While all five 

agents contributed to post-secondary aspirations, it was the interactions with the scientists that 

were the most prominent in facilitating these changes. Venturing into the unknown, in this case 

the field where the scientists conduct their research, enabled the participants to experience what 

scientists do for a living. Participants gained first-hand experience in field biology as they 

assisted the scientists with data collection, both witnessing and experiencing the passionate 

connection the scientists have with their given field of study. Participants also had to process 

what was important to them for their future dreams after seeing the possibilities that exist. Thus, 

the post-secondary aspirations of the participants may have been confirmed, clarified, or altered 

altogether.  

For nearly all participants, changes in their post-secondary aspirations involved the 

realization they should strive to find a career linked their true passion: 

Just seeing the passion for what they were doing, I want to do that, I want to have that. 

(Diane)  
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I always want to find my passion like most people do, and we are always talking about 

trying to be happy and do what makes you happiest. It showed me how important it was 

for him [Tony]. (Andre)  

I think we, and I’ve talked with a couple people on the trip as well, and we all loved them 

[the scientists]. We thought that just the fact that they were so passionate about what they 

were doing; it really makes me want to find my passion…. It was inspiring to see. (Kurt) 

Hearing so many participants express their newfound desire to find their passion speaks 

to the power of interacting with the scientists. The expedition provided the participants the 

opportunity to be surrounded by respected professionals for an extended period where they asked 

questions, assisted with the scientific process, were engaged in meaningful activities, witnessed 

true passion for work and took manageable risks in the field. Many of the participants became 

involved in the task of trying to discover what they were passionate about, what they wanted to 

do for their career to make them happy and how to pursue their dream. This self-realization at a 

relatively young age has important implications in potentially making these participants valuable 

contributors at both the community and global scale as “passion is at the root of creative genius, 

personal transformation, and notable events” (O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004, p. 151). For these 

participants, pursuing a profession they are passionate about may increase their potential to 

become valuable and meaningful contributors to society.  

For some of the participants, this expedition proved to be so powerful that they 

considered a possible change in their future career plans. One of the most significant came from 

Ben:  



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING PROCESS IN ADOLESCENTS 125 
 
In terms of all the science, I liked it enough and I got to experience it and see everyone 

else, all the scientists doing their stuff, it made me rethink what I actually want to do in 

university, and now I’m actually really considering going into… environmental research 

and conservation actually, whereas before I had no intention of doing that. I was adamant 

I was going to be a doctor…. It definitely changed my opinion, just seeing all the 

scientists doing their thing and being able to experience all the stuff they do on a daily 

basis… to really see it first-hand and experience that, to just become acquainted with all 

that stuff and seeing all of it, I don’t think if I had gone on that trip I would have been 

interested in any of that stuff. If I had just seen it on Wikipedia or something, I wouldn’t 

be considering doing that for a living. 

While still uncertain what his future profession will be, Ben had time to process his options 

knowing that working in the environmental sciences was something he would enjoy. Andre also 

indicated how he was now “considering maybe doing something else than engineering, because 

that is probably not the path that will help me reach this ultimate happiness I guess”, but cannot 

indicate what that may be. O’Sullivan & Taylor (2004) point out how the first key for individuals 

searching for their passion is to discover what excites you. Part of this discovery involves 

reflecting back on the experiences where you were passionate about something, “doing self-

analyses, and figuring out what is really important to you, and asking yourself how you would 

like to spend your time” (O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004, p. 158). These young adolescents now have 

the opportunity to do just that knowing what professionals are like who truly love their work. 

After the expedition, many of the participants were actively researching ways to further discover 

their passion through global volunteering opportunities such as Latitudes. “Latitudes also has an 
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option for developing countries and helping out and working in developing countries, and I 

would definitely like to do something similar again” (Kurt). The mission of the Latitudes 

program is to create responsible global citizens as they provide “young people the opportunity to 

experience the world beyond their community and to truly engage with it. We seek to develop 

young people’s awareness towards themselves and others, and equip them with vital life skills” 

(Lattitude Global Volunteering, 2016, para. 2). At least four participants applied to volunteer with 

the Latitude program as they continued to search for their passion in life. 

For some participants, this expedition resulted in less dramatic but nevertheless important 

career changes. Already set on going into biology, I asked Elijah if this expedition made him 

want to evaluate what he wanted to do in the future:  

Yeah, I think so. I used to think that I would go into marine biology, but I think how just 

hanging around the bird people specifically, I thought that would be really interesting to 

go into. I think it shifted in that sense. 

During our conversation Elijah shared that prior to this expedition he had “been camping once in 

fourth grade”, but had done a lot of diving in both temperate and tropical waters. Based on his 

existing presuppositions, he was focusing on the marine aspect for both the expedition and as a 

possible future career. However, venturing into the unknown of the cloud forest and working 

with the scientists and organisms gave Elijah a new frame of reference through which to view his 

possible future plans. This new area of interest for Elijah is something he actively researched as 

he investigated ways he could volunteer at the Rocky Point Bird Observatory in Victoria. As with 

other participants, Elijah’s possible future direction stemmed from the interconnectedness 

between the first-hand experiences with both the scientists and the non-human world.  
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Many students know they want to go into a certain area of studies, but are not yet entirely 

sure where to specialize in that branch. This expedition was able to provide some clarity for 

participants in this situation. Already taking courses in first year university environmental 

sciences, when I asked Owen why some of his more memorable experiences were important to 

him, he immediately related it to his studies:  

It just made me appreciate this sort of field a bit more. It definitely gave me a better 

understanding for it because I didn’t really know too much about it at all. I learned a lot 

in the ways of just how things are going, how things happen because I had no idea any of 

that stuff was done that sort of way before we went on that trip. 

Owen’s studies have taught him a lot about problems associated with oceans, such as coral 

bleaching and ocean acidification. However, in Honduras he was able to experience diving on 

coral reefs, and “hearing about all the problems they have and how large scale they are… the 

whole coral bleaching and ocean acidification, that was basically the first time I had heard of 

that.” Connected with his studies back home, Owen believed that if he continued his studies in 

environmental studies, he will “probably end up going more towards water science because it 

just seems like there are going to be so many problems and things to do.” For participants like 

Owen, this expedition provided clarity with regards to his future career as he continued to build 

on what he learned in Honduras while attending post-secondary courses.  

Suzy also discussed how her post-secondary aspirations were clarified as a result of the 

expedition, and indicated how numerous agents helped provide clarity.  

I think I learned a lot about myself honestly. Before going on the trip, I probably 

wouldn’t even have contemplated going to Africa to the same extent that I am now…. I 
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learned that I can rough it out and not only can I do it but I love doing it, it was so much 

better for me when I was there. Before I went I considered it a waste of a day if I didn’t 

watch an episode of TV. There I enjoyed every single moment, every single thing, it was 

so much better…. That’s why I want to change the way I live… I read all these statistics 

from the model UN about how people in more developing countries with so much less 

are so much happier, and it didn’t make sense. So, when I was there I understood it…. I’ll 

probably get my medical degree and live in those countries. I’m so set on that now 

because I want to go, I want to help the situation there [a developing country], and I want 

to live there because you can get so much more out of life when you are experiencing 

new cultures, new things, you’re not glued to a TV screen, you are out making 

memories…. I kind of had vague ideas that is what I wanted to do before, but now I know 

that I can and I enjoy that environment, I’m 100% set on it…. You can get a job that you 

enjoy and… be happy doing every day. Just actually being able to see what these people 

are doing and that this is a way you can go to school and get your degree is by going to 

these places, this is something you can do your whole life. That was two weeks, if that 

was my whole life I would be… the happiest person on the planet. It would be 

phenomenal…. I think this trip has helped me develop what I call my three passions, 

which would be travelling and experiencing different cultures…. anatomy… and lastly 

combining those two. I’m really, really interested in making the world a better place. 

Suzy illustrated how she was taken out of her comfort zone as she ventured into the unknown 

and dealt with adversity by roughing it for two weeks, breaking out with an unknown rash, being 

stung multiple times, overcoming fears of heights and deep blue water, and pushing her physical 
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and abilities to her limit. Throughout the expedition she experienced the ebb and flow of 

emotions as she faced adversity and achieved success. Her views around what is important in life 

began to change as she processed what is important in life. She engaged in the biological 

components of the expedition and witnessed the passion the scientists had for their profession 

and had the time to process what her passion in life might be, and took full advantage of the 

cultural aspects to discover if this was a true passion of hers she could live with. She did all of 

this, and became set on making the world a better place through her future goals. 

For others participants like Diane, the expedition shift her career aspirations from 

“wanting to do everything for a week”, to focusing on a specific field of study. She explained her 

new thought process: 

I think for sure it has impacted my life…I’ve become a lot more interested in what we 

were doing there, so I’ve put a lot more thought and focus into what I want to do in the 

future, which I think is what we did in Honduras in some capacity… I don’t know if it 

will mean being out in the rainforest, but definitely doing research like that, or being a 

marine biologist or doing biology in a lab… I think just getting to experience it with the 

scientists we met there… it seemed like something fun to do but that is their life, it would 

be such an amazing feeling to do that for a living. (Diane) 

Discovering this focus prior to entering post-secondary education is significant, as Diane can 

now spend time working towards her ultimate goal based on her experiences in Honduras. Not 

only did the expedition act as a TL process for her career, but her meaning perspective has also 

shifted to thinking beyond herself. When thinking about her future career, Diane wants to select 

one that enables her to “have an impact if not on just your own life, but on maybe somebody 
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else’s.” Shifting her values to consider the effect of her actions on others is a result indicative of 

the transformative learning process (Lean, 2012; Milstein, 2005). 

This clarity of what you want to do for your career and finding your passion is often not 

established until well into one’s post-secondary experiences whether it be as a result of more 

schooling, travelling or working. Adult education is often designed to facilitate the discovery of 

new beginnings and career exploration, based on Mezirow’s TL theory (Mezirow, 1978). Our 

expedition appears to have provided an early TL experience to these adolescents, opening them 

up to what might be important for their future professions and setting many of them on a 

pathway to find a future they are passionate about. For all participants, when they “truly discover 

what is important to them, then they can formulate the plans to live the lives that are meaningful 

to themselves [sic]” (O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004, p. 161), something many of them came home 

and began the process of doing. 

Transformation of attitudes towards non-human nature 

Prior to engaging in this research, I expected the primary area of personal transformation 

would revolve around shifting views towards the non-human world. Research indicates people 

often emerged transformed after extended stays in the wilderness (D’Amato & Krasny, 2011; 

Morgan, 2010; Wyatt, 2007). Not surprisingly, interactions with the non-human element of agent 

three was the primary contributor to this category of transformation. However, venturing into the 

unknown enabled the participants to experience these unique ecosystems, while working with the 

scientists provided an intimate engagement with the non-human world. Emotions of excitement 

and amazement dominated. I grouped the transformations into three categories: an increased 
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desire to spend more time outdoors, an increased appreciation and awareness for the non-human 

world, and an increased desire to want to protect and conserve the non-human world.  

Outdoor time. One of the immediate effects of the expedition on the participants was 

how many discovered a new desire to spend more time in the outdoors. Mike, who has spent a 

considerable amount of time in British Columbia’s wilderness, made a very insightful statement 

about the power of being outdoors:  

As a person gets to see the outside world more, they actually need it more too. So if you 

grew up always inside, you won’t feel the need to go outside as much. So going outside 

on this trip probably opened up a lot of eyes on how much they actually would like to go 

outside. 

Nature calls to people who spend time outside and doing so “makes me want to enjoy nature 

more” (Andre). This experience established a sense of connection with nature for nearly all 

participants, and many are now working on incorporating time in nature to their future plans:  

[I’m] planning this camping trip to this protected park area in the interior, and I don’t 

know if that would have been high up on my list before the trip. (Elijah) 

One thing that I’ve actually been doing more after the trip is me and my friend, we go on 

a lot of hikes… we’ve made a lot of plans to go up into the mainland, maybe into the 

mountains of Vancouver or down into Washington. So that is something that has 

definitely changed, just getting outdoors and appreciating the beauty of nature. (Johnny) 

For some participants, this call to nature coincided with a desire to decrease the amount 

of time spent in front of technological devices. I previously discussed Max’s desire to get outside 
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more and how he struggled to do so during the social changes. However, Max discovered a way 

to increase his time outdoors.  

Because of the Honduras trip, I wanted to go out again, and I knew that the OP [outdoor 

pursuits] was doing the Sayward trip. I had wanted to also go on the West Coast Trail trip 

but that was only with the OP intensive and I didn’t have any room on my timetable to 

really change that… As soon as I could I got a counselling appointment and asked to get 

outdoor pursuits on it, and I got it. 

Max, like many others, has discovered how to spend more time outdoors despite obstacles that 

may still exist back home.  

Awareness and appreciation of non-human nature. Many participants expressed an 

increased awareness and appreciation towards the non-human world. Elijah pointed out that 

“there is definitely a greater awareness…I think now I’m definitely more aware of everything 

and I spend a lot more time looking up for birds.” This type of response was fairly common 

amongst the participants as they all appeared to be affected by the organisms they encountered in 

Honduras. Not only did participants exhibit a greater spatial awareness when looking for 

organisms in their natural environment, they also wanted to change how they interacted with 

organisms, as demonstrated by Owen: “I think I would change any form of interaction I have 

with animals. I would be a lot more careful [because] doing all the research and stuff, it just 

shows you how delicate a lot of things are.” Participants also expressed how they also had an 

increased awareness and appreciation towards the complexity of an ecosystem and how even the 

small things are important. “I think just animals in general, my views have changed… Even just 
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looking at bees; before, they were just things that could sting you and hurt you, now they are part 

of a whole ecosystem and they are necessary” (Ben). Others echo this sentiment: 

When we go for hikes, just by habit I’m looking at small leaves, looking for anything that 

can be a small frog or newt or anything… I think I have a lot more respect for the small 

things, because there they really indicated how the small things affect the big things 

which affect everything. So I think I have a lot more respect for the small fungus too as 

well as the big trees. (Ralph) 

I guess I didn’t really know all that much about the importance of all the organisms in an 

ecosystem, but I definitely think that even the smallest things are that much more 

important, and sustain life even at the highest level. (Johnny) 

I value the lives of other creatures more, not that I didn’t before… I eat a lot less meat 

now… I think that is the biggest impact it had on me, everything, even like tiny bugs 

have way more value, like their lives do to me. (Elijah) 

Gaining an increased awareness and appreciation for the non-human world and realizing the 

importance of all organisms in an ecosystem and the intrinsic value contained within each 

organism is a significant change for any individual who has never considered these insights 

beforehand. My findings are consistent with previous studies that indicate that participants in 

experiential education programs can develop an increased connectedness to the Earth, and learn 

to understand the interconnectedness from the micro-level to the macro-level (Beard & Wilson, 

2006; O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004).  

Conservation and protection of the natural world. Many participants expressed a 

greater desire to protect and conserve what remains of Earths’ natural environments. Humans are 
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currently overexploiting many of Earths’ resources at unprecedented rates, so much so that the 

term ‘Anthropocene’ has been proposed as the newest geological epoch (Bodkin, 2016; Crutzen, 

2002). Examples such as the deforestation of Earths’ forests, the overfishing of our oceans, loss 

of mangrove forests and the overuse of fossil fuels thereby contributing to global warming are 

just some examples of current overexploitation practices (Crutzen, 2002). Statistics are released 

on a yearly basis indicating these practices need to change, yet many people’s value systems and 

actions are not changing as they remain skeptical about issues such as climate change (Lorenzoni 

& Pidgeon, 2006; Poortinga, Spence, Whitmarsh, Capstick, & Pidgeon, 2011). Fortunately, many 

participants on this expedition experienced a shift in their views towards how we utilize Earths’ 

resources. Participants such as Diane did not change her views much because she has “always 

had that kind of respect, fascination, love and admiration for the outdoors.” However, she does 

believe that her views 

might have intensified a little bit knowing that we have to work so hard to keep [the 

outdoors] there. Seeing the species that are only indigenous to the park or are threatened 

everywhere else but are still there in the park, we have to keep that. I think it has kind of 

intensified that way. (Diane)  

This refining of her view represented a change to her meaning scheme that may play an 

important role in a future shifting of meaning perspectives. 

For other participants, their views regarding conservation and protection of the non-

human environment were more profound. Johnny expressed how interesting it was to learn about 

“everything that lives there and how dependent we are on them, and how we need to keep it all 

alive.” Johnny, like others, not only came to realize the importance of all organisms and the 
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interconnectedness, but also the importance of healthy ecosystems for human survival. Ralph 

talked about how he wants to go into resource management when he enters post-secondary 

schooling. Curious, I asked him how long he had known this was what he wanted to do, and he 

responded by saying: “I’ve really come to that conclusion kind of recently. The trip kind of 

defined that this is what I want to keep in the world” (Ralph). While Ralph’s action plan will 

occur further in his future, some participants, such as Kurt, began to act upon their return, as 

evidenced by the following conversation: 

Kurt: I feel that it’s sort of our duty as creatures of this planet, if not to save the planet for 

the planet, then to save the planet for the future of our society. Simply because it’s a very 

greedy aspect of human nature, the fact that we believe we are entitled to take what we 

want without giving back … I’ve always been sort of an activist for environmental 

change … I’m part of the school’s youth in action, but I’ve also just recently started 

participating in an organisation called 350.org. I feel that as a younger student, or a 

younger human being, I have a lot of social power, and I feel that, before hand, before I 

went into this I participated in events but I was never taking charge, and recently I’ve 

started taking charge in a couple of the environment movements within youth in action … 

I’ve been in contact with the Vancouver wing of 350.org … hoping to create some sort of 

event, some awareness bringing event, or petition signing event that brings awareness to 

the students here about climate change. 

Me: So if you hadn’t gone on this trip in the summer time, gone to Honduras, do you 

think you would still be involved in some of these activities that you are talking about 

right now? 
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Kurt: I would still be involved with them but I wouldn’t be as ‘leader-like’ if that makes 

sense. I wouldn’t be making as many decisions as I have been recently.  

Developing the passion and confidence to begin acting for what you care about is not an easy 

task for anyone. After engaging with the TL mechanisms on this expedition, Kurt increased his 

level of engagement and began to put an action plan into place to raise awareness for some of the 

more important issues facing today’s society. My findings are again consistent with previous 

studies indicating that spending time in nature and establishing a connection with it leads to a 

greater desire to want to protect and conserve natural environments (Zelenski & Nisbet, 2014), 

changing environmental values (Beard & Wilson, 2006), and contributing to “social actions that 

enhance sustainable living” (Thorburn & Marshall, 2014, p. 116). 

Another prominent factor that contributed to participants changed views towards Earth’s 

resources occurred as they witnessed large amounts of waste along beaches, roadsides, on the 

streets and in people’s yards. Excess visible waste was part of the cultural norm in Honduras. 

Many participants returned home and reassessed their Western lifestyle. They “noted the validity 

of alternate ways of life, and therefore experienced decentering from [Western] ways of being” 

(Smith et al., 2014, p. 314). Ben discussed how witnessing the amount of waste present in 

Honduras has led to changes in his lifestyle: 

I used to take long showers, like 10 – 15 minutes ….  but now I just try to take as quick 

of a shower as possible as much as I can because of the water to try and conserve it 

because even here we are going to run out of it if we don’t start conserving it. I don’t 

think there was anything specific to do with water. It was just kind of a thought I had 

when I got back, conserving in general… I should just be less wasteful of everything 
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really. I think when I came back, water, having shorter showers was just a side-effect of 

just realizing to conserve more… one of the things I could do to reduce waste was to use 

less water.  

Water conservation is a prominent issue facing society. Nearly every continent on the planet is 

facing some type of drought condition, decimating food crops and livestock, reducing 

streamflow, and increasing the severity of security hazards such as wild fires (“Global Drought 

Information System,” n.d.). Furthermore, it has been found that 21 of the world’s 37 largest 

aquifers “have passed their sustainability tipping points” (Frankel, 2015, para. 3). Although many 

individuals have “very positive attitudes towards water conservation and water saving 

appliances, these positive attitudes are not consistently translated into actual behaviour” 

(Dolnicar & Hurlimann, 2010, p. 43) due to barriers such as the perception of inconvenience and 

impracticality along with the cost associated with purchasing water saving appliances. After the 

expedition, participants such as Ben are behaving as better global citizens, working to conserve 

Earth’s resources. Ben also spoke about how seeing large amounts of waste has further affected 

his lifestyle: 

I think going to a place, especially in the cities where there was on the sides of the roads 

in Honduras so much garbage, and just realizing that we make the same amount of 

garbage, if not more, but we are better at hiding it in landfills…. because I had seen the 

effects that it has and what it can cause, you know the garbage everywhere, so I was a lot 

more willing to actually do that [recycle and compost at school], to have less waste and 

stuff like that…. it was directly as a result of seeing that first hand. 
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During my conversation with Mike, another global issue came up. When I asked him if 

he felt his life had changed in any way because of the trip, he discussed watching his waste 

related to food consumption, and the ‘cost’ of food production: 

 Mike: That is another big thing, is the food in other countries I learned more about 

because there is a lot of stuff about food here and how the pricing is huge and should be 

‘huger’ because we import thousands of tons of food every day, and a lot of it is wasted. 

You would be surprised about the percentage that is wasted just in normal households, or 

due to fast food because people can buy lots of food cheap, and then just throw it out.  

Me: So you don’t want to waste food? 

Mike: No…. It takes a lot to make a burger and it’s one of the biggest things we eat here. 

And the methane, which is ridiculous… it is one of the biggest use of resources possible.  

Me: So did that change because of the trip?  

Mike: Yes….  I knew a bit about it [food usage] before because of conversations mostly 

with my family, but I had never experienced it first hand, I had just heard about it. 

Mike has made the connection between food production, food waste, resource use, and the 

effects on global warming. This reflects a deep understanding of a global interdependence that 

has been witnessed amongst participants on international expeditions (Intolubbe-Chmil et al., 

2012).  

While the level of change varied amongst the participants, the majority experienced some 

sort of personal shift in their frame of reference towards the non-human world. While some 

levels of change were incremental in nature, they still played an important role in shaping the 

participants meaning schemes as the participants began to explore their current value systems, 
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and have the potential to contribute to changes in their meaning perspectives at a later point in 

time. Changing views towards the non-human world such as the examples above offer hope for a 

more sustainable future.   
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Chapter 5: Transformative Learning and Adolescents 

This research project demonstrated that adolescents can engage in the TL process when 

they participate in a scientific expedition. I developed a TL model that illustrated the five key 

components – or agents (venturing into the unknown, cultural exposure, biological inundation, 

emotional context and the art of processing) – that helped to facilitate the TL process in these 

adolescents and highlighted three major categories of personal transformations observed amongst 

the participants (lifestyle changes, post-secondary aspirations and transformations of attitudes 

towards non-human nature). The level of engagement with the agents in the TL model depicted 

how each participant grew as an individual. Some participants experienced significant changes 

while others experienced more incremental but just as important personal transformations. 

Knowing that adolescents can engage in the TL process, more needs to be done to help facilitate 

transformational growth for adolescents.  

Venturing towards a new educational learning environment 

Educators worldwide strive to help students “create a sense of meaning and purpose for 

their lives that appreciates the individual in a community and global context” (Fried, 2012, p. 

18). Global citizens have a sense of vocation for their profession and can participate both 

actively and productively in society at the family and community levels. However, a significant 

gap often exists “between the rhetoric of global and international education and the reality of 

institutional activities and outcomes” (Intolubbe-Chmil et al., 2012, p. 177). Many educational 

institutions still rely on traditional methods of education, often referred to as what Freire called 

the “banking method” (Kitchenham, 2008). Traditional education, based on testing, disembodied 

knowledge and the passive transmission of knowledge from the teacher to students creates 
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disenfranchised students who do not learn to think for themselves (Baumgartner, 2001; 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2014a; Kitchenham, 2008). Andre indicated the effect of this type of system 

from a student’s perspective: “How we are raised here throughout this education system, people 

get stressed in this type of education system.” Fortunately, new educational philosophies exist 

that foster the TL process. New educational philosophies are built on prior experiences that 

include direct and personally engaging experiences, reflection, dialogue, exploration, 

collaboration, feedback, embodied learning and a more holistic approach (Baumgartner, 2001; 

Taylor & Cranton, 2012). This expedition encompassed educational values such as those 

previously mentioned resulting in a TL experience for many of the participants. While the 

learning environment on this expedition was significantly different than a regular learning 

environment, I believe it is possible to integrate components of the five agents and their elements 

into the learning environment to help facilitate TL. To do so, educators must learn to shift their 

teaching perspective away from traditional educational methods and adopt a method more 

representative of Dewey’s educational paradigm to foster this type of transformative 

environment. 

Even though educators may be willing to adopt an educational paradigm such as 

Dewey’s, there are often obstacles that prevent their ability to do so. One such challenge is the 

ability of an educator to understand “what is actually going on in the minds of those who are 

learning” (Dewey, 1938, p. 15), thereby making it difficult to base education on the living 

experience of an individual. A second such obstacle occurs when an educator lacks the ability to 

utilize the physical and social surroundings to extract everything they offer to contribute to 

creating optimal experiences (Dewey, 1938). Too often education occurs within the four walls of 
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a room and does not utilize these crucial resources. The final obstacle worth mentioning is the 

top-down imposition of learning outcomes that governments expect educators to impart on 

students. My personal passion lies in the field of biology, and as an educator I thoroughly enjoy 

teaching junior science and senior biology courses although they can be difficult courses to teach 

due to the number of prescribed learning outcomes (PLO’s) in British Columbia. Biology 11 is a 

content heavy course, with 17 PLO’s (BC Ministry of Education, 2006). This may not seem 

excessive, but when you include the suggested achievement indicators students should be able to 

do if they have fully met the PLO’s, the number of learning outcomes increases to 91 (BC 

Ministry of Education, 2006). This translates into greater than one achievement indicator being 

taught per day, which is simply not feasible if education is to be facilitating the growth of 

students. An overload of learning outcomes that are a mile wide and an inch deep promotes a 

traditional educational system where classroom instruction is high in transmission, resulting in 

overemphasizing facts and underemphasizing the exploration of big ideas as educators attempt to 

cover all the required content (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999). Students often complete the 

course feeling like they have simply completed a terminology course, failing to understand the 

connections that are supposed to be made throughout the duration of the course. These obstacles 

contradict my TL model and are not conducive to creating a TL environment. So, what would I 

do differently to create an educational environment more conducive to TL? I would implement 

as many agents from my TL model as possible.  

The new educational environment I envision to complement my TL model would bear 

little resemblance to the traditional educational setting. While learning would still occur within 

the four walls of a classroom, it would extend well into the community and surrounding 
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ecosystems and culminate with an optional expedition such as this. Students would be removed 

from their comfort zones and regular routine and exposed to a sense of perceived risk; be 

actively engaged in experiential learning with real world action projects; work alongside 

professionals at the workplace and in the field; be challenged in optimal learning experiences 

that promote a sense of flow; be challenged and stimulated by other international students and 

local Indigenous ways of knowing; be immersed in the non-human world; be engaged in the 

process of reflection; and experience emotional connections with the learning experiences. The 

teacher-student interactions would shift from that of imposer of knowledge (‘show and tell’) to 

that of collaborator and co-constructor (‘share and do’) where all involved are learning from each 

other (Bergeå et al., 2006; Verenikina, 2008). I have focused on the applicability to science 

classrooms, but the changes I am recommending could be applied across a wide variety of 

subject areas by adapting the examples provided.  

Educators contain a wealth of knowledge to share with their students and the sharing of 

knowledge from teacher to student will always have a place in the learning environment. Each 

course contains information and skills that students are meant to learn, understand and apply. 

Curricular concepts for each content area can still be provided by the instructor through a variety 

of methods such as: sharing personal experiences (stories, pictures, videos, etc.), laboratories, 

group discussions, and even lectures when appropriate. However, to effectively share knowledge, 

it is imperative for an educator to develop a safe learning environment built on “solid 

foundations and strong relationships of trust and support between educator and learner and 

between learners” (M. Brown, 2008, p. 11). The relationships need to be professional in nature, 

but created in such a way so the students can relate to the educator as demonstrated by the 
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relationships the participants established on this expedition as they worked with the scientists. If 

an educator does not establish this relationship with their students, they will appear 

unapproachable and distant and thereby become a potentially ineffective communicator.  

This may be even more important when working with international students in the 

learning environment as many international students attempt to ‘blend-in’ to the classroom 

environment and remain unnoticed. Many schools, such as the one I work at, have a relatively 

high number of international students in attendance. With the number of international students 

attending Canadian schools increasing each year, a valuable resource is already incorporated into 

many classrooms as international students bring varying cultural viewpoints into the classroom. 

Trustful relationships need to be established with international students so they potentially 

become more willing to share their cultural outlook on the world.  

Many Canadian students live a relatively sheltered life, and having international students 

in the classroom provides an opportunity to remove Canadian students from their comfort zone 

and to challenge their existing worldviews. No matter the nationality, “each student houses a raft 

of knowledge, and, when personal insight is shared among trustworthy peers, transformational 

learning emerges” (Preston et al., 2014, p. 58). Activities within the classroom should stimulate 

creativity of all students, and prevent students from blending into the background. These 

activities may be emotional for some students, but existing views need to be challenged and part 

of the educators role should be to “help the students become aware and critical of their own and 

other’s assumptions” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 10). To help raise awareness, educators, I feel, must 

incorporate a time for the students to critically reflect on discussions that challenge existing 

worldviews. Initially, the educator must first model the critical reflection expected of the 
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students, but over time the responsibility can be passed on to the students to do so themselves 

(Mezirow, 1997). Providing students with the opportunity and know-how to critically reflect 

upon their existing meaning structures and question why they are the way they are, enables them 

to potentially change their meaning structures.  

To increase the active learning of students, educators must ask the students thought-

provoking questions, engage them in problem solving activities, and use relevant local and 

global scenarios to help the students learn through their own agency and investigation. All these 

skills can be demonstrated by the students through the implementation of multiple inquiry-based 

or action-based research projects. The projects would have the potential to incorporate multiple 

content areas from the course curriculum and connect the students with the surrounding 

community and ecosystems. For example, Biology 11 students are required to learn about the 

inter-relationships of organisms within an ecosystem, trends of increasing complexity in plant 

life-forms and the ecological significance of various animal phyla (BC Ministry of Education, 

2006). Working individually or in groups, the students could select a local ecosystem and easily 

incorporate all three of these components into one project. For example, by selecting the 

temperate coastal rainforest students could learn about the inter-relationships between aquatic 

and terrestrial organisms, the role of various organisms within the ecosystem, First Nations way 

of life, and human effects on the ecosystem such as overfishing, logging and agricultural run-off 

and its effects on the watershed. Students could have the opportunity to visit these ecosystems 

during the year to incorporate the field experience into their project (to be discussed later). When 

the students are engaged in their projects, the teacher would adopt the teaching strategy of 

Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development as they assist the students to push beyond their current 
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levels of competence and to build on their existing abilities (Verenikina, 2008). In doing so, 

students gain some independence as to how they learn and what specific topics they choose to 

learn about within a course, and the regular routine of learning via transmission from the teacher 

or simply checking off the required parts to many projects will be removed. Furthermore, there 

would also be an element of perceived risk involved as the students take on more responsibility 

for their learning under the support and guidance of the educator. When working on an 

assignment or project with a pre-determined outcome or specific steps to follow as dictated by 

the educator, students are frequently disengaged. When students work on an inquiry or action-

based research project of their choosing, they become actively engaged with a topic of personal 

relevance to each student, which potentially contributes to a meaningful learning experience that 

fosters further educational growth. While this type of personalized learning is not new to 

education, it needs to be better implemented into all classroom environments on a regular basis. 

One of the action-based projects should focus on a local issue of importance to the 

individual within their community. Research suggests learning environments that incorporate 

engagement with communities and the practical application of projects or research is highly 

valued by undergraduate students (Intolubbe-Chmil et al., 2012). I believe high-school students 

also value this type of learning environment based on personal observations in the classroom. 

Students could engage with members of the local community to bring awareness to a specific 

issue, or even possible strategies to resolve or promote an issue. Projects could focus on 

numerous topics such as: conservation, restoration, renewable food systems, agricultural 

practices, sewage treatment, carbon sequestration and renewable sources of energy. A sense of 

independence could exist for the students as they embark on their own personal research journey, 
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which again could contain a perceived sense of risk as they navigate their way through the 

completion of the project. Students could gain valuable first-hand experience as they venture into 

the community to research or collect data for their project and collaborate with professional 

community members who are passionate about the issue in question. The potential for the project 

to elicit strong emotional reactions exists as the projects would be something the students were 

hopefully passionate about. During this time of active learning, educators would need to 

collaborate with the students and nurture them through the completion of their projects as the 

students build on their existing abilities to expand their capabilities. 

As illustrated by my TL model, connecting the students with professionals was very 

important to facilitating transformational change with regards to post-secondary aspirations. 

While there is value in bringing a guest speaker, such as a scientist, to the classroom to talk to the 

students about what they do for a living or highlighting their research, based on my personal 

experience, the effect is often minimal. When you have a professional such as a scientist connect 

with a classroom, you want the students to see and experience the passion many professionals 

feel towards their career. Rather than simply have a scientist discuss what they do or highlight 

their research findings, you want to have them engage and interact with the students as they work 

together on an activity as a team. If possible, it would be far better to have the scientist bring in a 

component of their research to the classroom, or bring in some data that the students could 

manipulate as if they were doing the science themselves. Alternatively, the scientist could 

collaborate with the class to design various projects to be carried out by groups of students with 

on-going support and communication from the professional, creating a student-driven learning 

process supported by the professional. Again, the scientist would be teaching in Vygotsky’s zone 



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING PROCESS IN ADOLESCENTS 148 
 

of proximal development to help develop self-directed, life-long learners (Verenikina, 2008). Not 

only would the learning experience be student-driven, the students would have the opportunity to 

apply concepts rather than just simply learn about them. When students learn through passive 

observation in science classes, they often view the knowledge as applicable to school settings 

only and not the ‘real world’ (M. Brown, 2008). The opportunity to engage and interact with 

professionals offers a favourable learning environment, creating the potential for the students to 

realize the real-world applicability of what they are learning.  

When not in the classroom, the students should be engaged in experiential learning 

opportunities in the community and beyond that are linked to what the students were learning in 

class. I have already discussed the implementation of community-based projects the students 

should be engaged with. Another opportunity to have the students venture out into the 

community is through field trips. However, to provide an optimal learning experience the novelty 

level of the field trip must be appropriate for the age group. This means that for older students 

such as high-school students, field trips need to be more elaborate and longer in duration (Falk & 

Balling, 1982). For example, since most students have likely visited an aquarium by the time 

they enter high school, a trip to the aquarium to observe the organisms you learned about in class 

likely does not provide the level of novelty required for high school students. However, if you 

connect groups of students with an aquarist or researcher at the aquarium, this would provide the 

students the opportunity to engage with the work being conducted at the aquarium while 

receiving valuable first-hand experience. In doing so you have once again connected the students 

with a professional where the potential for witnessing and experiencing passion towards a career 

exists. Ideally one of the inquiry-based or action-based research projects the students were 
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working on in class would be connected to a professional on the field trip. Engaging the students 

in first-hand experience with the professionals may result in an appropriate level of novelty to 

facilitate cognitive learning and contribute to the TL process.  

An extension of the single-day field trip would be to incorporate overnight field trips. 

Multi-day experiential field trips would allow the students to become immersed in the 

ecosystems they studied in class such as marine ecosystems, temperate coastal rainforests, old-

growth forests, and alpine ecosystems to name a few. A remarkable diversity of organisms could 

be observed and potentially handled in their natural environment. Based on personal experience 

as a senior level biology teacher, these first-hand interactions are important contributors to TL. 

While I can engage the students in laboratories and excite the students with stories and pictures 

of my personal experiences with the non-human world, these experiences are nowhere near as 

powerful as experiencing the living non-human world for yourself which offer the potential to 

elicit strong emotional responses for those involved. The element of surprise would also exist on 

each excursion as one would not know what non-human encounters may potentially occur on 

each outing. When immersed in natural environments, students may feel a sense of excitement 

and anticipation as the participants on Honduras expedition did. For many students, these 

excursions could be their first visit to remote environments of their community, providing the 

opportunity to remove the students from their physical, mental and emotional comfort zones 

while subjecting them to a perceived sense of risk as they enter the unknown. These multi-day 

trips should be electronic-free so the students can fully engage with the immediate task-at-hand. 

They should also provide an opportunity to collect data for student-driven inquiry or action-

based projects developed back in class, thereby gaining valuable first-hand experience collecting 
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data in the field. A vital component of these extended outings would be to incorporate the 

transformative orientations that “illustrate the ‘lived experience’ of a traditional Indigenous 

people’s interdependence, interconnection, and relationship with their history, their land, and 

with each other” (O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004, p. 104). Local First Nations could share their 

traditional knowledge and skills with the students in the field. Interacting with the local First 

Nations could expose the students to alternative ways of living and beliefs that are often quite 

different from Westernized views and “so apparently missing in the context of our modern life 

today” (O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004, p. 104). Experiences on the extended excursions might 

potentially encode strong memories for the participants. Therefore time to reflect on these 

memories needs to be integrated into these experiences, something that is often missing from 

experiential learning (Fried, 2012). The lack of technological access would encourage the 

students to reflect individually or socially as their minds would not be distracted by the 

technological world. Reflection time should be built into each day in conjunction with staff, 

scientists and First Nations. Combined with the rest of the course experiences, these multi-day 

outings would incorporate all five components of my TL model. While the activities may be 

locally-based, the potential exists for the students to engage in the TL process and grow as 

individuals.  

The final component of my new learning environment would be to connect the course 

with an expedition such as the one this research was based on. While many schools offer the 

students the opportunity to participate in international expeditions, those expeditions are not 

always connected to a class as was the case with this expedition. You want the expedition to be 

as accessible as possible to all students in the class. To prevent socioeconomics from inhibiting 
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some students to participate, the educator and students should seek out bursaries or grants from 

the local community. As some students have already demonstrated their commitment to the 

community with their projects, the likelihood of receiving a bursary or grant may increase and 

support those students in need of financial assistance. When preparing students for the 

expedition, my study indicates that the educator needs to address safety issues that may exist, but 

not over-prepare the students for what they are about to experience. If safety issues are not 

addressed, the students may feel an overwhelming sense of anxiety that would inhibit the 

learning experiences on the expedition (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 

2014). Having established trustful relationships with the students throughout the course should 

help to alleviate some of the safety concerns expressed by the group, who will know that they are 

under the watchful eye of a caring educator. When it comes to preparing the students for what 

they will experience on the expedition, based on my research, over-preparation will likely 

decrease the effect of wonder, surprise and raw emotional reactions that occur on the expedition 

as students embark with pre-determined expectations. Furthermore, a sense of perceived risk 

may also exist for the students, something the educator should be able to help guide the students 

through as they encounter them on the expedition. The goal of connecting the expedition to a 

course is to educate the students about scientific issues that can be applied at the local or global 

scale. The course work would provide the opportunity for the students to apply their knowledge 

locally, while the expedition would enable the students to apply their knowledge globally. More 

likely than not, any similar expedition to this one would provide the opportunity for the 

participants to engage with the five agents of my TL model on – venturing into the unknown, 
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cultural exposure, biological inundation, emotional reactions and the art of processing – thereby 

enabling each participant to potentially grow as an individual.  

Recommendations for future research 

Throughout my research process, questions surfaced that would further deepen our 

overall understanding of the transformative learning process in adolescents. Firstly, it would be 

beneficial to have input from any participants who had a negative experience on the expedition. 

Gaining further insight into what factors contributed to the expedition being a negative 

experience may potentially help prevent participants from having a negative experience on future 

expeditions if these factors could be addressed prior to and/or during the expedition. Secondly, it 

would be beneficial to interview participants a few years after an expedition to find out the 

longitudinal effects of the expedition. Ideally the researcher would be able to interview the 

participants shortly after the expedition, as this study did, but also three or four years after the 

expedition. Given the time frame of a Master’s thesis this is not plausible, but it would be 

possible as a PhD research project. Thirdly, researching the effects on various age groups to help 

determine if there is an optimal age one would target for an expedition such as this. When one 

considers the changes in the participants’ post-secondary aspirations, it may be beneficial to 

engage on an expedition such as this prior to the participants’ graduation year so the individual 

has more time to explore what they want to do post-graduation. Lastly, what effect would it have 

on the participants if an expedition such as this was connected to a course prior to the expedition 

that focused on environmental education? My project found that an educator should not over-

prepare the participants with regards to what they would be doing on the expedition; however, if 

the participants had a more developed knowledge base for environmental issues such as 
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conservation research, they might benefit more from the expedition. These recommendations 

would provide an even greater in-depth study of the effects and influences of a scientific 

expedition, thereby enabling organizers and chaperones of these expeditions to have a greater 

chance of providing an optimal experience for all involved.   
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Appendix 1 – Pre-Expedition Questionnaire 

This questionnaire is being carried out by myself, Chris Homan, a graduate student in the 

School of Environment and Sustainability at Royal Roads University. The data will be used to 

help myself to complete this research project for completion of my thesis looking at 

transformative learning in adolescents and ways to optimize future expeditions. All information 

will be kept confidential and no personal identification will be attached to any published reports. 

Please be as open and honest as possible when answering the questions. Do not feel you 

need to fill up all the space provided. If you need extra space please use the blank space on the 

last page. There are 23 questions on this survey, and should take approximately 30 - 40 minutes 

to complete.  

Completed questionnaires will be collected by a colleague of mine and stored in a sealed 

envelope until the expedition is complete. To ensure no teacher-student power issues arise, I will 

not have access to the questionnaires until I am aware of who is in my classes next year. If none 

of you are in my classes, then no power issue exists and my colleague will hand over the 

completed questionnaires. If any of you are in my classes next year, my colleague will assign 

each of the participants a pseudonym (alternative name) so I am blind to the responses of the 

participants for both the pre- and post-expedition data. The post-expedition interviews will also 

be conducted by a third party, and will be coded to match the pre-expedition questionnaires by 

my colleague. Only when both pre- and post-expedition data has been coded with pseudonyms 

will I have access to the data, maintaining your anonymity. At this point in time, my only senior 

class I am only scheduled to teach is Biology 11, which most, if not all of you have completed, 

so I do not foresee a power issue to exist. 
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1. Participant Name: ____________________________________________________ 

2. What will you age be at the start of the expedition: ______________ 

3. What is your gender:  Female _____  Male _____ 

4. Have you completed Biology 11 or Marine Biology 11: Yes _____ No _____ 

 Not at all 
(1) 

Somewhat 
(2) 

Moderately 
(3) 

Well 
(4) 

Extremely 
well (5) 

5. How well prepared do 
you feel for the 
expedition? 

     

 

6. Could you please briefly explain what you think would have been beneficial to do prior to the 
expedition that wasn’t part of the preparation you received.  

 

7. Do you have any concerns or worries you would like to share with me? (Cultural, safety, health, 
physical, etc.) 

 

8. How are you feeling going into this expedition? Please be as open and honest as possible, and think of 
a wide range of emotions. 

 

9. What are you most excited about on this expedition? 

 

10. Do you have any previous travel experience outside of Canada to a developing nation?  
Yes _____     No _____      
If yes, where? ______________________________________________________________________ 
Do you feel this previous experience has helped prepare you for this expedition? Yes _____ No _____ 
If yes, could you please explain how you feel this may have helped prepare you for this expedition. If 
no, why not? 

 

11. How would you explain biodiversity to someone who asked you what it is? 

 

12. How would you explain sustainability to someone who asked you what it is? 
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13. Are you involved in any environmental groups/initiatives?   Yes _____        No _____ 
If yes could you please explain the group/initiative: 

 

 No 
understanding 

(1) 

Little 
understanding 

(2) 

Moderate 
understanding 

(3) 

Strong 
understanding 

(4) 

Excellent 
understanding 

(5) 
14. How would you 

describe your 
current 
understanding of 
conservation?  

     

15. How would you 
describe your 
current 
understanding of 
biodiversity? 

     

16. How would you 
describe your 
current 
understanding of 
sustainability? 

     

 

17. Are you aware of any local (Vancouver Island) conservation issues?   Yes _____        No _____ 
If yes could you please briefly explain the issue(s): 

 

Please indicate how strongly you would agree or disagree with the following statements: 

 Strongly 
disagree (1) 

Disagree 
(2) 

Neutral 
(3) 

Agree 
(4) 

Strongly 
agree (5) 

18. Humans should be 
allowed to do whatever 
they like to the 
environment to suit 
their needs. 

     

19. Humans should be able 
to do whatever they like 
to the environment to 
suit their needs, 
provided they can ‘fix’ 
any wrongdoings. 

     



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING PROCESS IN ADOLESCENTS 169 
 

20. The non-human world 
(plants & animals) has 
just as much right to 
live on this planet as 
humans do. 

     

21. The human population 
is nearing its carrying 
capacity (maximum 
number) for what Earth 
can support.  

     

22. Humans will soon 
exhaust Earth’s natural 
resources if we continue 
to live our current 
lifestyles.  

     

23. Humans are abusing the 
environment.  

     

24. Technology will allow 
humans to survive no 
matter the cost to the 
environment.  

     

 

25. Could you please explain why you are going on this expedition? 

 

26. Could you please explain what you hope to gain by going on this expedition? 

 

27. Could you please explain what your future post-secondary plans/goals currently are? 
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Appendix 2 – Intensive Interview Questions Template 

Welcome, and thank you for volunteering to do this one-on-one interview with me. I 

would like to record this interview for accurate recollection of your responses when I am 

analyzing the data. You granted permission to do so when you signed the consent form, do I still 

have your permission to record this interview?  

Please answer the questions as openly and honestly as possible. Please respond with 

whatever comes to your mind. If there is a question you would prefer not to answer, please say 

so and I will move on.  

Are you ready to begin? 

 (Not all questions will be asked during the interview. Deeper probing may occur based 

on the participants’ response to any question, specifically the initial question) 

1. As you know, I’m interested in the impact this trip may have had on your life. When you 
look back on your expedition to Honduras, can you tell me about your overall experience 
as you remember it, and about some of your more memorable experiences.  

2. Can you tell me if the expedition had an impact on your life, and if it did, how it was 
impacted?  

a. Possible follow ups… 
b. Did the scientific component have an impact on you? 
c. Did the remoteness of the location have an impact on you? 
d. Did the cultural aspect have an impact on you? 
e. If so, how? 

3. What experience stands out most to you? 
4. What is it about this experience that makes it stand out to you so much? 
5. How important were the first-hand experiences to you in this expedition? 
6. Did the expedition change how you think about the non-human world? 
7. Can you think of a specific example of an experience in Honduras that made you 

question your current values, attitudes, beliefs, etc.?  
8. Has your life changed since the expedition? 
9. What do you care about now that you did not care about before? 
10. What do you not care so much about now that you used to care about? 
11. How willing are you to trying new things since returning home? 
12. Was this your first time on a trip without your family? If so, how significant was this to 

you to allow for personal growth? 
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13. What were you expecting to experience on this expedition?  
14. What did you value about the community of researchers/scientists? 
15. Did seeing the passion and the excitement the researchers have for their work make you 

evaluate what you would like to do with your life? 
16. How would you compare the learning experiences you had in Honduras to a classroom 

here? 
17. Does having time to reflect on your experience help you understand how it has impacted 

your life? If so how.  
18. Talking about it? 
19. Tell me about some strengths you discovered about yourself as a result of the trip, either 

while on the trip or after returning home. 
20. How did you feel when you returned home to Victoria?  
21. Describe what it was like re-integrating to the Western lifestyle. 
22. There was a lot of talk on the trip about technology, and our dependence on it. There was 

also a lot of talk about many people’s wish to decrease their dependence on technology 
when returning home. Have your views or use of technology changed since the trip? 

Is there anything else you think I should know to better my understanding of your 

experience of the scientific expedition? 


