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ABSTRACT 

This richly descriptive qualitative study examines the ability of a Grade 11 outdoor 

education program to transform student environmental worldviews. This exploratory research 

investigates the current environmental attitudes and beliefs of a random sample of eight 

graduates of the G. P. Vanier Secondary School Explore program from the years 2003 through 

2006. The research also examines the long-term reflections of these graduates on their 

experiences in the Explore program. This qualitative research utilizes open-ended interviews to 

ascertain the depth and breadth of the students‟ experiences. Qualitative findings indicate that a 

reaffirmation, rather than transformation, in environmental attitudes occurs for the participants in 

this study. The findings of the study corroborate the results of earlier studies on the positive 

impact of outdoor education programs and support the notion that outdoor education programs 

can provide a variety of meaningful experiences for their participants. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Background 

 
Each year a new group of students walk through the door of my Geography 12 

classroom, eager to take on such a wide-ranging and comprehensive class. In British 

Columbia, Geography 12 is predominantly a physical geography class, yet one-third of 

the curriculum is dedicated to biogeography, resource management, and environmental 

ethics. Year after year, the students in my class indicate that environmental issues, not 

tectonics, gradation nor weather is their favourite portion of the class. The students who 

enrol in my Geography 12 class also continually demonstrate an inquisitive nature about 

their favourite topic. They are not only keen to learn about the human - environment 

dynamic, but also enthusiastic to affect positive change in the world. 

Since graduating, former students have told stories of transferring their passion 

into social and environmental action. Some ventured off to Indonesia to provide disaster 

relief in the wake of the December 2004 tsunami while others traveled to the Gulf Coast 

and the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans to assist in the rebuilding process from the 

destruction wrought by Hurricane Katrina. Students have entered into environmental 

engineering and environmental business programs at universities across North America 

while others have obtained work in the ecotourism industry. Looking back on the 

students whom I have had the pleasure to teach, I wondered “Why do these students feel 

the need to help in a humanitarian and environmental vein?” 
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 The stories from these young men and women, related a variety of experiences 

that had made important impacts on their lives. Although the outcomes varied, the 

feelings from their experiences all had a common ground that could be described as a 

meaningful. As I traced a line back through the experiences they characterized as 

meaningful, I found a common root was their exposure to the Explore outdoor education 

program at G.P. Vanier Secondary School, in Courtenay BC.  

 

A Brief History of Explore 

 

The Explore program started in 2001 at G.P. Vanier Secondary School, which is 

the largest of the three secondary schools in the Comox Valley. The school draws its 

students from Hornby and Denman Islands, the city of Courtenay, and the communities 

to the north of Courtenay including: Dove Creek, Merville, Black Creek, Saratoga Beach 

and Miracle Beach. Explore was created in order to provide an integrated five month, full 

semester program where students work together as a separate cohort within the larger 

school, combining academics with discovery of the natural world. The goals established 

for the program include:  

1. Students will develop basic skills in a wide range of outdoor pursuits 

through instruction and active participation. Students will participate in 

sea kayaking trips, hiking trips, mountaineering treks, sailing trips, and 

cycling excursions to the best of their ability. 

2. Students will develop interpersonal skills to enable them to work with a 

wide variety of people and to function within a group 
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3. Students will develop the skills necessary to initiate change and make 

informed decisions within the democratic process. Such skills could 

include good listening, public speaking, developing proposals and letter 

writing. 

4. Students will develop leadership skills within an outdoor adventure 

environmental context 

5. Students will be provided with enriched academic opportunities which 

have a relevant and practical application. (G.P. Vanier Explore Program 

[Explore], 2001) 

The curriculum taught in Explore covers the learning outcomes prescribed by the 

British Columbia Ministry of Education for grade 11 Math, Biology, Physical Education, 

Outdoor Recreation and Social Studies courses. However, the developers of Explore also 

included a leadership and stewardship component to the program that was embedded 

within the explicitly stated curriculum. At the foundation of the program are the 

opportunities for outdoor learning, which take students kayaking, hiking, sailing, and 

camping at various locations on Vancouver Island. In addition, Explore also takes the 

students into their own schoolyard for stream rehabilitation and salmon enhancement 

projects on Towhee Creek, an intermittent stream that flows through the school grounds. 

Explore also takes the students to an adjoining endangered Gary Oak ecosystem for GPS 

mapping and the synthesis of information for local stakeholders.  

Explore offers students meaningful learning experiences in a well-rounded 

curriculum, combining accelerated academic studies along with outdoor pursuits and has 

become a highly sought after program for students throughout the district. Recruitment 
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for the program is achieved through placing posters in the three secondary schools 

throughout the school district along with highlighting activities and expectations on the 

Explore webpage
1
. Entry into Explore is based on a selective process in which students 

apply and are interviewed by the program instructors for one of the 48 spots available 

every year. Through this process students must fill in an application form, submit it along 

with two references and then participate in an interview with the three program 

instructors. Conversations with the Explore instructors indicate that in addition to the 

application and interview, selection is based on a variety of criteria including: academic 

ability; independence and self reliance; involvement in both school and community 

activities; and dependability (D. Neill, personal communication, June 23, 2010). Once the 

interview process has taken place, those who are not selected for the program are placed 

on a “wait list” for program entry should any of the students selected for Explore change 

their mind or are forced to withdraw for any reason.  

In my Geography 12 classes, consistently, year after year, the largest group of 

students comes from the Explore program. Recognizing that so many of my students 

came from Explore led me to wonder if components of the program motivated students to 

engage actively in environmental issues or if the program attracted a type of student who 

was predisposed to be an agent of environmental change. If, indeed, the program provides 

meaningful experiences that motivate students to engage in environmental activism then 

the question that begs to be asked is what made those experiences in Explore so 

meaningful? Are there some common attributes to such experiences? 

 

                                                 
1 The Explore webpage can be found at http://qp.sd71.bc.ca/explore 

http://qp.sd71.bc.ca/explore
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Meaningful Learning Experiences 

 

The influential American educational philosopher John Dewey advocated a 

pragmatic philosophy of education. Dewey (1916) argued that if citizens were well-

educated and contributed to the improvement of society then a democratic society would 

function well. In order for that society to function well, Dewey believed that an education 

system should provide experiences that did more than merely teach the knowledge and 

skills citizens required. According to Dewey‟s view education must provide experiences 

that create interests and give meaning to what is presented. An education having these 

attributes enables students to develop the ability to communicate ideas clearly, to solve 

problems, and to think logically (Dewey, 1916). Schools then should be the models of 

what society should be. Dewey postulated that as models, schools should provide 

experiences that have personal meanings which allow students to learn how to cope with, 

adapt to, and contribute to the improvement of their society. In this view, education is not 

merely for the development of cognitive understanding but also as Bloom, Krathwohl, 

and Masia (1973) would argue, it is for development of the affective and psychomotor 

domains of individual students as well. For students in the education system there should 

be meaningful experiences that facilitate an intrinsic motivation to develop the skills that 

Dewey argued were so important to the citizens of a well functioning society (Dewey, 

1916). In this, if educational experiences are relevant and meaningful, they will make a 

difference in a person‟s life. Consideration of Dewey‟s philosophy made me wonder if 

Explore provided students with the meaningful learning opportunities that enabled a 

change in their lives.  
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Research Question 

 
The attitudes and values of my Geography students who had graduated from the 

Explore program made me wonder if there was something specific that Explore did to 

encourage students in the program to be so environmentally conscious and active. I 

reflected on whether it was merely the predisposition of the students who were drawn to 

the Explore program to be environmentally conscious. From this question came the idea 

for a research project Exploring Explore. This study aimed to examine the experiences of 

former Explore students to determine what, if anything, the program did to encourage 

students to become more environmentally minded. To that end, the following research 

questions guided the inquiry: 

1. What do past Explore students think are the impacts of the Explore 

program on their cognitive understandings and attitudes towards the 

environment? 

2. If the students taking Explore do recognize experiencing a shift in 

environmental attitudes, to what do graduates themselves attribute that 

transformation? 

3. If the students taking Explore do not recognize experiencing a shift in 

environmental attitudes, to what do the graduates themselves attribute the 

development of those values? 
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Delimitations of the Study 

 

Several restrictions and boundaries were imposed on this research project prior to 

the study of the Explore program. The participants in this study were limited to those 

students who were members of the Explore Alumni Faceboook website. This was done 

for ease of access and to ensure a large group of potential participants from which to 

draw. It is important to note that there were Explore graduates who were not informed of 

this study because of the method of recruitment. A result of this selection bias is that 

there may have been potential participants who were unable to take part in this study. The 

study was limited to the graduates of one outdoor education program in a specific 

geographic location for the years between 2003 and 2006. This was done in order to 

ensure that there was consistency across experiences and program instructors in the 

Explore program during the time that participants in this study were enrolled in the 

program.  

 

Limitations of the Study 

 

Because of its small size and limited scope, the findings of this study are not 

generalizable to other populations. There are similarities however, between Explore and 

outdoor education programs at other public schools in the British Columbia secondary 

education system. As such, those programs that have similar characteristics may be 

interested in the findings of the study.  
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The data in this study were derived from individuals who relied on their memories 

to reconstruct and report events. The in-depth interview technique used was meant to help 

participants recall their experiences. However long-term memories may be distorted and 

this may be a further limitation of this study. Developing an appropriate research design 

and reviewing the relevant literature on qualitative inquiry were the methods used to 

address this limitation. 

 

Significance of the Study 

 

There are many potential beneficiaries to this study of the Explore program: 

classroom teachers, the Explore program itself, G.P. Vanier Secondary School, School 

District 71 and the field of environmental education. An in-depth look at the meaning of 

the Explore program, as revealed through the words of its participants, provides 

information that may further be used to enhance opportunities for students. 

I have observed that students who participated in Explore appear to be highly 

motivated to contribute positively on environmental issues. The attitudes and behaviour 

of these students generally benefited my classes. While on field studies in Geography, 

former Explore students demonstrated outstanding leadership skills and encouraged 

active learning about the environment among their peers in class. The passion for the 

environment these Explore students demonstrated made the Geography class more 

conducive to learning. The increased quality of classroom interaction caused a heightened 

level of student empowerment and action. If the students who come from Explore are 

found to be highly motivated to learn about environmental issues and to affect 



9 
 

environmental change, then there is a potential for replicating portions of the program‟s 

successes in a non-Explore teaching environment. The discovery of effective techniques 

to plan and implement field studies, like those in Explore, may foster schools to provide 

more opportunities for teachers to take students out into nature more often than in the 

past. This is an important in order to increase the number of students who reconnect with 

nature (Louv, 2005).  

The potential benefits to the Explore program, G.P. Vanier Secondary School and 

School District 71 are significant. Other schools and school districts perceive Explore as 

a prestigious program. Anything that garners favourable attention for the program will 

enhance its public stature. Further, the school may see clearly the benefits and shortfalls 

of the program and this may strengthen resolve among the school community to maintain 

the program or make changes in response to the findings of this study. In this era of 

financial restraint in education, positive results could enhance the confidence in the 

program, which may help justify its existence. The staff of the Explore program at G.P. 

Vanier Secondary School will receive the results and recommendations of the study. The 

recommendations may offer potential directions for professional development and 

program development. Conclusions from the students may allow the developers of 

Explore to enhance what works well and build upon the strengths of the program as 

identified by the participants. 

Meaningful education experiences can change lives. It is all too easy to dismiss 

the potential of non-traditional educational programs as well-intentioned, but lacking 

tangible results. The Explore outdoor education program provides its participants a non-

traditional model of education and this study examines the long term impact of Explore 
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on the lives of its participants in order to determine if it provides meaningful learning 

experiences that can change lives. This is one small study that adds to the growing data 

on the relationship between outdoor education experiences and connections with nature 

for students. As such, the outdoor and environmental education field may benefit from 

this investigation. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  

Introduction 

 

In order to determine whether Explore transforms students‟ environmental 

worldview, it is imperative to examine a variety of literature related to outdoor education 

programs. Some of the literature was gathered prior to the study in order to inform the 

question that the research intended to address while a further review of the literature was 

conducted after the collection and analysis of data, in order to address the study‟s 

findings. The literature covered includes: (a) a review of environmental worldviews; (b) 

the process of worldview transformation; (c) constructivist and experiential learning 

theories along with the impacts of cohorts; (d) learning in nature; and a (e) brief history 

and understanding of the merits of outdoor education. 

 

Environmental Worldview 

 

In order to understand how Explore affects its participants‟ environmental 

worldviews, it is imperative to define an environmental worldview. All human societies 

develop culture wherein stories explain their place in the world and the larger cosmos 

(Kane, 1998). The collective wisdom, beliefs, myths and stories of each society make up 

that society‟s worldview. Worldviews are “the concepts and theories that explain how we 

construe a global image of the world and how we make sense of the meaning of our 

experiences” (Aerts, Apostel, De Moor, Hellmans, Maex, Van Belle, et al., 2007, p. 8). 

Worldviews are more than just concepts and theories however; they are expressions of 
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desire and explanations of place. Worldviews map a way of being, providing a way to 

navigate the world we inhabit. Suzuki (1997) states, “many of our rituals, songs, prayers, 

and ceremonies were reaffirmations of our dependence on nature and our commitment to 

behave properly. This is how it has been for most of human existence all over the world” 

(p.10). The stories we tell reveal underlying beliefs that we carry about the world and our 

place in it. These stories provide a frame of reference and they provide a symbolic system 

of representation that clarifies the place of humanity in the world and reveals insight into 

the most significant relationships humans have with nature (Aerts et al., 2007). 

 

The need to transform environmental worldview 

 

Much current thought indicates that a transformation in environmental worldview 

is necessary in order for humans to reconnect with nature, deal with existing ecological 

crises, and adapt to a new reality for the earth system (Berry, 2006; Capra, 1996; Kane, 

1998; Orr, 2004; O‟Sullivan & Taylor, 2004; Suzuki, 1997). Recent authors have dealt 

with this topic and published trade and mass market books on the topic as well (Diamond, 

2005; Flannery, 2005; Homer-Dixon, 2006; Turner, 2007; Wright, 2004). Thomashow 

(1996) has argued that a transformed environmental worldview should “provide the 

language and context that connect a person‟s life choices with his or her ecological 

worldview, serving as a guide that coordinates meaning, a transition to a new way of 

seeing oneself in the world” (p. 6). The development of this ecological identity is crucial 

in understanding that the universe is a “communion of subjects, not a collection of 

objects” (Berry, 2006, p. 17).  
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This new environmental worldview recognizes the deep physical, psychological, 

spiritual, and emotional connections among humans and the environment. Capra (1996) 

argued “if we have deep ecological awareness, or experience, of being part of the web of 

life, then we will (as opposed to should) be inclined to care for all living nature” (p. 12). 

This self-realized environmental worldview, developed through an awareness of one's 

ultimate inseparability with the non-human world, is a transformation that both Capra 

(1996) and Berry (2006) have argued is necessary for individuals and societies. Berry 

(2006) claims this transformation is necessary because “Unrestrained commercialism, 

unlimited technological drive, and unbounded political expediency have been drawn 

together in the myth of progress that drives industrial societies” (p.93). Suzuki (1997) 

argues further that we have become a super-species that has evolved to a position of 

dominance over the planet. If the needs of humans take precedence over the environment 

and the current worldview embodied in the myth of progress continues then catastrophic 

events may unfold.  

Hungerford, Peyton and Wilke (1980) believed that the transformation of 

environmental worldview could be achieved through the current education system. They 

proposed that environmental education could "...aid citizens in becoming 

environmentally knowledgeable and, above all, [create] skilled and dedicated citizens 

who are willing to work, individually and collectively, toward achieving and/or 

maintaining a dynamic equilibrium between quality of life and quality of the 

environment,” (Hungerford, Peyton and Wilke, 1980, p.44). If indeed there is a need for a 

transformed environmental worldview how is this transformation to be attained through 

the current education system? 
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Mezirow and Transforming Worldview 

 

Restructuring an environmental worldview, whether as an explicit goal of outdoor 

and environmental programs such as Explore or merely as an unintentional side-effect of 

other experiences, requires people to relearn thoughts, perceptions, feelings and attitudes. 

This change is more than just mere cognitive restructuring; it forms a shift in the affective 

domain of an individual. Cognitive redefinition occurs “when the learner has become 

unfrozen (i.e., motivated to change) and has, therefore, opened him- or herself up to new 

information” (Schein, 1999, p. 62). Schein‟s argument on change comes from the Lewin 

(1951) three-step change model of unfreezing, changing and refreezing. Like Lewin, 

Mezirow (1978) argued that change occurs when an individual engages in rational 

discourse, critically reflects upon individual assumptions, and then adopts a new frame of 

reference. This rational discourse, inherent in the ideas of Lewin, and Mezirow and 

Schein, is one explanation of affective change. It is important to note that other 

paradigms view the reliance on language as a barrier to enlightenment. For the context of 

this study, set in an educational institution where rational discourse is inherent, the work 

of Mezirow is appropriate to examine transformation and change. 

 

Critical reflection as a basis of transformational theory 

 

In 1978, Mezirow developed a learning theory that explains the process of 

transformation in adult learners. Mezirow‟s theory of transformation is one of many in 

the field of cognitive theory including, but not limited to, Bruner (1972), Gardiner 

(1983), Piaget (1952), Vygotsky (1978) and others. In Learning as Transformation, 
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Mezirow (2000) claims that frames of reference, or mindsets, are filters that shape the 

way that individuals make meaning in the world. These habits of mind become expressed 

as points of view, which “suggests a line of action that we tend to follow automatically 

unless brought into critical reflection” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 18).To Mezirow, critical 

reflection of personal assumptions helps an individual subjectively reframe their mindset. 

In doing so, the learner then must make a commitment to act on their reflection. “A 

mindful transformative learning experience requires that the learner make an informed 

and reflective decision to act on his or her reflective insight” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 23). It is 

important to note, however, that Mezirow did not state that critical reflection will 

automatically bring about transformative learning. Critical reflection is a necessary 

condition through which an individual may develop a transformative learning experience. 

It is necessary, however, for an individual to then consciously make and implement plans 

that bring about new ways of defining their worlds. 

 

Informative versus transformative learning 

 

To determine if Explore causes a shift, or transformation, in student 

environmental world view it is important to understand how worldview change may 

occur in individuals. Transformation does not necessarily imply merely any form of 

change. Indeed if a student were to learn new information, then one could argue that they 

have been transformed by their newfound cognitive ability. This kind of learning, 

however, is more an informative rather than transformative shift, as the data gained 

informs an already existing set of knowledge. Osborne (1985) argued that changes „in‟ 
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worldview are different than changes „of‟ worldview. This implies that learning can 

cause changes in pre-existing worldviews rather than replacing one worldview with an 

entirely different worldview.  Shifting an environmental worldview is a form of change 

wherein the individual alters their framework, or roadmap, for generating and applying 

knowledge. This ‟epistemological‟ change is not only a transformation in the way an 

individual „knows‟, but also „how‟ an individual knows (Kegan, 2000). If the Explore 

program transforms students‟ environmental worldviews, then in theory it should alter the 

cognitive schemata or ways in which an individual makes sense of the world. 

 

The case for Transformative theory and this research 

 

Mezirow‟s theory of transformative learning does not come without some 

controversy. For the context of this study, two criticisms of Mezirow‟s theory are 

important to note: first that transformative theory is based in cognitive processes and 

rationality; and second that the focus of transformation is individualistic and not social in 

nature. Mezirow believed that the transformative process requires a level of emotional 

maturity and development that students in the Explore program may have yet to develop. 

Mezirow (2000) argued “Although adolescents may learn to become critically reflective 

of the assumptions of others, becoming critically reflective of one‟s own assumptions 

appears to be much more likely to occur in adults” (p. 26). This focus on rationality and 

cognitive development ignores the potential that the affective domain has on individuals 

and ignores the effect of the physical or psychomotor domain. The role emotions play in 

perspective transformation has been given little attention in Mezirow‟s theory. Boyd 
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(1991) described transformative learning as having elements of creativity and emotion as 

well as intuition. It is important to note that cognitive and affective transformations are 

important elements to consider when looking at an environmental worldview shift among 

Explore students in this study. Taking this into consideration is a significant element in 

using Mezirow‟s theory of transformative learning for this research. 

 

Identifying the culture where transformation occurs 

 

Another criticism of Mezirow‟s theory is that the focus of transformation is on the 

individual and therefore focuses on an individualistic model of learning. Mezirow (2000) 

certainly considered the possibility for an individual to change society but did not see a 

“linear relationship” between transformative learning and social action (p. 174). It is 

important to note that self-actualization in transformation is merely a starting point and 

that there are many other factors that could affect social action. Transformative learning 

does depend strongly on the cultural and social context where the learning takes place 

(Daloz, 2000). The Explore program provides a community of like-minded learners that 

share experiences as a cohort within a larger school. Gibson and Rotigel (2007) argued 

that “at its best, a cohort can supply the environment that is conductive to promoting 

personal transformation” (p. 4). The relationships developed in the Explore program 

provide an opportunity for significant others students and teachers to engage in the 

reflective discourse that Mezirow believed was necessary for transformative learning to 

take place. Daloz (2000) added “If we really want to understand transformative learning 

richly we need to recognize the extraordinary power of the webs of relationships in which 
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we are invariably held” (p. 115). Understanding the social setting of Explore along with 

the dynamics of discourse engaged by the participants will allow the use Mezirow‟s 

theory in order to determine whether the program generates a transformative learning 

experience amongst adolescents. 

 

Theories of Learning 

 

Contemporary learning theories can be divided into three main categories: 

behaviourism, constructivism, and experientialism (Bigge & Shermis, 1999). 

Behaviourists use a stimulus-response model of learning in which individuals are shaped 

into performing predictable responses by the selective use of positive or negative 

feedback (Castleberry & Wald, 2000).  Conditioning through environmental stimuli may 

create desired responses and actions but does not necessarily promote discovery, 

understanding, or meaning in learning experiences. As such, for the context of this study, 

constructivism and experientialism are the focus of research while behaviourism has not 

been considered. 

 

Constructivism and Cohort Development 

 

Constructivism, in an educational context, is a theory where knowledge is 

constructed rather than received from an objective world or external reality (Lowenthal & 

Muth, 2008). As a learning theory, constructivism is the construction of knowledge for 

learning and it developed from the work of psychologists such as Bruner (1973), Piaget 
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(1952) and Vygotsky (1978). For this study, there are two strands of constructivism that 

are important to examine: cognitive constructivism and social constructivism. 

To the cognitive constructivist, learning is an internal process in which 

individuals construct their views of reality by acting on and interacting with the world 

(Castleberry & Wald, 2000). Cognitive constructivism, as a learning theory, suggests that 

over time an individual recognizes patterns in his or her environment and gleans insight 

into learning through pattern recognition (Mayes, 2000). Pattern recognition allows an 

individual to develop problem-solving skills that can be applied to new and ever-

increasingly complex situations. An individual grows, attains goals, and develops a more 

expansive life space or reality for themselves, by recognizing patterns through cognitive 

insights (Bigge & Shermis, 1999). For a cognitive constructivist, learning is an ongoing 

process of gathering experiences and recognizing patterns within one‟s environment 

(Mayes, 2000). In this view, learning is a deeply internal process of introspection and 

self-reflection undertaken by an individual in order to construct meaning and make sense 

of their reality. This form of constructive cognition is characterized by schemata which 

are “relatively stable cognitive patterns that are the product of one‟s beliefs, attitudes, and 

behavioural responses” (Friedman, Thase, & Wright, 2008. p.1928). Cognitive schemata 

are important not just in that they serve as templates for new information they also assist 

in the regulation of affect, self-esteem and control behaviour as well (Friedman, Thase & 

Wright, 2008). In that Mezirow‟s theory of transformation is based on the change of 

existing schemata, his theory does appear to concur with the ideas of cognitive 

constructivism. 
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Rooted in Vygotsky‟s theories, social constructivists see individuals as products 

of the social forces acting upon them (Vygotsky, 1978). Lowenthal and Muth (2008) 

indicated that for the social constructivist, learning happens through the construction of 

meaning in social interactions within cultures. For Jerome S. Bruner, learning is a 

product of the quest for meaning within a culture (Bigge & Shermis, 1999). A social 

constructivist approach to learning, then, focuses on individual learners in a group 

context where “most learning, in most settings, is a sharing of culture” (Bigge & Shermis, 

1999, p. 134). Taken from this view, social constructivism requires learning to be situated 

in a social context where individuals develop meaning through interaction and 

collaboration. 

As identified above, the Explore program is a community of like-minded learners 

that shares experiences as a cohort within a larger school. This cohort is isolated from the 

larger school community and follows a social constructivist model of learning. In a broad 

educational context a cohort is a group of individuals who share an experience. Lawrence 

(2002) identified cohorts as “a small group of learners who complete an entire program of 

study as a single unit” (p.83).  Explore is a cohort and not a class in that it is a group 

constructed of participants selected to the all day long five month program of study as 

opposed to a random grouping of students placed together for a small time for a class in a 

particular subject. There are many classes that the students take but they share them 

together as a single unit separated from the larger school community. There are many 

benefits to cohort learning that are important to note. Bradshaw, Laing, and Seay (2006) 

argued that cohorts have the potential to become learning communities that include 

building relationships and teams within a school setting. Lawrence (2002) indicated that 
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cohorts offer the opportunity to “develop skills in communication, accountability, 

respect, love, conflict resolution, and commitment” (p. 91). In a study on the research 

associated with experiential education and cohorts, Seed (2008) contests that cohorts 

decrease feelings of isolation, develop leadership skills, allow for relationship building. 

Additionally, it is important to note in the context of this study, that cohorts encourage 

their members to learn from each other. Considered in this light, the Explore cohort can 

be seen as a learning community within a school that follows a social constructivist 

model to provide experiences where students can construe meaning through collaborative 

social interaction. 

 

Experiential Learning Theory  

 

Experiential learning theory can be traced back to the educational philosophy of 

John Dewey (1938). Coleman (1979) described experiential learning as a holistic process 

including elements of trial and error, stimulus and response, emotion and intellect. The 

process of experiential learning “is a painful, time-consuming, and emotion-producing 

experience, but an effective one” (Coleman, 1979, p. 7). Since basic knowledge and 

pattern recognition are parts of most learning processes, they are necessary foundations 

for any kind of experiential learning. As such, experiential learning can be seen as a 

holistic process involving both cognitive and affective domains in the individual. 

Experiential learning theorists note four sequential stages to internalization of 

information: (a) concrete experience, (b) observation and reflection, (c) abstract 

conceptualization and generalization, and (d) active experimentation (Kolb, 1984). This 

pattern closely follows the concepts Mezirow (1978) developed in transformational 
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learning theory. Included in experiential learning theory, however, is a keen awareness of 

the role emotion and nuance, affect and connotation, (Henry, 1989) play in the learning 

process. Integral to experiential theory is emotional investment, voluntary immersion, 

and meaningful relationships developed by individuals, rather than an abstract or 

conditioned learning (Proudman, 1995). Furthermore, reflection is essential to 

experiential learning (Dewey, 1938) since reflection allows for permanency and 

relevance. Seen in this context, it is important to consider experiential learning theory in 

conjunction with transformational learning theory and social constructivism in order to 

determine what, if anything, the Explore cohort does to facilitate a transformation in its 

participant‟s environmental worldview. 

 

Learning in Nature 

 

Deeply held beliefs, values, and assumptions exert a powerful influence on our 

personal worldviews which are often rooted in life experiences that stretch back to our 

early years (Castleberry & Wald, 2000). Seen in this light, learning by doing in nature is 

a very effective way to help students understand how life on earth works and to assist in 

the development of worldview (Poudel, Vincent, Anzalone, Huner, Wollard, Clement, et 

al., 2005; Zoldosova & Prokop, 2006). Louv (2005) posited the belief of Nature Deficit 

Disorder where he claimed that many of today‟s children have lost their connection to the 

natural environment and rarely have an opportunity to study natural organisms in outdoor 

settings despite research demonstrating its importance. In many ways children have 

become strangers in the world, a world to which they no longer belong (Suzuki, 1997). 
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Pollution, replacement of natural spaces with concrete and asphalt, habitat fragmentation, 

increased mechanized transport and declining parental involvement all contribute to 

children‟s decline in direct experience with nature (Kellert, 2005). It is important to note 

here that the claims of Kellert (2005) come from a study on architecture where he 

proposes that the problems in environmental worldview are design flaws in human 

constructed environments. This argument, then, is rooted in design and structural issues 

rather than in educational issues. Louv (2005) discussed the connection between children 

and the natural world in order to address their concern over the need to transform 

environmental worldview. Louv‟s argument attempts to draw links between attention 

disorders, depression and the onset of childhood obesity with the lack of nature in 

children‟s lives (2005). This work is based in the physical and emotional well-being of 

both children and adults and as such is not rooted in an educational context. Regardless of 

era or locale, the challenge now is to find a way to increase the experience of children 

with nature and provide improved access to such opportunities. The Explore outdoor 

education program is designed to provide these types of opportunities or learning 

experiences for students in the Comox Valley, BC. 

Learning through direct and personal experience remains one of the best and most 

natural ways to learn (Zoldosova & Prokop, 2006) and current research findings suggest 

human physical and mental development may be enhanced depending on the personal 

experience of the natural world (Ewert, Place, & Sibthorp, 2005; Kellert, 2005; Malone 

& Tranter, 2003; Owens, 2005; Vadala, Bixler, & James, 2007). Ballantyne, Fien and 

Packer (2001) and Ballanytne and Packer (2002) found that engaging students in 

fieldwork in the local environment is highly valuable in influencing environmental 
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learning by those students. Ballantyne and Packer (2002) also found that learning through 

local fieldwork assists the students to become key players of environmental change in 

their homes and communities. A key assumption in this claim is that if the work is local 

and tangible then students will see the relevance in their actions and therefore be more 

interested in addressing environmental change. Ideally, students should observe their wild 

neighbours, such as animals and plants, in their natural habitats (Zoldosova & Prokop, 

2006) and direct experience with nature will contribute significantly to healthy childhood 

growth and development (Kellert, 2005). 

An out-of-school informal learning experience nurtures curiosity, improves 

motivation and attitudes, and engages audiences through participation and social 

interaction (Brody, 2005). Encouraging children to engage with the natural world through 

direct experience, preserving habitats where they can do so, and creating programs for 

this to occur, is critical to the future of healthy adults and a healthy planet (Wells & 

Lekies, 2006). Ballantyne and Packer (2002) suggested that educators act upon the 

interest of students in environmental issues and incorporate encounters with wildlife into 

their curricula at school. Malone and Tranter (2003) added “Why learn about frogs from 

a book or a computer screen when you could watch them growing day by day during 

class time and in your play, in a pond in the school ground?” (p. 300). According to 

research, firsthand experiences in nature best changes attitudes towards nature and 

Explore provides both direct structured and informal experiences in nature. This is an 

important fact to take note of in order to help determine whether the program shifts 

students‟ environmental worldview as the research indicates it should. 
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Outdoor Education 

 

Many regard Kurt Hahn as the founder of the modern adventure and outdoor 

education movement (Wilson, 1981). Hahn developed the Outward Bound school 

concept in 1941 with physical fitness, self-reliance, artisanship, companionship and 

community service as central components of its program. Today, Outward Bound 

students: 

… not only learn the technical skills demanded by travel in the wilderness, 

they also develop long-lasting attributes that are the hallmark of Outward 

Bound - adaptability, courage, resilience, responsibility, persistence, 

integrity, compassion, service to community, and the ability to work well 

with others (“Outward Bound Canada”, 2007, para. 5). 

The Outward Bound school concept has been an integral factor in the development of 

outdoor adventure education in North America. Outward Bound has set standards for 

program design, safety standards and leadership that outdoor education schools across 

North America have emulated (Hirsch, 1999). Outward Bound provides its participants 

an opportunity to experience “real adventure in rugged surroundings, and the opportunity 

to stretch their minds and bodies beyond anything they have previously experienced” 

(Wilson, 1981, p. 162). 

Challenging experiences in rugged surroundings form one view of what 

constitutes outdoor education. The term outdoor education, however, is used to broadly 

refer to programs with a variety of outcomes ranging from physical and recreational, 

through to environmental and developmental purposes. An alternate definition of outdoor 

education is found in the work of L.B. Sharp. Sharp connected the experiential 
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philosophy of John Dewey (Dewey, 1938) with outdoor learning opportunities provided 

by youth camps. Sharp (1947) argued “that which can best be learned through direct 

experience outside the classroom, in contact with native materials and life situations, 

should there be learned” (p. 43). In Sharp‟s view outdoor education is a learning 

experience in and for the environment. As such, for Sharp, if outdoor education is for the 

environment, a major outcome could be the development of pro-environmental behavior. 

Miles Priest (1986) explained that outdoor education is “an experiential method of 

learning by doing, which takes place primarily through exposure to the out-of-doors” 

(p.13). In addition to this, however, the emphasis for the subject of learning in outdoor 

education is placed on relationships which include those of people and society with 

natural resources (Priest, 1986, p.13). Outdoor education, then, is a context or a method 

through which many different objectives can be met. If outdoor education is seen in this 

light then the goals of any program, such as Explore, may be met through activities and 

experiences out-of-doors. 

Conclusion 

 

In summary this review of the literature relevant to the Explore outdoor education 

program helps to ground the data developed through the research involved in this study. 

Explore is an integrated outdoor education program that uses a constructivist approach to 

learning in a cohort model in order to provide its students with experiential learning 

opportunities in natural settings. That being the case, it was important to examine the 

Explore experience from the perspectives of the program‟s participants in order to 

determine the impact of the lessons learned as they recalled and reflected on the program 

experience. It was also important to determine whether Explore provided informative or 
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transformative experiences in order to determine whether the program caused shifts in the 

environmental worldviews of its participants. The research aimed to not only answer the 

research questions specific to Explore but to also contribute to the fields of 

transformative, constructivist and experiential learning as well as to understanding of 

outdoor education as a curriculum vehicle.  



28 
 

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY  

Introduction 

 

Outdoor education, acquisition of environmental values, and transformative 

learning have been studied extensively, yet a broader articulation and understanding of 

how outdoor education may be connected to transformative learning experiences and 

shifts in environmental values is not complete. This exploratory study aimed to examine 

the experiences of former Explore students to determine what, if anything, the program 

did to encourage students to become more environmentally minded. This chapter 

describes the research design and methods used in this study. It explains the rationale for 

using a qualitative research design. Research participant selection process, data collection 

strategies and procedures, data analysis methods, trustworthiness and ethical issues are 

then shared. 

 

Qualitative Research Design 

 

This study on the experiences of Explore participants is both interpretive and 

exploratory, and well suited to a qualitative research design. In order to gain a richer 

understanding of human behaviour, social science research examines the subjective as a 

means of dealing directly with the immediate experience of people in specific 

environments, backgrounds and situations (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007). To that 

end, qualitative research is effective at helping a researcher become more experienced 

with and understanding of phenomenon. This may be achieved by examining direct 
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experiences which, in turn, helps the researcher acquire a deep understanding of the 

variety of issues that surround various subjects. Since the study seeks to extend 

understanding and to describe the meanings individuals give to events and processes in 

their lives, a qualitative study is appropriate (VanMaanen, 1975). 

Qualitative research is a broad research tradition and within this tradition, there 

are many different approaches for data collection and analysis. Creswell (1998) identified 

five different approaches including narrative research, phenomenology, ethnography, 

case studies and grounded theory. Creswell chose these approaches to qualitative research 

as they “reflect the types of qualitative research that I [Creswell] most frequently see in 

the social, behavioral, and health science literature” (p. 9). Since the goal of this study is 

to explore the perceptions of participants who took part in the Explore outdoor education 

program to see what common themes or ideas emerge, a qualitative approach 

incorporating elements of the different approaches to qualitative inquiry was used. 

 

Project Participants 

 

The research participants for this project were students who successfully 

completed the Explore program at G.P. Vanier Secondary School in the years 2003-2006. 

The project scope was limited to these four years because the teaching staff and program 

delivery remained consistent throughout this time period. It was determined that the 

participants of the initial two years of the program‟s development and offering (2001 and 

2002) would be excluded. In those years the program was being developed and 

implemented, with changes being made to the types of experiences provided to 
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participants the program lacked the consistency in format which was to be found in later 

years. The participants in the 2007, 2008 and 2009 Explore cohorts were also excluded 

from this study. Students from those years were excluded due to a change in the staffing 

of the program in which two of the original three instructors retired from the program. 

The 2008 and 2009 participants were also excluded as they were still students in the 

school in which I teach which could have led to a potential conflict of interest. 

The research described here employed a purposive convenience sampling 

approach, given that the choice of research participants depended on researcher access to 

them (Cohen et al., 2007) and the time of their previous participation in Explore. 

Cutcliffe (2000) indicates that purposive sampling should be considered for the first 

interview while theoretical sampling, to guide sample selection, would be more 

appropriate afterwards. Every year forty-eight students graduate from Explore. This rate 

of graduation created a pool of 192 potential research participants. The cohort size for 

research in this project needed to be large enough to provide a sufficient amount of data 

to ensure trustworthiness. In this study eight Explore graduates participated to the point 

where data saturation occurred. Further, participants in the study, all Explore graduates, 

were selected to secure adequate representation from each cohort year from 2003-2006. 

In total one male and one female from each year, representing a total of four male and 

four female participants, participated in this study all ranging in age from 20 to 23. 

After receiving approval for this study from the Royal Roads University Research 

Ethics Board, approval was secured from the Explore program to move forward with the 

research. Being three to six years removed from the program, the potential research 

participants were no longer enrolled in the public education system. In order to gain 
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access to potential participants, lists of graduates, along with their most recent contact 

information, were obtained from the Explore program. Following the ethical guidelines 

established by Royal Roads University the Explore graduates eligible for the research 

group received an invitation to participate in the study. The invitation (Appendix A) was 

posted on the discussion board of the Explore Facebook group website. Included in this 

invitation on the post was a statement of confidentiality where the potential participants 

were informed that a pseudonym would be attached to all data collected and that their 

names would be kept in confidence with the researcher. There are 384 graduates of 

Explore from 2001 through 2008 and there are 257 members of the Explore Alumni 

group on Facebook. Because 67% of Explore graduates are members of the Explore 

Alumni Facebook site it was determined that this site would be used to recruit 

participants into this study.  

 

Data Collection 

 

Qualitative research often entails different types of data collection including but 

not limited to: participation in the experience, observation, and interviews (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1998). This study involved conducting a semi-structured open-ended interview 

with research participants. According to Barriball and While (1994) the semi-structured 

interview is “well suited for the exploration of the perceptions and opinions of 

respondents regarding complex and sometimes sensitive issues and enables probing for 

more information and clarification of answers” (p. 330). For this research project a semi-

structured open-ended interview guide was developed which allowed consistency across 
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interviews while permitting the researcher and participants to explore unanticipated 

themes and directions.  

In April 2009, before the study commenced, a pilot interview was conducted to 

identify potential issues and ensure that the questions elicited answers relevant to the 

research questions. In May 2009, after the pilot interview, I made contact with potential 

participants through a post to the online discussion board of the Explore Alumni 

Facebook site
2
. Two participants responded immediately and interviews were conducted. 

I then sent direct requests to participate in research to twelve randomly selected Explore 

Alumni who belonged to the Facebook site; two male and two female, for the other three 

cohort years involved in the study. Eventually six people responded to the request and 

those who responded to the researcher between May and December 2009 were included 

in the study. Most interviews lasted approximately 75 minutes in length and were 

conducted in person in a comfortable, quiet setting that was acceptable to each 

participant. 

The initial portion of each interview began with a series of questions that 

uncovered pre-Explore information about each research participant (Appendix B). This 

information allowed a more complete portrayal of the attitudes and experiences that the 

Explore students brought in upon entry to the program. Charmaz (2006) argues that 

understanding the parameters that may influence a participant‟s opinion is important for 

accurate analysis. These questions dealt with participants‟ memories of their childhood 

homes, outdoor activities in which they participated during their youth, and their 

perceptions of and motivations for applying to the Explore program. The next set of 

                                                 
2 The Facebook Explore Alumni website can be found at 
http://www.facebook.com/home.php?#!/group.php?gid=2212864956   

http://www.facebook.com/home.php?#!/group.php?gid=2212864956
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questions dealt with the daily life of a student in the Explore program. This information 

allowed the participants to describe in detail their impressions of what Explore was like. 

These questions dealt with both the participant‟s recall of daily routines and significant 

events they experienced during their Explore program. The final portion of the interview 

involved a series of questions that examined the post-Explore experiences of each 

research participant. This information allowed the participants to place their Explore 

participation in a long-term context and to elaborate what impacts the program may have 

had on their lives. These questions dealt with significant events for the participant after 

the Explore program and self-reflections on the connections they may have seen between 

their current lives and their participation in the Explore program. 

With the permission of each participant all interviews were digitally recorded and 

transcribed verbatim into a word processing program for further analysis by the 

researcher. The only alteration made to the interview transcripts was that a pseudonym 

replaced each participant‟s name, preserving the confidentiality of their identities. During 

each interview, the researcher made memos in order to record the interview process and 

non-verbal actions and responses of the interviewee, along with the perceptions of the 

interviewer (Cohen et al., 2007). In order to confirm accuracy, each interview transcript 

was sent back to the research participant as a „member-check‟ in order to address 

trustworthiness (Charmaz, 2006). Each research participant was invited to make any 

changes to the transcripts they felt to be necessary to ensure the accuracy of their 

statements. When participants responded, any alterations or additions requested were 

made to their transcripts. The only alterations requested were clarification of words. 

Otherwise, no major revisions or additions were requested. 
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Data Analysis 

 

To understand and describe the meaning individuals apply to their experiences 

both in and outside of the Explore program, a constant comparison data analysis method 

was used. This was achieved through constantly reanalyzing the data from each interview 

in order to build up codes and themes from which conclusions emerge. The overall goal 

in the data analysis process was to examine the experiences of participants in the Explore 

program and about the experiences related to participants' environmental values. Three 

objectives were established in order to address this goal: (a) to accurately reflect and 

preserve the individual account of each participant; (b) to condense an extensive amount 

of raw data and compare participant stories in order to determine common meanings and 

themes, and; (c) to establish the relationships among the participant accounts relative to 

the research question.  

After each interview was digitally transcribed, the data was analyzed in an initial 

line-by-line open coding format. In an attempt to make meaning of the participants‟ 

words, qualitative codes were developed which proposed “an analytic handle to develop 

abstract ideas for interpreting each segment of data” (Charmaz, 2006, p.45).  This initial 

phase developed codes that were more descriptive and less analytic in nature.  

After the initial data analysis took place, the second stage of coding began. In this 

stage of analysis, 32 focused codes emerged from the data (Appendix C) and were used 

in an attempt to “move across interviews and observations and compare people‟s 

experiences, actions, and interpretations” (Charmaz, 2006, p.59). After each new 

interview took place, the previous interviews were reanalyzed using new focused codes 
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developed in the data analysis stage of research using a constant comparison method 

initially proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967). The analysis of data, using a constant 

comparison method where categories are delineated and connections are built amongst 

them, was intended to reveal the participants' reflections on their lives and the places that 

the Explore program has within these reflections (Boeije, 2002).  

Category development was the next phase in data analysis. Throughout the data 

collection and analysis phases of research, I kept memos in order to discover what the 

data meant in relation to the research question (Appendix D). In this phase of research, 

six core categories emerged from the data analysis and memo writing process. These six 

categories emerged through the process of collecting, recording and analyzing the first 

five interviews in the study. 

Once the initial six categories in the Explore study were delineated a further three 

interviews took place in order to explicate the emerging categories. Charmaz (2006) 

argues that “theoretical sampling focuses further data collection to refine key categories 

in your research” (p. 110). After the eighth interview I determined that no new data 

emerged from the participants that added to the understanding of the six categories that 

had been developed and that for this study saturation had been achieved. As such, I made 

a determination to stop seeking new participants in the study despite the small size and 

limited scope of this study. From the data collected and organized in the six categories 

conclusions were developed about the relevance of the Explore outdoor education 

program for the people who have participated in it. 
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Trustworthiness 

 

Cohen et al. (2007) state that “qualitative research reliability can be regarded as a 

fit between what researchers record as data and what actually occurs in the natural setting 

that is being researched” (p. 149). To ensure reliability and trustworthiness, Creswell 

(1998) suggests using at least two of eight recommended verification processes. These 

processes include prolonged engagement and persistent observation; triangulation; peer 

review or debriefing; negative case analysis; clarification of researcher bias; member 

checks; rich, thick descriptions; and external audits (p. 203).  

In this study four methods were used to ensure reliability and trustworthiness. As 

mentioned earlier member-checks were conducted by providing transcripts to each 

participant in the study. The participants were encouraged to review the transcripts in 

order to ensure the accuracy of their interviews. Each transcript was also provided to an 

external auditor to check the reliability of coding (Creswell, 1998). The external auditor, 

Julia Crucil, is an educator who has over fifteen years experience in the secondary school 

classroom in British Columbia and is professionally trained in adolescent development 

with three Bachelor‟s degrees in English, Education, and Fine Arts. The external auditor 

reviewed the coded interviews independently and provided the researcher with an 

alternative and informed perspective on the coding. There was congruence on the topics 

that were coded but the external auditor helped to refine specific analytic codes in order 

to more accurately reflect what was emerging from the data. Triangulation was achieved 

through the inclusion of interview transcripts, memos kept by the researcher, and 

literature on outdoor education and transformations in environmental worldview. Lastly, 
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rich and thick description was achieved by including many direct quotes and verbatim 

transcriptions in the results section of this study.  

 

Ethical Issues 

 

The research conducted in this study rigorously complied with the ethical 

guidelines established by Royal Roads University. The Research Ethics Board of Royal 

Roads University conducted a review and approved the research proposal for this study in 

May, 2009. Informed consent was sought from each participant in this study. The consent 

form clarified the intended use of the information in this study. The consent form also 

identified ways in which participant privacy would be ensured. In the research 

participants were given a pseudonym in order to ensure their identity would be protected. 

The form was reviewed with each participant and signed before the interview took place 

to ensure they were aware of the standards established to protect their privacy and 

confidentiality. All original copies of the data collected, including interview transcripts 

with participant names and research notes, were destroyed after they were digitally 

transferred and stored in files on a password encrypted computer. Only the researcher has 

access to these files in order to maintain the security and anonymity of the research 

participants involved in this study. Digital files will be stored for a period of seven years, 

and then destroyed.  
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Summary 

 

This chapter outlined the methods used to achieve the initial aims of this study. It 

first explained the rationale for using a qualitative methodology research design. The 

chapter then described the selection process for research participants, outlined the 

strategies used in data collection and explained the method used for data analysis. Last, 

this chapter reviewed data trustworthiness and examined ethical issues involved in the 

research. This project was undertaken between May 2009 and June 2010. This time frame 

was longer than the original plan established by the researcher. In part research took 

longer than anticipate because of the nature of the qualitative inquiry and the reliance 

upon volunteer participants. Interviews were conducted at the convenience of the 

participants and as such there were protracted delays in the process due to the availability 

of participants for an interview. The process involved in collecting, analyzing, coding, 

and re-coding data was incredibly beneficial in that the researcher was able to continually 

re-engage with the data. In order to carry out the research in a manner consistent with 

rigorous qualitative inquiry the project took much longer than the researcher had 

anticipated. Although the process was long, the research was engaging and the qualitative 

inquiry best suited the needs of the researcher and the question being researched.  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 

This qualitative research study was meant to investigate the research question: 

Does participation in the Explore outdoor education program cause a shift in the 

environmental attitudes of students? In-depth interviewing was the primary data 

collection method. Digital recordings were transcribed verbatim, and over 75 pages of 

transcripts and notes were analyzed. This chapter describes the results of the analysis of 

the data gathered during the in-depth open-ended interviews. Findings are described in 

narrative detail and include direct quotations from participants. In order to promote 

authenticity, the participants‟ use of language in interviews has been preserved. To gain a 

better understanding of the community from which the data was drawn, this chapter 

begins with a brief depiction of the eight participants involved in this study. Next, the 

chapter discusses the participant‟s responses to the questions asked.  The responses 

follow the same order that the questions were asked based on pre-Explore, Explore and 

post-Explore experiences and memories. The names applied to the participants are 

pseudonyms. 
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Brief Depiction of Participants  

 

Sally 

Sally is entering into her third year of a program that leads to a Bachelor of Sport 

Management at Brock University in Ontario. Now twenty years of age, Sally took part in 

Explore during 2006 and has since gone to university, worked at basketball clinics and 

hopes to go on to eventually study law. 

Gordon 

Twenty year old Gordon participated in Explore in 2006 and is now three years 

removed from high school. Since his participation in Explore, Gordon has traveled to 

Central America, engaged in missionary work in Southeast Asia and returned home to 

work on the farm in his community. 

Bethany 

Bethany, a twenty-one year old comparative cultural geography university student 

at the University of Victoria, took the Explore program in 2005. Since graduating from 

Explore Bethany has traveled to Europe, toured with her sister in a band, worked for a 

whale watching company and has continued her studies at university.  

 Ryan 

Twenty-one year old Ryan finished the Explore program in 2005. Ryan has 

worked on a remote island off the north coast of Vancouver Island, traveled to Australia, 

New Zealand and Mexico, and has worked in many jobs that require skilled manual 
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labour in an outdoor setting. Currently Ryan is employed in the residential construction 

industry. 

Kaylie 

Twenty-two year old Kaylie grew up in the outdoor education centre used by the 

Explore program. Since completing Explore in 2004, Kaylie has traveled, taken language 

classes in Mexico, gone to college for tourism marketing courses, worked at her parent‟s 

outdoor education centre and started her own food-based business. 

Jacob 

Twenty-two year old Jacob completed the Explore program in 2004. After 

finishing the program, Jacob worked as a rock climbing instructor, a ski patroller, as a 

part of the avalanche control team at a local ski hill and now works on fire management 

projects with the British Columbia Ministry of Forests and Range. 

 Karen 

Twenty-three year old Karen is entering the final year of her Registered Nursing 

program at Thompson Rivers University in Kamloops, British Columbia. After 

participating in Explore in 2003, she has traveled to Australia and New Zealand, gone to 

university and worked in Samoa on a nursing practicum. 

Matthew 

Working in the British Columbia Ministry of Transportation Climate Action 

program, twenty-three year old Matthew looked fondly on his experiences in Explore 

during 2003. Since Explore, Matthew traveled to Europe, worked at a local ski hill, 

studied at university and worked with the Ministry of Transportation. 
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Participant Experiences Prior to Enrolling in Explore and their Reasons for 

Enrolling 

 

Since it was a purpose of this study to discover the effects of the Explore program 

on the students who enrol, a portion of the interviews invited the participants to describe 

their experiences prior to joining the program and to indicate their reasons for choosing to 

enrol. Participants were asked two questions intended to develop understanding of their 

views of their experiences in childhood and prior to their involvement with the Explore 

program. The questions were: 

 

 How would you describe the location you lived when you were growing up; 

 

 Describe outdoor experiences you had when you were young? How do you think 

they impacted your life? 

 

Description of Places in which the Participants grew up  

 

The participants in this study predominantly grew up in rural environments in the 

Comox Valley. The Comox Valley is located on the eastern coast of mid-Vancouver 

Island and includes the municipalities of Courtenay, Comox, and Cumberland along with 

several unincorporated areas. Three of the 8 participants in this study grew up in 

suburban settings while the remainder grew up in the rural unincorporated areas of the 

Comox Valley. Kaylie grew up “in an outdoor education centre on Hornby Island south 

of Courtenay” (KI4, 2009). Kaylie added that the centre is: 
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Pretty rustic I guess. There are lots of trees on 214 acres...when you come behind 

my house you don‟t really see anything, yet and when you come around to the 

front it is wide open to a beautiful white sandy beach on Tribune Bay (KI4, 2009).  

Gordon claimed that he grew up in a self-described “pretty small town family oriented 

community” (GI1, 2009). Gordon perceived that the farm he grew up on, north of the city 

of Courtenay, was distant from urban life. He added “I wasn‟t really like exposed to the 

bigger city glamour, so it was pretty small town life hanging out at your friend‟s place 

that was like three miles away...we didn‟t live in suburbia” (GI1, 2009). Bethany grew up 

“in Merville on a farm surrounded by trees” (BI3, 2009). She added that: 

We built our house when I was in grade one. We lived on about twenty acres, 

more than three acres of that is a bog. We built our barn first, because my mom 

figured if you built the barn first then you‟d get it built and you wouldn‟t have to 

wait. Then we built the house and most of the beams in it are from our property so 

it‟s pretty cool (BI3, 2009).  

Jacob too grew up in Merville, in the Comox Valley. He “lived all [his] life on a rural 

property surrounded by forests” (JI7, 2009). When asked to describe his home he 

indicated: 

Most of the places around us were forested. The only commercial farming was 

back towards Courtenay a little more but as you got to my house it became a lot 

more wooded and had lots of unused land, kind of like empty lots and stuff like 

that. At the end of our road there‟s like a forty acre parcel of unused bush, it‟s 

been logged over previously but it‟s totally vacant and that‟s where we hung out 

all the time (JI7, 2009).  

Matthew grew up in Miracle Beach just north of Merville in the Comox Valley. His home 

environment was similar to that of Gordon, Bethany, and Jacob. He indicated his “back 

yard was surrounded by a lot of forest. It‟s a very rural setting, but the neighbours were 

always close at hand and of course the beach was right there about two minutes away” 

(MI5, 2009). 
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Ryan, Karen, and Sally all grew up in suburban environments in the Comox 

Valley. Karen lived on the edge of the city limits in Courtenay. When she was asked 

about where she grew up, she responded: 

Our home was in an old neighbourhood in town. We lived on a one way, dead-

end street so there were very few cars rumbling by. My house backed the river; 

we had stairs going down the bank in our yard right to the river to go swimming 

on hot days. We lived on First Street with the river on the other side of our house, 

we were right on the edge of town with wilderness on the other side of the river, 

but we were very close to downtown which was on Fifth Street, easy walking 

distance (KaI8, 2009). 

Sally said that she lived in a “subdivision so it was pretty much not rural” (SI2, 2009).  In 

this subdivision, however, she added that she “had this little creek behind our house and 

when [she] was younger it was like totally open and we always liked to play with the 

water skeeters” (SI2, 2009).  Ryan indicated that the places he lived in were “all 

neighbourhoods... part of subdivisions but not crowded ones where we might live close to 

other people” (RI6, 2009). These neighbourhoods where Ryan grew up in had “lots of 

trees; we always had trees in the yards. There was always stuff to do outside and we were 

sort of close to the beach” (RI6, 2009). Whether they lived in suburban or rural 

environments all of the participants in this study had the opportunity to interact with 

nature near their homes when they were young. 

 

Childhood Outdoor Experiences 

 

When asked about their memories of childhood, each participant in the study 

strongly indicated that they played in an independent, unstructured and creative manner 
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during youth. Participants also indicated that they had strong childhood memories of 

camping excursions or other outdoor adventures with family members. 

Unstructured Play Outside 

All of the participants in this study indicated that their free time in youth was 

spent playing outside in forested areas with their friends. Bethany indicated that “So 

definitely all was outside; like if it was a sunny day my parents would say „OK everyone 

out” (BI3, 2009). Jacob added “My parents would give us lunch and tell us at eight 

o‟clock in the morning „Alright go play‟ and they wouldn‟t hear from us until dinner 

time” (JI7, 2009). To Jacob this was incredibly valuable because he “had total freedom to 

do whatever” (JI7, 2009).  

Often the unstructured play each participant remembered was connected to the 

forests of the environments they grew up in. Gordon said of his experiences in the forest: 

There were lots of opportunities for me to explore and go on adventures because it 

was the country so there wasn‟t a lot of traffic. I would go play in the woods for 

hours and hours and play Cowboys and Indians for what seemed like forever. You 

know adventure and exploration was kind of like we made up our own games 

zooming around (GI1, 2009). 

This play in forested areas was echoed by most of the participants. Matthew, Ryan, 

Jacob, Bethany, Sally, and Gordon all mentioned building tree forts in the forest when 

young. Ryan laughed when he explained that “I built a lot of tree forts when I was out 

near the forest; I would be nailing stuff to trees trying to build a fort” (RI6, 2009). 

Bethany also saw humour in her experiences building tree forts adding “we built tree 

forts that were mostly nails” (BI3, 2009). Sally added: 

Um oh we had this place at Horn Lake called the wigwam and it was like this fort 

in the forest that my older sister and her friends found and it had like mud in it so 

we would pretend that the mud was magical and if you put it on your body it 
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would make you magical and I just remember, I was like eight years old but um 

just riding bikes and like learning about like nature and stuff at the lake (SI2, 

2009). 

The participants noted that their unstructured outdoor play was creative and imaginative. 

All participants in the study also indicated that their unstructured play in 

childhood was social. When recalling stories of play in youth, each of the participants in 

the study indicated that their time in the outdoors was spent with either friends or 

siblings. Karen recalled that: 

Our neighbours were mostly elderly, but a couple houses down was a wonderful 

family with three girls, one my sisters age, one my age and one younger. We 

played in our yards all year round. We tubed down the Puntledge River countless 

times in the summer and made snow forts in our yards in the winter time (KaI8, 

2009). 

Matthew felt that “our entire street was like our front yard” and that “there were a lot of 

kids around...so we‟d always be running up and down and cruising around” (MI5, 2009). 

Jacob said “the majority of summer and like all of the time it would be just me and 

Andrew, my next door neighbour, out playing in the woods” (JI7, 2009). For Kaylie, 

living in an outdoor education centre meant that friends came to her: 

Kids would come there‟d be about two staff members and they would rotate 

between all the groups. They‟d take the kids on hikes or beach study – kind of a 

soft outdoor education focus activities. Kids would always be coming so I always 

felt like I wasn‟t really in the bushes. There was always like 120 kids and I would 

like participate in the activities (KI4, 2009). 

All participants noted four common factors when remembering their play in youth: they 

often played outside; their play was unstructured; they played in a creative manner; and 

they played with friends or siblings. 
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Impacts of Outdoor Family Experiences in Childhood 

 

All of the participants in this study indicated that their family experiences in 

nature, when they were young, were determining factors in the development of their 

environmental values. For Karen, Bethany, Jacob and Kaylie the environmental values 

from family were explicitly stated while for Ryan, Matthew and Sally the lessons learned 

were implied and they interpreted meaning from experiences themselves. 

Every participant indicated that their family went on camping excursions when 

they were young and these formative experiences were prevalent in their stories. Some 

found their own meaning in and developed their own environmental values from their 

experiences. Ryan was able to clearly articulate the importance of these events in his life: 

We went camping a lot. Every summer we would usually have a two or three 

week camping trip. My family, we‟ve always been sort of ones to shy away from 

crowded government campsites. We like to go out on our own. We‟d take the boat 

out to go fishing and camping in the wilderness where there‟s no showers, no 

outhouses, and just kind of make our own way (RI6, 2009) 

Ryan drew a connection between his family excursions and his environmental values: 

I think there‟s a lot of what I learned being outdoors that I still use. I still like to 

draw on the experiences I had outdoors as a child when I go outdoors now. The 

stuff I learned back then has kind of stuck with me (RI6, 2009). 

Camping for Ryan was an important formative experience that allowed him to gain 

confidence in and draw appreciation for nature. Matthew indicated much the same: 

We‟d do a yearly trip down into Oregon. We‟d also do trips into the interior of 

BC, that kind of stuff. We‟d go to Parksville and Alberta around the Rockies. So 

yeah we did a lot of camping (MI5, 2009)   

Like Ryan, Matthew made connections between his camping experiences and the values 

he holds: 
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I can say I developed an appreciation for the outdoors. I guess kind of a...how 

would you describe it? Because I grew up in the environment and in nature I‟m 

kind of inclined to like the outdoors; I tend not to want to be inside, wanting to be 

outside kind of takes precedence I think (MI5, 2009). 

For Matthew and Ryan camping with family in youth were powerful experiences where 

they were able to develop their own environmental values.  

Sally‟s experiences were similar to Matthew and Ryan. Sally was able to clearly 

express her environmental values stating, “Playing outside lets you explore things; you 

can make up your own world with your thoughts instead of watching someone else‟s, if 

you think of it form a television perspective” (SI2, 2009). These values stem from her 

childhood playing outside and camping:  

When I was little I don‟t remember ever sitting inside and watching TV, like we 

didn‟t ever want to do that. We would always be outside playing which I think is 

a good thing. I think that especially now days when there‟s technology there‟s 

kids they don‟t get the same experiences from outdoors because they find other 

ways to entertain themselves and parents like don‟t have as much time to spend 

with their kids they more like just need to find something to keep them occupied. 

So if you like just put your kids in front of the TV then they‟re occupied and it 

doesn‟t take if you‟re like busy working and stuff you can‟t go camping all the 

time (SI2, 2009). 

The lessons learned and environmental values that developed in these three instances 

were not explicitly stated by family members; they were developed through personal 

discovery. Others had environmental values passed on to them not only through 

experience, but through direct parental insight. 

Many of the participants in this study clearly articulated the lessons and values 

they learned from their parents in youth while in nature. Karen indicated that her father 

taught her much of what she believes today. She stated:  
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Being a manager of BC Parks, my dad always made sure we respect nature and 

never leave a human footprint in the beauty of the wilderness. We always packed 

out all of our garbage and never burned plastic. I learned to see nature as 

something beautiful and not to be ruined by people. My family has always been 

very environmentally friendly and I guess I have learned that from them and also 

by being in nature so much, I want it preserved (KaI8, 2009). 

Karen‟s environmental values of preservation and conservation stem not just from her 

father‟s ideals but from her outdoor experiences with family in youth, that “have helped 

me to realize how precious nature is” (KaI8, 2009). 

Much like Karen, Bethany went on camping trips with her family where she was 

taught environmental values: 

We always went into Strathcona Park for hiking trips, camping trips and that kind 

of stuff. You learn really early to you know don‟t leave garbage anywhere or 

don‟t pick the flowers because someone else will want to enjoy them (BI3, 2009). 

These values stem from the lessons she was taught by her mother. Bethany added: 

Mom would say „OK you can pick one but someone else is going to want to enjoy 

the flowers along here so don‟t pick them all cause they‟re just going to die so 

aren‟t they nice where they are‟ (BI3, 2009). 

Bethany‟s environmental values of “you don‟t just go thrashing around and destroying 

things” (BI3, 2009) come from both her experiences in youth along with her mother‟s 

sense of environmentalism. 

Jacob too obtained his environmental values though outdoor experiences and from 

his parents. When reflecting on his experiences in youth Jacob indicated that: 

My family was always into the outdoors, big into hiking, into camping, into 

kayaking, and into skiing. Ever since I was a baby there‟s like pictures of me you 

know sitting on stumps and logs out in the middle of Strathcona Park (JI7, 2009). 

He stated that his parents have “always been big outdoors people” and that they “believe 

that raising children in the outdoors gives way more life skills than raising them inside” 
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(JI7, 2009). Much of what Jacob thinks his environmental values are stem from this 

combination of outdoor experiences and family values. 

Kaylie grew up in an outdoor education centre and she clearly traced her 

environmental values back to her experiences in youth. Kaylie stated that “my whole 

family has been based on the outdoors, like one hundred percent” (KI4, 2009). She 

indicated that everything that her family did was predicated by spending time outside. 

One instance that she recalled clearly explained where her environmental values emanate 

from:   

Well it‟s kind of funny but when I was probably six I asked my dad about religion 

and he‟s like, „Well, we‟re not really in a place to take you to like a church or 

whatever but every Sunday we‟ve been doing a family activity‟. Then he‟s like, 

„We‟ve been doing it your whole life but you just haven‟t known this; that every 

Sunday we‟re doing a family activity outside‟, so a lot of the time we would like 

mountain bike up Mount Jeffrey, which is on Hornby, and then down to the 

Thatch and have french fries and bike home (KI4, 2009). 

 

All of the participants in this study indicated that they had a strong sense of their 

own environmental values. The participants pointed out that the environmental values 

they hold originated in the shared outdoor experiences they had with family during youth. 

 

Reasons for Enrolling in the Explore Program 

 

The study participants were also asked, "What motivated you to apply for 

Explore?" The participants indicated that the motivation for applying to Explore was a 

combination of maintaining or developing relationships with friends and participating in 

outdoor activities while in school. The outdoor aspect of the program was a draw to all of 
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the interviewees. Some made a direct connection to their desire for outdoor adventures in 

Explore with those that they did with their families while they were young as described 

above.  

For Bethany, Explore was the reason she switched schools claiming “as soon as I 

learned about it [Explore] I was like „Oh I want to be there; I want to do that‟ and it was 

my focus for two years” (BI3, 2009). This desire came from the fact that the program 

offered her similar outdoor opportunities that she had in youth adding “I love hiking and 

my family always hiked, I never really had a bad experience when we were camping or 

hiking” (BI3, 2009). Karen also mentioned that her family experiences in the outdoors in 

essence prepared her for Explore stating: 

The idea of accelerated classes and outdoor adventures was exhilarating. The fact 

that it was school and that I would get high school credits for stuff like hiking and 

kayaking...I was going to be doing something that I actually enjoyed and was 

good at in school and the fact that I was getting credits for it was exhilarating 

(KaI8, 2009). 

For these two, Explore was an opportunity to partake in activities they enjoyed and that 

they felt confident in doing as a result of their childhood family adventures. 

Both Gordon and Ryan saw Explore as an opportunity to do something different 

from the traditional classroom. Ryan saw the outdoor activities in Explore as a respite 

claiming “anyway that I could spend less time in class was perfect for me so the program 

was right up my alley” (RI6, 2009). Ryan attributed this to his learning style  

I never really enjoyed sitting inside listening to a lecture and taking notes. It‟s just 

not me. I don‟t know if I have A.D.D. [Attention Deficit Disorder] but it‟s always 

been difficult for me to just sit there (RI6, 2009). 

Gordon also saw Explore as an opportunity to do something different at school. He said 

he was interested in “the opportunity just for something different; rather than just sitting 
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in the classroom all the time and actually going out and doing something” (GI1, 2009). 

To Gordon, the ability to spend time in the outdoors while at school was unique, claiming 

“I‟m not a complete fan of hiking up a thousand foot cliff but the idea of hiking, 

kayaking, and climbing as a part of your education is kind of cool” (GI1, 2009). 

Many saw the idea of going on trips in the outdoors as fun or cool. Sally clearly 

indicated this when she said “not every person would like the idea of going hiking for six 

days, but I thought that sounded like a really good idea it sounded like a lot of fun” (SI2, 

2009). Others heard about the program through friends and were intrigued by the outdoor 

adventures. Kaylie commented on this saying: 

I knew that they went on lots of cool trips. I had lots of friends that were in the 

program the year before me so just hearing their experience and stuff meant that I 

knew about all the trips. I didn‟t really know much about what happened in the 

classroom; it‟s just you know about the trips (KI4, 2009). 

Jacob, too, heard about the outdoor aspect of the program from his friends. He 

thought that the program sounded cool recalling: 

Explore was always this really cool program...I had a couple of older friends who 

had been through the program before and had really positive experiences like „this 

was great oh we did this‟ and we‟d be hanging out at like youth group at church 

or whatever and they‟d talk about some adventure like hiking Cape Scott and 

were like „Oh yeah we just got back from Nels Bight with Explore and it was 

great‟ and I‟d be like „Oh what is this program it sounds fantastic‟ (JI7, 2009). 

For all the participants in this study, the idea of doing school in the outdoors was 

exciting, different, cool and one of the main reasons for applying to Explore. 

In addition to the outdoor component of Explore, participants indicated that an 

additional motivation for applying to the program was both developing a new set of 

friends and maintaining existing peer relationships. Some participants in the study saw 

Explore as an opportunity to create new friendships. Karen was especially excited at the 
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opportunity to take part in Explore in part to isolate herself from a negative peer 

relationship and also to create new bonds with people. She said that: 

High school was pretty rough for me. I had tons of great friends in junior high and 

met many more when I started high school; however I had a very controlling and 

manipulative boyfriend at the time who isolated me from my friends. I was losing 

my friends and was looking to move to Highland when I heard about the Explore 

program. Going into this program would help me to meet new friends and provide 

a barrier from the boyfriend (KaI8, 2009). 

Ryan too saw Explore as a new opportunity to expand his social horizons. He added “I 

home schooled throughout junior high so I came to Vanier in grade ten and I met some 

people but Explore is where I made a lot of my friends” (RI6, 2009). 

Most of the participants in the study, however, responded that their friends had 

applied for the Explore program and that they did not want to be excluded from their peer 

group. Gordon expressed this when he said “honestly one of the reasons was that all my 

friends were going to go into it, that‟s always been a thing for me and I think for my 

generation” (GI1, 2009). Matthew added “of course all of my friends were applying to 

get in it” (MI5, 2009). Sally was concerned that she would miss out on something by not 

being with her friends in Explore. She said: 

I knew that like my sister always talked positively about all the friendships that 

she formed in Explore and I was already friends with a lot of people who were 

applying. I felt like if I didn‟t apply then I‟d be missing out and I didn‟t want to 

miss out and I wanted to be a part of it (SI2, 2009). 

Jacob also indicated that his peer group was a strong motivator for applying to Explore. 

He indicated that he applied because of: 

the same set of friends who I, you know Black Creek Merville types, bonded 

together in junior high and high school with because we shared a lot of the same 

common interests and common background. So basically ninety percent of my 
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close friend base was also in Explore and that was just something that we all did 

(JI7, 2009). 

Gordon exemplified the excitement most of the study participants felt about the peer 

connections of the program when he stated “yeah the community of people who were 

going in kind of excited me” (GI1, 2009). 

 

Participant Experiences During Explore  

 

Since it was a purpose of this study to discover the effects of the Explore program 

on the students who enrol, the next portion of the interviews invited the participants to 

describe their experiences through participation in Explore. Participants were asked three 

questions intended to develop understanding of their views of their involvement with the 

Explore program. The questions were: 

 

 How did you feel about being accepted into Explore; 

 Describe a typical day for you in Explore; 

 As you look back on Explore, are there any other events that stand out in your 

mind? Could you describe them? 

 

Initial Reactions Upon Entry into the Program 

 

All of the participants indicated that they were excited about being accepted into 

Explore. Sally indicated that she was excited to be accepted recalling “I hadn‟t really 

heard of any negative experiences about it [Explore] and my entire circle of friends – 

everyone was accepted everyone was in so I was very excited to do it” (S12, 2009). 
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Bethany echoed Sally‟s comments stating “yeah [I was] really excited like one of my 

other friends - a couple of my other friends got accepted as well and that was really cool” 

(BI3, 2009). Kaylie, Ryan, Jacob, and Karen also all indicated that they were excited to 

be accepted into Explore. For Matthew, getting into Explore was more than just exciting 

he indicated that he felt like “I‟d accomplished something. I felt happy that I was doing 

something not just personally but with my friends you know? I felt special” (MI5, 2009).  

Gordon also indicated that being accepted meant more than entry to the program: 

It was like cool, you‟re part of a program that it hasn‟t been running for that long 

so you‟re part of a select group that actually made it into this…to be part, to be 

even selected into that group was kind of cool it was encouraging…in some ways 

you can look back on that and be proud of yourself regardless of where you are in 

your life you can look back and say yeah I took part in a program that was for a 

select few groups of people that they wanted and I was one of them (GI1, 2009). 

 

Typical Days Remembered as a Sense of Belonging  

 

  When asked about their memories of typical days in the Explore program all of 

the participants in the study indicated that they felt they were a part of something bigger 

than merely the Explore program. Discussions mostly centered on what it was like to be 

with a group of people rather than specific daily lessons or routines. Many participants 

saw Explore as a sub-culture within the larger school; some even called it a cult, and 

most indicated that Explore was community oriented or compared it to being a part of a 

family. No matter how the participants related it, being a cohort physically separated 

from the rest of the school appeared to be a large factor in the explanation of the daily life 

for these Explore students.  
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Matthew, Kaylie and Ryan indicated that the physical location of Explore 

reminded them of elementary school and was an important factor in developing strong 

bonds in the program. Kaylie laughed when she remembered that “you feel like you‟re 

back in elementary school with your little cubby hole” (KI4, 2009) and Matthew added “I 

remember going into Explore in the morning and we had I guess you‟d call them little 

cubby holes and there‟d be a lot of interaction” (MI5, 2009). This sense of being back in 

elementary school was important in the development of the cohort identity. Kaylie 

expressed this fact stating “I felt like I was back in elementary school because you‟re 

with the same people rather than like in high school when you‟re with different people in 

every class” (KI4, 2009). Ryan added “It‟s neat because you‟re with the same people all 

day, every day. Having school that way is neat because it gives you a chance to get to 

know people better” (RI6, 2009). 

In addition to the physical set up of the class and the consistency of classmates 

reminding the participants of being in elementary school, many identified the physical 

separation of Explore from the rest of the high school as a factor in developing cohort 

bonds. Karen‟s first memories of the Explore program were that “our classroom was 

downstairs in the dungeon; we were pretty separate from the rest of the classes at Vanier; 

we had our own schedule and usually ignored the bells” (KaI8, 2009). Karen believed 

that separating Explore from the rest of the school was hard to get used to at first but that 

she “enjoyed being separated because we all became such close friends” (KaI8, 2009). 

This was important to Karen because being in a small group of people who were together 

for all classes “helped me to get to know peers, respect others and gain respect for 

myself” (KaI8, 2009) 
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Jacob felt much the same as Karen adding “the two [Explore] classrooms being 

separated from the rest of the school built a lot of teamwork, a lot of community and a lot 

of that you know family thing” (JI7, 2009). One particularly strong memory for Jacob 

was the first day where the students played a game called mingle: 

The idea was you‟d say „mingle, mingle, mingle‟ as loud as you could and 

everyone mingled in between. It was the silliest thing but it was fun and from that 

point everyone was a part of the same weird slightly dysfunctional eclectic family 

and that extended on to trips and stuff like that (JI7, 2009). 

Being together, separated from the larger school population, allowed the participants in 

Explore to develop a common identity that most compared to being a part of a family. 

Jacob expressed this sense when he said “as cliché as it sounds it was more like a family 

dynamic in Explore” (JI7, 2009). 

Gordon indicated that in Explore “you‟re such a tight knit group; you don‟t 

interact with any other members of the student body at all...so you‟re completely 

immersed in this little sub-culture of the school” (GI1, 2009). The strength of the bond 

was very important to Gordon; it brought to him a sense of security that allowed him to 

feel comfortable to develop and grow within it. He added:  

There was this security where it‟s like the things that happen in Explore, whether 

it‟s embarrassing or not, it really kind of stays in it. That is usually unless it was 

ridiculous, but there was that kind of security where it almost became like a kind 

of family (GI1, 2009). 

Gordon saw the sense of family as extending beyond the classroom and on to the outdoor 

excursions in Explore: 

I think one of the good things was when you would go on a trip and you have a 

bunch of people doing the same thing you know say the weather gets really bad. 

You‟re trying to set up your tent and the wind is blowing you kind of have this 

like, it sounds kind of silly, but you have this kind of brotherhood cause you‟re 

like we‟ve got to get this done (GI1, 2009). 
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Sally indicated that she had preconceived notions about both the separate identity 

of Explore and the role that relationship development played in the program. She 

remembered that “going into Explore everyone always talked about how it was like a cult 

and everyone thought well like everyone would become such good friends” (SI2, 2009). 

Initially, Sally was sceptical that the program would foster relationships. Much like 

Gordon, Sally saw the outdoor excursions as a group uniting experience; specifically the 

first trip to Tribune Bay on Hornby Island: 

I remember after our first trip that we were at Hornby and we had like campfire as 

a group and at the end they showed us the Explore handshake and then they gave 

us all Explore toques and we had this big Explore team huddle and like ever since 

then we were united as a group. Even though we didn‟t do the handshake it was 

like that stands out to me as a moment where it was like OK we‟re in this together 

kind of thing (SI2, 2009). 

This initiation or rite of passage as forming a common group identity was echoed by 

Ryan. He said:  

After Tribune Bay everyone in the program would always say hi to everyone else 

in the program in the hallway or in town, even if they weren‟t really friends. I 

guess there was a sense of coming together as a group and forming a common 

identity (RI6, 2009). 

Separation from the rest of the school fostered strong relationships and a common 

identity among the Explore participants.  

 

Outdoor Excursions were Significant Events  

 

When asked about their memories of significant events in the Explore program all 

of the participants in the study related stories of their outdoor excursions in the program. 

Discussions mostly centered on memories of both overcoming challenges and playing 
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while on one of the four trips: Tribune Bay, Cape Scott, Clayoquot Sound, or the 

Broughton Archipelago. When Gordon was asked about what he remembered most about 

Explore, he related an incident at Cape Scott where he was physically challenged:  

I can say that I‟ve been saved by a male model [another student in the program 

who is now a model in New York]. Sam saved my life when we were exploring 

on one of the islands we stayed on…we were on one side of the cliff jumping to 

the other side of the cliff and Sam being amazingly athletic you know just jumped 

across and scampered up. I jumped half heartedly and got my foot stuck on the 

other side and below me there was like rocks and ocean and death. He uh got my 

hand it was „OK 1, 2, 3‟ and I‟ll pull you up and then we were laughing because it 

was like is it on the 3 or is it on go? Is it 1, 2, 3, go or is it 1, 2, 3? We kind of 

laugh about it now, but it was kind of scary and he pulled me up and out of there 

so that was kind of crazy and pretty funny (GI1, 2009). 

 

Sally also related a story about overcoming challenges related to weather on the kayaking 

trip in Clayoquot Sound: 

The weather was so bad that lots of days we literally just stayed on the island, like 

we were on Vargas, and that was just so much fun. Like we‟d build, like 

Sebastian he built a sand sauna. He spent all day just digging out this hole and 

then brought rocks from the fire and put like a tarp over it and we all went in there 

and it was a sauna, it was just amazing. 

Kaylie too talked of overcoming challenges at her Tribune Bay home on Hornby Island, 

“I went on the high ropes courses that scared me, but I felt like this is my chance. Like 

everyone else is scaring themselves so why shouldn‟t I?” (KI4, 2009). 

Ryan and Jacob both related stories of play on the outdoor excursions in the 

program. On the Clayoquot trip Ryan indicated that: 

There was this great west facing beach out on the ocean with sand blowing 

everywhere but we didn‟t care…at least it wasn‟t raining, it was just windy and 

that was fine. We had big fires going all the time. We threw the football around 

and tried to play Frisbee in the wind (RI6, 2009). 
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Similarly Jacob told a story of an impromptu game of baseball that the students took part 

in while on the Cape Scott expedition: 

Playing was great, like you‟d find a burl and shave it off and people would play 

baseball with it and a piece of driftwood and just impromptu stuff like that. It was 

fun as much as someone might make Explore out to be a challenge and a great 

learning experience it was all of that but for me it was just fun. I‟d already 

challenged myself in the outdoors so this time it was just like I got to play with 

my friends (JI7, 2009). 

For all the participants in this study, the idea of social relationships and outdoor 

adventures were the main reasons for applying to and one of the strongest memories they 

had of Explore. The outdoor excursions were memorable because they provided a 

challenge and an opportunity to play. 

 

Participant Experiences Post-Explore and their Perception of the relevance of 

the program in their lives 

 

Since it was a purpose of this study to discover the effects of the Explore program 

on the students who enrol, the last portion of the interviews invited the participants to 

describe their experiences after participation in Explore. Participants were asked three 

questions intended to develop understanding of their views of their involvement with the 

Explore program and the place it had in their lives. The questions were: 

 

 Describe briefly what you‟ve done since Explore; 

 Did you discover or develop any personal strength through Explore or what was 

the most important lesson you learned through Explore? Why? 
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 Is there a connection between your Explore experience and who you are now and 

do you think your views have changed as a result of your experience in Explore? 

Why or why not? 

 

Post-Explore Life Experiences 

 

The year after Explore all of the participants continued on to finish their 

secondary schooling. After completing high school the participants in this study all 

experienced some combination of travel, studies at post-secondary institutions and work. 

Both Karen and Sally traveled and then went directly into post-secondary studies after 

completing high school. Sally combined her travel with post secondary studies by going 

to school in Ontario: 

I went to university for two years… and I have brought up Explore more times 

than I can count. My very first year I moved to Ontario, I knew not a single 

person except for a few girls from the basketball team that I had met when I had 

visited the school. I think the program that I took, the route that I took after I left 

Vanier I think very much reflects Explore because my two choices when I left 

Vanier was I was either going to go to UBC or Brock and most people would 

have thought I would have much rather gone to UBC (SI2, 2009).  

As seen in the quote above, Sally indicated that her choice of post secondary institution 

was a result of the spirit of adventure she learned in Explore. Karen traveled first and 

then enrolled in post secondary school: 

 

After high school, I traveled solo to Australia and New Zealand for six months. I 

was able to see the world, have fun, and learn to take care of myself…after that I 

decided to start university (KaI8, 2009).  
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Like Sally, Karen also chose a post secondary institution that would provide a different 

experience for her stating: 

I was accepted into a nursing program at 5 different universities and I chose a city 

I had never been to and knew nobody just for the adventure and experience. In my 

third year, I traveled to Samoa, a small island in the south pacific, with twelve of 

my classmates for my practicum. I learned so much about developing countries in 

regards to the difference in lifestyle and health. I am now in my fourth and final 

year of the nursing program (KaI8, 2009). 

Matthew, Bethany and Kaylie not only traveled and went to school; they also 

found work that complimented their underlying environmental beliefs. After Bethany 

traveled she enrolled in studies at the University of Victoria. She stated: 

Directly after high school I went to France for a month and a half and saw some 

cool things. Since then, I‟ve done three years of university studying cultural 

geography. I think everything about the cultures that I‟m studying and you know 

peoples‟ actions and that kind of stuff is all so connected to their environment and 

how they interact with their environment as well. I think that‟s really important 

(BI3, 2009). 

While Bethany was at university she found work in a whale watching company in Tofino. 

She indicated that: 

I also worked at a whale watching company and that was really cool. I was the 

office girl but you know I learned how to use the radio talking to talking to 

tourists for sure. But also like about the practices of a lot of the whale watching 

companies, you know which ones are more eco-friendly and that kind of stuff 

(BI3, 2009). 

Like Bethany, Kaylie initially traveled and then pursued post secondary studies. She 

recalled: 

We went to language school in Mexico for fifteen weeks and just traveled around 

and lived with different families. It was a really cool experience. We were 

seventeen and after I traveled this winter I can‟t believe I went when I was 

seventeen. Then I came back and went to BCIT [British Columbia Institute of 

Technology] for two years where I took tourism marketing (KI4, 2009).  
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Currently Kaylie is seeking employment in the tourism marketing sector and sees her 

choice of career as directly related to her Explore experiences stating: 

I guess you could say that the sales and marketing coordinator job I‟m applying 

for at Kicking Horse Resort in the Rockies now is related to both BCIT and 

Explore. (KI4, 2009) 

Matthew first traveled to Europe and then attended the University of Victoria. He 

recalled: 

Right after grade 12, I went to the University of Victoria for one year. After that I 

took a year off to go to Europe with a friend and spent about three and a half 

months there. Then I went back to school and along with that I now work in the 

Ministry of Transportation Climate Action Program (MI5, 2009).  

The work that Matthew is currently engaged with is relevant to him because: 

It‟s really cool, it‟s a project based program so a lot of the work we do is really 

tangible. For instance the electrification of the Canada Place cruise ship terminal 

is something that is real. You can see your work being done, whereas in a lot of 

government the work is regulatory and its policy work which you know doesn‟t 

compare. There‟s a number of other things we‟ve been doing, we‟re involved in 

the carbon tax, bio-fuel standards, transit options, hybrid vehicles and tax 

breaks...all that kind of stuff. The tangibility is what I like about it and there‟s also 

the environmental perspective; it‟s just something that I can believe in and that‟s 

great (MI5, 2009). 

Matthew‟s choice of work reflects his interest in seeing his work accomplished along 

with complimenting his underlying environmental beliefs. 

After completion of their formal schooling, Ryan and Gordon and Jacob all found 

work. Ryan indicated that right after graduation: 

I spent six months working up on Stuart Island in the mouth of Bute Inlet until 

Christmas and then after that I went travelling for a few months to Australia and 

New Zealand and then to Mexico (RI6, 2009).  

Ryan chose to work in the outdoors stating: 
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I worked for a couple of years building cedar fences but I haven‟t really decided 

what to do next yet. More recently I‟ve been doing some construction work which 

I‟m quite enjoying…I like working for the companies who take time and do 

things right not the cookie cutter house companies. I enjoy working on quality 

house projects and LEED [Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design] stuff 

too (RI6, 2009). 

After Explore, Jacob began schooling but decided to withdraw and then work in an 

outdoor environment: 

All through high school I had been working at a summer camp so I continued to 

do that for two years and was the program director for the last year and a half…I 

did my first semester of nursing school and I dropped out because I came to a 

realization one day that there was snow all over the Beaufort Range and I was 

sitting in a classroom instead of outside and I realized that I don‟t think I can 

work inside for the rest of my life so the next day I dropped out (JI7, 2009).  

Jacob‟s current field of employment suits the desire to be outside that he stated above. He 

explained: 

Now I‟m sitting at a position with the avalanche control team and seeing some 

pretty cool stuff and doing some really cool first aid at Mount Washington in the 

winter. In the summer I do fire management project work with the Ministry of 

Forests and Range…this next year or two will be either I do my paramedic 

training or I do my forest tech at Vancouver Island University and work towards 

like an officer position in the forestry. (JI7, 2009) 

Gordon initially traveled after Explore recalling: 

 

Right after Explore I went on a short trip, on a Rotary exchange to Italy and 

Austria for a month, and that was pretty cool. Then I graduated and in November 

I did a trip off to Costa Rica and Nicaragua for a month with four of my friends 

that were in the Explore program with me (GI1, 2009).  

Gordon continued his travels around the world connected, however, to missionary work. 

He indicated: 

Next, I spent two months in Indonesia working in Jakarta, the capital city. 

Working in slums and engaging with…people and organizations and trying to get 

them motivated… to just engage with people and help them and being interactive 

in community life and that kind of thing…I did that for two and a half months 
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which was pretty intense and then I spent a week surfing in Bali which was pretty 

sweet (GI1, 2009).  

Much of what Gordon does is tied to a sense of adventure claiming: 

And then just recently I‟ve been working on the mountain [Mount Washington] 

again thinking about what the next adventure will be even if school is the next 

adventure I can make an adventure out of it. (GI1, 2009) 

 

Confidence was the personal strength developed and main lesson derived from the 

Explore Experience 

 

The participants in this study all identified self-discovery and the recognition of 

confidence as the main lesson of the Explore program. The structure of the program 

expected students to work in a cooperative manner which forced many of the participants 

to develop an ability to construct and maintain relationships. The development of strong 

bonds, added to the cohort nature of Explore, afforded the participants security which 

allowed them to take risks. As such, each participant had the opportunity to take 

leadership roles at several points throughout the program. Taking on these leadership 

roles allowed participants to develop a sense of confidence in their abilities and all of the 

participants in this study saw this as the main lesson learned in Explore. 

Karen saw “socializing with others and gaining confidence in myself” as her 

biggest lesson in Explore:  

I was able to excel in Explore because I have had so much outdoor 

experience. On the Cape Scott hike, it rained every single day. Some students who 

hadn‟t had much previous outdoor experience didn‟t think they would survive and 

the mood was low in the group. This was one of my first experiences acting as a 

leader with my peers; I had always been very quiet and hid in corners, this trip I 
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was able to stand out in a crowd. The confidence I gained in Explore and the 

leadership skills I learned have changed my personality. 

 I am now a very outgoing person, enjoy meeting new people and am a 

leader in my university classes and in my everyday life... Explore helped me to 

develop my leadership skills because I was comfortable in the wilderness where 

many of the other students were out of their comfort zone. I began to lead more 

and develop these skills more which caused me to gain confidence and feel 

comfortable talking to new people and making friends (KaI8, 2009). 

Karen clearly saw differences in her personality before and after Explore. She considered 

that her confidence was developed through the opportunity to be a leader while on a hike 

to Cape Scott.  

For Ryan, assuming the responsibility to build fires for his Explore classmates 

was his method of gaining confidence in his abilities: 

I started to become responsible for building fires since I was good at it. I really 

enjoyed it. I don‟t know it made me feel kind of important because people would 

be like „we need to get a fire going. Where‟s Ryan?‟ I guess they said that 

because I could make a fire out of anything and it was just fun so that was one of 

the things that I really enjoyed doing. So yeah I‟d say I definitely gained more self 

confidence in what my abilities are. I‟m a quick learner and I can naturally adapt 

to differing situations (RI6, 2009). 

Ryan saw he had a skill that was in demand while on the outdoor trips in Explore. 

Through this he recognized that others respected him for that ability and this respect 

brought Ryan an increased level of self-confidence. 

Like Ryan and Karen, Jacob also took his abilities in the outdoors and used them 

during Explore to develop his confidence: 

As much as someone might make Explore out to be a challenge and a great 

learning experience it was all of that but for me it was just fun. I‟d already 

challenged myself in the outdoors so this time it was just like I got to play with 

my friends. In high school I was never really outgoing and a leader but in the 

outdoor setting I was more comfortable doing that and so in Explore I got to do 
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that. Other things that I picked up were like the large group dynamic in Explore; 

that sixty person family kind of thing you know I learned out of that. Now you get 

to a fire camp and I‟m more comfortable getting into that kind of group and 

leading larger strike teams or working on chair lift evacuations with large 

amounts of people on the mountain, I believe that Explore helped me with that 

social life skill (JI7, 2009). 

Jacob recognized that his ability to lead came through opportunities afforded him in the 

large group outdoor experiences that Explore provided.  

Kaylie saw that “being yourself” was a very powerful developmental concept that 

emerged through Explore. Kaylie developed her confidence in part because she was 

comfortably surrounded in the cohort with like minded people: 

I guess just realizing that you just have to be yourself and just get out there. If 

people don‟t like you then whatever, but in Explore we were just all ourselves and 

that was really cool. I don‟t know I‟ve been back quite a bit since my time in 

Explore and meeting new people and stuff. Yeah, just like taking a leadership role 

if you know what‟s going on. There were a couple of experiences on the kayak 

trip where I had to be the leader for safety and stuff for my group of friends. They 

respect you for it afterwards – they might be mad during the experience but yeah 

they respect you afterwards (KI4, 2009). 

Kaylie felt comfortable in her own personality which allowed her to use the skills she 

developed in youth to assume a leadership role in the outdoor activities that Explore 

provided. 

Much like Kaylie, Matthew also believed that he derived confidence from 

“learning to be yourself.” Matthew was able to develop a clearer understanding of his 

own identity by being immersed in the social dynamics of the Explore program: 

I think it [the main lesson of Explore] was just learning to be yourself; becoming 

more comfortable with myself and my own sense of identity was a big lesson. 

Grade 12 was a much different year, it was a lot easier and I like to attribute that 

to Explore because it was so different and my relationships blossomed out of that. 

On a base level you‟re kind of thrust into a different social setting, so you don‟t 
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have any other options but to push through. Naturally I am an introspective person 

and so you catch yourself a lot of times not being as outwardly expressive as you 

could be. I didn‟t really have much of an option being with so many people all 

day, especially when you‟re on these trips and you have to work together. Also 

the practical skills that I used on those outdoor trips were skills I had already 

acquired to some degree. Seeing yourself successful around other people was 

something that gave me confidence (MI5, 2009). 

Since Matthew felt comfortable in his own identity within the large group dynamic of 

Explore, he was able to take the skills he developed in youth and apply them on the 

program‟s outdoor excursions which then bred a sense of confidence in him.    

Gordon used metaphorical language when trying to explain what impact Explore 

had on him. He claimed that the program was “a door”, that it taught him a “new 

language”, and that the program took down “that kind of wall” of insecurity: 

I think I stepped out in confidence wise in relationships people that I wouldn‟t 

have necessarily have talked to before I started talking to. I think for the 

confidence thing it made me realize that you should just try everything, obviously 

within reason, but you should just try. Just go, just go and do things. I think 

Explore was kind of like the door in essence. It‟s almost like it gave, it‟s almost 

like going to Explore was a new language that I didn‟t know how to speak yet but 

I was learning how to speak it and as I completed it I kept on going with my life it 

just completely amplified so I think it was definitely a door for me. I think for my 

confidence level and for the tentative side of me, I think it definitely took down 

that kind of wall and allowed me just to go, just go. Especially at the age I‟m at 

now I think the word go is so relevant (GI1, 2009). 

For Gordon, developing confidence in his ability to build relationships with other people 

was a powerful lesson from his time in Explore. As a result of the confidence developed 

through Explore, he expanded the physical and social horizons of his world. 

Bethany appreciated the limits of her capabilities in Explore. In addition, 

however, she felt that knowing her physical limits taught her that if she applied herself 

there was little that she could not accomplish. 
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Yeah I guess knowing my physical limits like with hiking and that kind of stuff. 

Knowing that yes I can keep up with people who are maybe more physically fit 

than I am, but at a cost. I‟m pretty sure that I can do it but at a cost. Also I guess 

knowing that there are very few things that can stop you when you put your mind 

to it. Like you may have big obstacles in the way and you may have issues with...I 

don‟t know…I don‟t really know where I‟m going with that but just the obstacles 

that are there you can always find a way to go around them somehow (BI3, 2009). 

Overcoming obstacles exemplifies the self discovery of confidence that Bethany built 

through the outdoor experiences of the Explore program. 

Sally placed a high value on leadership skills stating that “for any good thing to 

happen you need to have a strong leader” (SI2, 2009). Much of what Sally learned in 

Explore was taken from the example of both her peers and her program instructors. 

And like there was a bit of controversy in my Explore year, but even like through 

all that they [the Explore teachers] always kept positive spirits which is inspiring 

to me, that if you love what you do then you can get far…you can go far (SI2, 

2009) . 

Sally took her understanding of leadership from Explore and applied it to situations after 

her secondary schooling had finished. 

My very first year I moved to Ontario, I knew not a single person except for a few 

girls from the basketball team that I had met when I had visited the school. My 

first thing I did when I went there was I went on a retreat to my coach‟s cabin in 

Algonquin Park. I knew what to expect in the outdoors and we had to canoe to her 

place and I just felt at home in that sense, so like I was that was hundreds of miles 

away yet I still felt like I had like that Explore sense in me. For me I could totally 

be myself when I was outside because it was like second nature to me [and] that 

like good things happen in the wilderness (SI2, 2009). 

Sally garnered an understanding of leadership through the Explore program but more 

importantly the confidence she developed gave her the security to adapt to the different 

environments she encountered. 
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Explore had a positive effect on the lives of its participants 

 

When asked about the connection between Explore and their current lives, all of 

the participants indicated that program played a positive role in their high school career 

and was an important part of their lives. Gordon indicated “I don‟t want to over 

romanticize the program, I don‟t think it‟s the be all and end all but I do think it is very 

unique a pretty inspiring part of school” (GI1, 2009). Sally pointed out that “I loved high 

school and I would do it over in a heartbeat. I like to think that Vanier is like an awesome 

high school and a big part of that is Explore” (SI2, 2009). Ryan said that the program was 

“great, I loved it and it was the best year of high school” (RI6, 2009). Kaylie indicated 

that Explore was a “great experience” (KI4, 2009) while Karen added “I learned lessons 

and made some amazing connections and friends in Explore that I will hold for life” 

(KaI8, 2009). Jacob made the strongest pronouncement of the program claiming: 

Explore is in my mind how a school should work. I understand the logistics and 

everything that makes school can‟t be like Explore, but if there‟s ever a school 

where you had that from the beginning in kindergarten all the way until 

graduation that would be the best thing for expanding young minds. In my 

opinion, the outdoors can give you everything you need in life. It can give you 

confidence, experience, teamwork, a sense of community and a sense of 

independence. If a student had a group of peers within an eight month school 

cycle to work with all through their scholastic career that would be not only 

affirmative to the student but to the group as well. So in my ideal world sure 

everyone would grow up outside and be taught on the mountain but Explore is a 

very practical and effective kind of marriage of the two (JI7, 2009).  
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study provided insight into the effects of an outdoor education program on a 

group of its participants and investigated the origins of their values and attitudes about 

the environment. This was done in order to determine what, if anything, the program did 

to encourage its students to become more environmentally minded. Eight former Explore 

students were interviewed about their experiences in the program. From the memories 

and words of these participants six themes emerged from the data as a basis from which 

conclusions were drawn about Explore and its impact on the environmental attitudes of 

its students. These conclusions are contextually situated to these participants and 

specifically apply to this program at the time when the participants were enrolled in it. 

From the data gathered in this study it appears that exposure to the semester-long, 

cohort-based Explore program contributed to the participants' improved skills in outdoor 

pursuits, knowledge of academic content areas, along with the development of self 

awareness, leadership and intrapersonal skills. For the participants in this study it 

appeared as if there was no clear connection between involvement in Explore and a 

transformation in environmental attitudes or worldviews. However, the data does suggest 

that Explore did confirm and strengthen environmental values, provide meaningful 

learning opportunities and was a significant life experience for the participants in this 

study. This chapter is divided into three sections beginning with a summary of the 

significant findings based on the interview questions. Next, the chapter identifies 

recommendations for further research and concludes with the impact of the study for the 

Explore program. 
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Participant Experiences Prior to Enrolling in Explore and their Reasons for 

Enrolling 

 

The initial portion of the interviews invited the participants to describe their 

experiences prior to joining Explore and to indicate their reasons for choosing to enrol. 

From the responses to these questions core categories formed conclusions that were 

developed from focused codes in the participant responses. 

Table 1  

Focused Codes and Core Categories Developed from Interview Questions on Pre-

Explore Experiences 

Question Focused Codes Core Categories 

How would you describe 

the location you lived 

when you were growing 

up? 

Nature, Security, Animal 

Contact, Creative Play, 

Relationships, Sensory 

Perception 

Creative Play in nature 

during Childhood 

Describe outdoor 

experiences you had 

when you were young? 

How do you think they 

impacted your life? 

Creative Play, Active Play, 

Nature, Fun, Relationships, 

Family, Adventure, 

Independence, Trust, Values 

Family Experiences in nature 

developed into environmental 

values 

What motivated you to 

apply for Explore? 

Relationships, Unique, 

Nature, Fun, Challenge, 

Adventure 

Reasons for entering Explore 

were friends and trips 

outdoors 

What, if anything, did 

you know about Explore 

before you applied? 

Nature, Fun, Relationships, 

Active Learning, Flexibility, 

Team, Unique, Cult 
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Play in Nature during Childhood 

 

Those who enrol in Explore developed a strong connection to nature in their 

youth both through family activities and through unstructured creative play with peers. 

When initially asked about the location participants grew up in, only one participant 

actually described their house in detail yet all richly described the physical landscape 

around their homes. These strong memories of outdoor environments indicate the 

powerful effect playing in nature during childhood had on these participants. The codes 

of nature, sensory perception, security and animal contact developed from the 

participants‟ explanations of the forested environments that they grew up in or the other 

natural places that they were able to play in such as creeks, rivers, beaches or lakes. 

Participants often combined animal contact and sensory discussing their experiences in 

forested areas. One participant mentioned fear of cougars and also identified that the 

forest was dark, yet for the most part the participants indicated that they felt comfortable 

and secure in nature. The reflections on early childhood environs clearly indicate the 

participants made connections to and developed a strong sense of place when they were 

young. 

The trust parents had in their children to play in the outdoors was evident in the 

responses of the participants. Whether playing Cowboys and Indians in the forest or 

finding magical mud at a lake, all of the participants in this study explained that their 

memories of childhood play in the outdoors centered on creative unstructured adventures 

in natural environments. Creative play, security, independence, trust, fun and 

relationships were the most prevalent codes that emerged from the participants‟ 

discussions of outdoor experiences when they were young. All of the participants 
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indicated that relationships developed from their play, which was social, and that their 

play was either with siblings or with friends. Often the themes of exploration and 

discovery emerged through participant responses and this was connected to their home 

environment along with a parental value of trust. This sense of security, independence 

and trust that the participants indicated allowed them to explore and discover their local 

environments in youth. The result of this was an overwhelmingly positive experience in 

nature for the participants in this study causing a strong bond with nature.  

 

Family Experiences in Nature developed into Environmental Values 

 

All of the participants in this study indicated that they spent time in nature with 

their families when they were young, with the most common experience being camping. 

From the camping experiences many of the participants indicated that they gained a 

greater appreciation for the outdoors and in many instances indicated they preferred to be 

outside in nature. The codes of nature, adventure, relationships, family and values 

emerged from the participants‟ memories of their time in youth camping with family. 

Ryan, Matthew, Gordon and Sally all indicated that they built their values towards nature 

from these experiences. 

Four of the participants clearly identified that their parents were the main 

influence on the development of their environmental values. Bethany and Jacob both 

related stories of their parents telling them about what they valued when it came to the 

environment. Kaylie‟s family owns and operates the Tribune Bay Outdoor Education 
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Centre and Karen‟s father works as a manager for BC Parks on Vancouver Island. Both 

participants had parents that worked in professions where environmental values are 

prevalent. Family, nature, and values were the codes that emerged from the stories these 

four participants related of their time with family in nature when they were young. 

 

Summary of Early Experiences 

 

The participants in this study generally indicated that their attachment to nature 

and the outdoors developed through unstructured creative play in childhood and their 

youth and early family experiences in nature. This data conforms to much of the research 

indicating that early contact with nature is one component of developing both a strong 

bond or affinity with nature and pro-environmental values. Ewert, Place, & Sibthorp 

(2005) claimed that “Early childhood outdoor recreational experiences may be 

instrumental in influencing environmental attitudes because of the contribution they can 

make toward the formation of values” (p.234). Chawla (1999) also indicated that time 

spent with family members in outdoor areas was one factor in developing a lifelong 

commitment to effective environmental action as a personal value. The participants in 

this study clearly delineated a link between their early childhood experiences in nature 

and the development of positive attitudes towards the environment. 
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Friends and Trips Outdoors were Motives for Enrolling  

 

Students who apply for Explore are drawn to the program because it offers an 

opportunity to engage in outdoor pursuits in a social setting with like minded peers while 

they are in school. In the responses of the participants when asked why they applied to 

the program, both the code relationships and the code unique developed. All of the 

participants indicated that their peer group was also applying for entry to Explore. 

Included in this was a consistent comment that they applied for Explore in part because 

their friends were applying for Explore and they wanted to feel a part of the group. To 

some the fear of losing their friends was a motive for applying. Most, however, saw 

Explore as a special program that their friends were applying to and they wished to 

remain close to them. This concept again emerged when questions were asked about their 

time in the program. Often participants in the study indicated that Explore was a cult and 

one student switched schools in order to participate in the program. What emerges, then, 

from these responses is that the participants believed that their program was more than 

special. Although not explicit, there is an underlying sense in the responses that the 

participants believed that Explore was elite. 

Another reply from participants when asked about their motives for entering the 

program was the outdoor adventures embedded in Explore. Some participants saw 

Explore as something different than the regular routine of school. Two participants 

specifically identified learning difficulties or challenges that they incurred while in 

school and saw Explore as an alternate structure that would suit their needs. The physical 

challenges that the participants would undertake on the outdoor trips were often referred 

to as fun. This combination of fun and school were consistent responses from the 
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participants and the three codes identified in these responses were: unique, fun and 

challenge. Other participants explicitly saw Explore as a challenge and specifically 

identified the outdoor trips as the direct cause for applying to the program. Many of the 

participants indicated that they wished to challenge themselves on the outdoor trips in 

Explore and adventure, challenge, and nature were the most common codes identified in 

these responses.  

For the Explore graduates in this study there appears to be a twofold reason for 

applying to the program. The need to maintain friendships and stay connected with a peer 

group is one reason students applied for Explore. A second reason for entering the 

program was the outdoor trips. These two reasons combined were consistent responses 

amongst all of the participants involved in this study. 

 

Participant Experiences in Explore  

 

The second portion of the interviews invited the participants to describe their 

experiences in the Explore program. From the responses to these questions core 

categories formed conclusions that were developed from focused codes in the participant 

responses. 
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Table 2 

Focused Codes and Core Categories Developed from Interview Questions on Explore 

Experiences 

Question Focused Codes Core Categories 

How did you feel about being 

accepted into Explore? 

Acceptance, Security, 

Confidence, Pride, 

Unique, Validity 

The cohort relationship, 

group identity, and a 

sense of belonging were 

important factors in 

Explore  

Describe a typical day for you in 

Explore? 

Flexibility, 

Relationships, Change, 

Family, Security 

 

As you look back on Explore, are 

there any other events that stand 

out in your mind? Could you 

describe [each one] it? How did 

this event affect what happened in 

Explore? How did you respond to 

____ [the event; the resulting 

situations]? 

Challenge, Adventure, 

Nature, Conflict, 

Responsibility, Trust, 

Freedom, Leadership, 

Mentor, Play, Fun 

The cohort relationship, 

group identity, and a 

sense of belonging was 

a facilitating factor in 

the lessons provided by 

Explore 

   

 

Cohort Relationships, Group Identity and Sense of Belonging  

 

When asked about how they felt about being accepted into Explore the common 

response from the participants in this study specifically indicated that they were relieved 

and happy. This is a result, in part, from the selection process involved in gaining entry to 

Explore. When asked about daily routines in the Explore program, however, the 
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participants in this study spoke in generalities rather than specifics about their memories. 

As noted in Chapter 4, the common experience of belonging to a larger group was what 

came out most often in the participant responses to both initial questions. The codes of 

acceptance, security, pride, unique, relationships, family, validity and trust developed 

from the responses of the participants. Often the participants indicated that the physical 

setting of the program aided in this process. The setting of the Explore classrooms 

physically separated the students from the rest of the building. This, along with the 

different class schedule structure, fostered a common identity where strong relationships 

developed amongst participants in the program. 

The stories participants related about outdoor experiences in Explore also concur 

with the codes developed from the questions about initial feelings on acceptance and 

daily routines in the program. When asked about specific experiences in Explore, that 

stood out in their minds, the participants all related stories about the outdoor adventures 

in the program. These stories often referred to social bonds that were developed or 

reinforced through play and challenges that arose while in nature. The codes of 

relationship and trust were evident in these experiences along with challenge, adventure 

and play. 

Much of what the participants related about their experiences in Explore referred 

to character development. The Explore program environment was one in which its 

participants felt safe, supported, and encouraged to try new things and be themselves. 

Positive and authentic relationships were the result of this cohort environment and this 

concurs with the work of Priest (1986) who indicated that one of the many outcomes of 

outdoor adventure education is the development of relationships. The data from the 
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participants suggests that students transferred several key character development 

outcomes from their Explore experiences to their daily lives. Increased social skills that 

serve the participants themselves and enable connections with others appear to be a 

strong outcome of Explore. The literature on cohorts and collaborative learning strongly 

supports learning transfer as a key factor in a program‟s success (Bradshaw, Laing & 

Seay, 2006; Lawrence, 2002; Seed, 2008). The participants in this study clearly identified 

that the cohort environment was an important facilitating factor in both developing a 

group identity and expanding trust. These two features of the Explore experience allowed 

for the lessons developed through the program to affect its participants well after 

completion.  

 

Participant Experiences Post-Explore and Perception of Program Relevance 

 

The final portion of the interviews was designed to investigate participants‟ 

experiences after participation the Explore program. Questions about post-Explore life 

determined both long-term impact of program participation and participants views on 

whether Explore altered their environmental values.  
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Table 3 

Focused Codes and Core Categories Developed from Interview Questions on Post-

Explore Experiences 

Question Focused Codes Core Categories 

Describe briefly what you‟ve done 

since Explore?  

Adventure, Nature, 

Relationships, 

Challenge, Change 

 

Did you discover or develop any 

personal strength through 

Explore?  

Confidence, Pride, 

Leadership, 

Relationships 

The main lesson learned 

in Explore is confidence 

Is there a connection between 

your Explore experience and who 

you are now? Explain 

Pride, Confidence, 

Leadership, Unique 

Explore did not 

transform, it reinforced 

environmental values at 

a time when they could 

have been lost 

What was the most important 

lesson you learned through 

Explore? Why? 

Confidence, Pride, 

Leadership, Mentor, 

Trust, Responsibility, 

Validity 

The main lesson learned 

in Explore is confidence 

Do you think your views have 

changed as a result of your 

experience in Explore? Why or 

why not? 

Consistency, Values, 

Nature 

 

 

 

The main lesson learned by participants in Explore is confidence 

 

It is clear from the results the participants provided that Explore provided 

constructive opportunities for personal growth and development. When participants in 
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this study were asked about the development of personal strengths through Explore and 

to identify the most important lesson of the program, confidence was the common reply. 

From the participants‟ responses the codes pride, leadership, mentor, responsibility and 

confidence developed. Participation in the program offered the participants in this study 

opportunity for self-discovery and feelings of accomplishment and pride. As a result of 

these experiences, they indicated a stronger sense of self-confidence and an enhanced 

willingness to try new things. For all of the participants in this study the development of 

confidence was more than self-discovery and self-esteem. The manner in which the 

participants described their acquisition of confidence suggests both a psychological and 

social maturation. For some participants, confidence allowed a sense of security which 

enabled them to take risks and try new things. For other participants, confidence was the 

result of the development of self esteem through taking leadership roles throughout the 

program. Regardless of how it was acquired, developing confidence, through Explore, 

enabled growth and maturation rather than stagnation amongst the participants in this 

study. 

The Explore program environment was one in which its participants felt safe, 

supported, and encouraged to try new things and be themselves. Positive and authentic 

relationships were the result of this cohort environment. The cohort nature and the 

outdoor activities inherent in the Explore program create a venue for students to develop 

confidence in their abilities and develop a stronger sense of self identity. Through this, 

students were able to take risks and feel supported in their decisions. As a result, the 

participants in this study indicated they were able to assume responsibility on their own 

and take on leadership roles that fostered the development of confidence. 
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Explore did not transform, it reinforced environmental values at a time when they 

could have been lost 

 

When asked about the impact of the Explore program on their environmental 

values, the participants in this study all indicated that the program did not alter or change 

their beliefs. However, many participants indicated that Explore was an important part in 

the long term evolution of their environmental beliefs. The codes consistency, values and 

nature were developed from the participant responses to the question; do you think your 

views have changed as a result of your experience in Explore?  

When asked whether her views had changed as a result of Explore, Kaylie 

indicated “I guess I was already going in the direction of Explore before Explore, you 

know just like the outdoors and being adventuresome, but I guess it just continued on” 

(KI4, 2009). Jacob added that “there haven‟t been any really life altering things or 

decisions for me so Explore was just kind of the next step in the path” (JI7, 2009). 

Gordon claimed that the program “didn‟t necessarily rock my world or change my 

worldview but I think what it did is it started to build certain parts of my identity” (GI1, 

2009). Bethany indicated that Explore helped her understand more about nature and the 

world but that her environmental values had not been altered by the program. She added 

“I‟m a different person now than I was before, in school. Definitely experiencing all the 

things going through life, but I think I have a pretty consistent world view” (BI3, 2009). 
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Some participants in the study explicitly stated that Explore reinforced their 

attitudes towards nature. When asked about where his environmental attitudes came 

from, Matthew claimed:  

There‟s no one defining moment for me, I‟ve just always sort of been thinking 

about the environment and how it changes. I guess it just came out of my 

experiences as a kid and my education. So Explore renewed, no not renewed, it 

continued my interest in the outdoors and being outside (MI5, 2009). 

Ryan also thought that although Explore did not transform his attitudes towards nature, it 

reinforced them. He said: 

Explore didn‟t alter my way of looking at nature at all; it kind of allowed me to 

enjoy it at school and that kind of – not justified but like reinforced what I thought 

of it already. So I guess there is a link between me as a kid and now „cause I don‟t 

think I‟ve really changed that much you know (RI6, 2009). 

Much like Matthew and Ryan, Sally also saw Explore as something that reinforced values 

rather than altering them. She asserted that:  

I grew up with the outdoors and like activity and exercise and stuff being an 

important thing. So I think Explore kind of just reinforced that and made it a 

bigger part of my high school experience. No matter where I go I will always be 

so proud to be from the Comox Valley and Explore is one of the things I associate 

with my home town experiences. So it‟s not necessarily Explore has made me 

who I am today, it‟s like my life in the Comox Valley has and Explore was a big 

part of my life in the Comox Valley (SI2, 2009). 

All of the participants in this study clearly indicated that Explore had been an 

important part of their adolescence and that they did indeed grow and mature through the 

program. However, when asked about the impact of the program on their values and 

attitudes towards nature, the participants in this study expressly specified that Explore 

had not transformed their environmental values. What Explore did for these young 

women and men was to provide an opportunity to for them to reinforce their 
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environmental values and to connect with nature during a time when that connection 

could have been lost.  

The sense of self-worth and confidence developed through the outdoor activities 

in Explore allowed the students to reconnect with nature and reinforced the 

environmental values that they had begun to develop in youth. This concurs with the 

work of Hungerford and Volk (1990) who indicated that pro-environmental behaviour 

requires three components: an entry-level variable (such as environmental sensitivity); an 

ownership variable (such as personal investment and knowledge of issues); and an 

empowerment variable (such as knowledge of and skills in using environmental action 

strategies). Self-confidence is the result of the empowerment variable and Hungerford 

and Volk (1990) indicate that this is crucial in determining pro-environmental behaviour. 

For the participants in this study Explore provided the empowerment variable that 

allowed them to build on their entry-level variable of environmental values they claimed 

to develop in youth. As such, for the eight former students in this study, it appears that 

while Explore did not cause a shift in their environmental values or attitudes it reinforced 

values that were acquired and initially developed in youth. 

 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 

This research was an exploratory study seeking to discover the impacts of the 

Explore outdoor education program on its students to determine whether it facilitated a 

transformation in environmental values and attitudes. As such the findings of this study 

provide a solid baseline of data, but the limitations of the research point to further areas 
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of study.  To obtain more generalizable results, the study could be replicated with a larger 

sample of Explore students. The study could also be replicated with the same participants 

at a later date to see whether more time affects their responses of the participants and 

conclusions of the research. Further study could be conducted at the same site with a 

control group of students who were not in Explore. This would help derive a set of data 

that could be useful in a comparison study to determine whether there are similar values 

and backgrounds in order to verify the findings of this study. In addition a replica of this 

study could be conducted with other similar programs at other locations, to also verify the 

findings of this study.  

 

 

Implications for the Explore Program 

 

In addition to making a contribution to the existing research on outdoor and 

environmental education, pro-environmental values and transformation of worldview, 

this study assists Explore in developing a better understanding of the ways participants 

are impacted by the program. Above all, the program appears to develop a heightened 

sense of personal confidence in the young men and women who participate. Often this 

confidence is born by the structure of the program and the trust developed throughout the 

cohort model. This information is valuable for any educational program, in that it assists 

with confirming and refining both goals and practices. Two of the five overarching goals 

of the Explore program are to a) develop interpersonal skills to enable them [students] to 

work with a wide variety of people and to function within a group and b) develop 

leadership skills within an outdoor adventure environmental context (Explore, 2001). The 

data in this study seems to confirm that the program is achieving these goals. The Explore 
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program will be able to take conclusions and information from the findings of this study, 

in order to both enhance and further define successful practices and revise and improve 

areas that they perceive need strengthening. Having this type of comprehensive 

information on the impacts for participants in Explore is advantageous in that it can assist 

in the long-term viability of the program. 

Whether students participate in Explore is determined through a selective process. 

There is a perception by the participants in this study that Explore is somewhat exclusive 

and that only a specific type of student will be accepted into the program. The activities 

in the program foster this identity as well as the connection that the students have with 

Explore itself. Often the term “cult” was used by the students themselves in describing 

the program and clearly the strong identification with Explore fosters the perception of 

program exclusivity. This being the case it is important to consider that Explore draws a 

specific type of student and as such a question that could be asked is would these students 

be like this even if they did not take Explore? Would they have developed the confidence 

and leadership in themselves through some other activity or event? These questions could 

be answered through further research on the program and its impact on its participants. 

 

Suggestions for the Explore Program  

 

It is important to note that any recommendation made for the Explore program is 

to inform, rather to criticize or pass judgement. This was an exploratory, not an 

evaluative, study and as such any recommendations come from words and thoughts of the 
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participants involved. From the research there are several areas where the Explore 

program could be enhanced:  

1. If, as the data from this study suggests, Explore draws students who have 

strong environmental values before they enter the program, then adding an 

explicit environmental education curriculum component can add to their 

cognitive understanding of environmental issues and concepts. This may, 

in turn, provide a stronger basis for and further strengthen those pre-

existing values. 

2. If Explore draws students who learn actively in the outdoors and prefer 

non-traditional learning environments then altering the method of 

instruction to meet that learning style will enhance the impact of any 

outcomes established by the Explore program. Alternatively, the Explore 

program might also want to help students address their non-preferred 

learning styles rather than merely deepening their preferences. The 

program could help students develop the tools skills needed to be 

successful not only in their areas of preference but also outside those 

preferred areas.  

3. The recruitment and selection process of Explore could be altered to 

include a wider variety of students. Explore is perceived by students as an 

elite program which feeds from small groups of family and friends. 

Explore could reach a wider audience through different promotion, 

advertising, recruitment, and selection procedures. Drawing students who 

are at-risk, challenged in traditional school environments, or struggling 



89 
 

academically may not only enhance the program, but could provide a 

transformative experience for a different group of students. 

4. The Explore program is limited in scope, enrolling 48 students per year for 

five months in grade eleven. Students need support to help them transition 

back into a regular, structured classroom environment after Explore. Two 

students in the study specifically indicated that they had challenges with 

their grade 12 year after Explore. The program needs to carefully construct 

the transition for students back into the larger school community and pay 

attention to helping Grade 12 teachers recognize that students coming 

from Explore may need some support while also bringing new strengths 

with them. To follow-up on the powerful trajectory of their Explore 

experience, students could be provided with environmental or outdoor 

education career counselling or possible post-secondary paths which could 

build upon their newly acquired skills and values. 

   

Conclusion 

 

This study aimed to examine the experiences of former Explore students to 

determine what, if anything, the program did to encourage students to become more 

environmentally minded. Generally, the findings from this study suggest that the Explore 

program is achieving its objectives and providing a positive experience to its students that 

impact them in multiple ways. From the comments of the participants, it is evident that 

Explore has the ability to provide substantive and meaningful learning experiences that 
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Dewey (1916, 1938) argued would create interest and meaning in order to contribute to 

active citizens in a well functioning society 

The data, however, indicates that for these participants Explore appeared not to 

cause a shift, or transformation, in environmental attitudes or worldview.  Explore 

appears to draw students who are already predisposed to care about the environment and 

have strong environmental values. The structure of the program is such that students 

spend time in a regular classroom setting, in order to cover academic content, and then in 

the outdoors, in order to address leadership, intrapersonal and outdoor pursuit skills. If, as 

the data indicates, Explore draws students that are already predisposed to be 

environmentally minded then the program cannot be seen as an agent of transformation, 

in environmental attitudes or worldview, suggested by Mezirow (1978). 

On the basis of the findings of this study, participation in Explore appears to have 

a positive impact on the students who chose to enrol. While the results of the research 

speak primarily to the experiences a small sample of the individuals in a specific 

program, Explore, the findings support a body of evidence that suggests outdoor 

education programs have the potential to effect positive changes in the lives of their 

participants. While further research is needed to ground the theories, best practices, and 

outcomes of outdoor education programs, this study makes a compelling case for this 

type of experience in the lives of young men and women. 

  



91 
 

REFERENCES 

Aerts, D., Apostel, L., De Moor, B., Hellmans, S., Maex, E., Van Belle, H., et al.  (2007). 

Worldviews: From fragmentation to integration. Brussels: VUB Press  

Ballantyne, R., Fien, J., & Packer, J. (2001). Program effectiveness in facilitating 

intergenerational influence in environmental education: Lessons from the field. 

Journal of Environmental Education, 32(4), 8.  

Ballantyne, R., & Packer, J. (2002). Nature-based excursions: School students' 

perceptions of learning in natural environments. International Research in 

Geographical & Environmental Education, 11(3), 218.  

Barriball, K. L., & While, A. (1994). Collecting data using a semi-structured interview: A 

discussion paper. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 19(2), 328-335.  

Berry, T. (2006). Evening Thoughts. San Francisco: Sierra Club Books 

Bigge, M. L., & Shermis, S. S. (1999). Learning theories for teachers (6th ed.). New 

York: Addison Wesley Longman, Inc. 

Boeije, H. (2002). A purposeful approach to the constant comparative method in the 

analysis of qualitative interviews. Quality & Quantity, 36(4), 391-409.  

Boyd, R. (1991). Personal transformation in small groups. London: Routledge. 

Bradshaw, L., Laing, P., &  Seay, S. (2006). "Cohorts." Encyclopedia of Educational 

Leadership and Administration. Retrieved April 21, 2010 from SAGE 

Publications: http://www.sage-ereference.com/edleadership/Article_n101.html. 



92 
 

Brody, M. (2005). Learning in nature. Environmental Education Research, 11(5), 603-

621.  

Bruner, J.S. (1972). Toward a sense of community. Review of Gartner et al. (1971), 

"Children Teach Children." Saturday Review 55:62–63. 

Castleberry, M. & Wald, P. (Eds.). (2000). Educators as Learners: creating a 

professional learning community in your school. Alexandria, VA. Association for 

Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Capra, F. (1996). The Web of Life. New York: Anchor Books 

Charmaz, K. (2006).  Constructing grounded theory:  A practical guide through 

qualitative analysis.  Los Angeles, CA:  SAGE Publications. 

Chawla, L. (1999). Life Paths Into Effective Environmental Action. Journal of 

Environmental Education, 31(1), 15 

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2000). Research methods in education (5th ed.). 

London ; New York: Routledge Falmer.  

Coleman, J. S. (1979). Experiential learning and information assimilation: Toward an 

appropriate mix. Journal of Experiential Education, 4(1), 6-9. 

Creswell, JW. (1998). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design Choosing Among Five 

Traditions. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Cutcliffe, J. R., & Cutcliffe, J. R. (2000). Methodological issues in grounded theory. 

Journal of Advanced Nursing, 31(6), 1476-1484. 



93 
 

Daloz, L. A. (2000). Transformative Learning for the Common Good. In J. Mezirow, 

Learning as Transformation (pp. 103-123). San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and Education. New York: The Macmillan Company. 

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience & Education. New York: Collier Books. 

Diamond, J. (2005). Collapse: How societies choose to fail or succeed. New York: 

Penguin Books 

Ewert, A., Place, G., & Sibthorp, J. (2005). Early-life outdoor experiences and an 

individual's environmental attitudes. Leisure Sciences, 27(3), 225-239.  

Flannery, T. (2005). The Weather Makers. Toronto: Harper Collins 

Friedman, E., Thase, M., & Wright, J., (2008). Cognitive and Behavioral Therapies in A. 

Tasman, J. Kay, J. A. Lieberman, M.B. First, & M. Maj (Eds.). Psychiatry (Third 

Edition). (pp. 1920-1947).  The Atrium, England: John Wiley & Sons Ltd. 

Gardner, H. (1983). Frames of Mind. New York: Basic Books. 

G.P. Vanier Explore Program. (2001). Goals for the Explore Outdoor Education 

Program 

Gibson, J., & Rotigel, J. (2007). Liminality and the Cohort Experience: Exploring the 

Transformative Education of Pre-service Teachers. Retrieved May 15, 2009 from 

Indiana University of Pennsylvania: 

http://www.coe.iup.edu/grbieger/urbed/2007%20Conference/Papers/RotigelGibso

n.doc 



94 
 

Glaser, B. & Strauss, A. (1967). The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for 

qualitative research. New Brunswick U.S.A.: Transaction Publishers. 

Henry, J. (1989). Meaning and practice in experiential learning. In S. W. Weil & I. 

McGill (Eds.), Making Sense of Experiential Learning: Diversity in Theory and 

Practice (pp. 25-37). Philadelphia, PA: Open University Press.  

Hirsch. J, (1999). Developmental adventure programs. In, C. Milos & S. Priest (Eds.), 

Adventure programming (pp, 13-17), State College, PA: Venture. 

Homer-Dixon, T. (2006). The Upside of Down Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf Canada 

Hungerford, H., Peyton, R. B.  & Wilke, R. (1980). Goals for curriculum development in 

environmental education. Journal of Environmental Education.11(2), 42-47. 

Hungerford, H.R., & Volk T.L. (1990). Changing Learner Behaviour Through 

Environmental Education. Journal of Environmental Education 21(3), 8-21. 

Kane, S. (1998). Wisdom of the Mythtellers. Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press. 

Kellert, S. (2005). Building for life: Designing and understanding the human nature 

connection. Washington, D.C.: Island Press. 

Kegan, R. (2000). What "Form" Transforms? A constructive-developmental approach to 

transformative learning. In J. Mezirow, Learning as Transformation (pp. 35-69). 

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Kolb, D. (1984). Experiential learning. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.  



95 
 

Krathwohl, D. R., Bloom, B. S., & Masia, B. B. (1973). Taxonomy of Educational 

Objectives: the Classification of Educational Goals. Handbook II: Affective 

Domain. New York: David McKay Co., Inc. 

Lawrence, R. (2002). A Small Circle of Friends: Cohort Groups as Learning 

Communities. New Directions for Adult & Continuing Education, (95), 83-92. 

Louv, R. (2005). Last Child in the Woods. Chapel Hill, North Carolina: Algonquin 

Books. 

Lowenthal, P., & Muth, R. (2008) "Constructivism." Encyclopedia of the Social and 

Cultural Foundations of Education. Retrieved April 21, 2010, from SAGE 

Publications: http://www.sage-ereference.com/foundations/Article_n86.html 

Mayes, C. (2000). Three perspectives on recent research in conceptual change theory. 

The Researcher: The Journal of the Rocky Mountain Division of the American 

Educational Research Association, 15(1), 57-70 

Malone, K., & Tranter, P. J. (2003). School grounds as sites for learning: Making the 

most of environmental opportunities. Environmental Education Research, 9(3), 

283-303. 

Marshall, C. & Rossman, G.B. (1999). Designing qualitative research (3rd ed.). 

Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.  

Mezirow, J. (1978). Perspective Transformation. Adult Education, 28(2), 100-109. 

Mezirow, J. (2000). Learning as Transformation: Critical perspectives on a theory in 

progress. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 



96 
 

Orr, D. (2004). Earth in Mind. Washington: Island Press. 

Osborne, J. (1985). Learning as a change in world-view. Canadian 

Psychology/Psychologie Canadienne, 26(3), 195-206.  

O‟Sullivan, E., & Taylor, M. (2004) Chapter 1: Glimpses of an Ecological 

Consciousness. (pp. 5-23) In O‟Sullivan, E., &Taylor, M. (Ed.). Learning Toward 

an Ecological Consciousness: Selected transformative practices. New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

Outward Bound Canada. (n.d.) What is Outward Bound? Retrieved December 7, 2008, 

from http://www.outwardbound.ca/whatis.asp. 

Owens, P. (2005). Children's environmental values in the early school years. 

International Research in Geographical & Environmental Education, 14(4), 323-

329.  

Piaget, J. (1952). The Origins of Intelligence in Children, M. Cook, translator. New York: 

International Universities Press. 

Poudel, D. D., Vincent, L. M., Anzalone, C., Huner, J., Wollard, D., Clement, T., et al. 

(2005). Hands-on activities and challenge tests in agricultural and environmental 

education. Journal of Environmental Education, 36(4), 10-22.  

Priest, S. (1986). Redefining outdoor education: A matter of many relationships. Journal 

of Environmental Education, 17(3), 13-15. 



97 
 

Proudman, B. (1995). Experiential education as emotionally engaged learning. In K.  

Warren & M. Sakofs & J. Jasper S. Hunt (Eds.), The Theory of Experiential 

Learning (pp. 240-247). Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt Publishing Company. 

Schein, E. (1999). Kurt Lewin's Change Theory in the field and in the Classroom: Notes 

toward a model of managed learning. Reflections, 1(1), 59-74. 

Seed, A. H. (2008). Cohort building through experiential learning. Journal of 

Experiential Education, 31(2), 209-224.  

Sharp, L. B. (1947). Basic Considerations in outdoor and camping education. The 

Bulletin of the National Association of Secondary School Principals , 31 (147), 

43-48. 

Suzuki, D. (1997). The Sacred Balance: Rediscovering our place in nature. Vancouver: 

Greystone Books. 

Thomashow, M. (1996). Ecological Identity: Becoming a reflective environmentalist. 

Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press 

Turner, C. (2007). The Geography of Hope: A tour of the world we need. Toronto: 

Random House Canada 

Vadala, C. E., Bixler, R. D., & James, J. J. (2007). Childhood play and environmental 

interests: Panacea or snake oil? Journal of Environmental Education, 39(1), 3-18.  

VanMaanen, J. (1975). Reclaiming qualitative methods for organizational research: A 

preface. Administrative Science Quarterly, 24, 520-526. 

Vygotsky, L.S. (1978). Mind in Society. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 



98 
 

Wells, N., & Lekies, K. (2006). Nature and the life course: Pathways from childhood 

nature experiences to adult environmentalism. Children Youth and Environments, 

16(1), 1-24.  

Wilson, R. (1981). Inside Outward Bound. Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre. 

Wright, R. (2004). A Short History of Progress. Toronto: House of Anasnsi Press. 

Zoldosova, K., & Prokop, P. (2006). Education in the field influences children's ideas and 

interest toward science. Journal of Science and Technology, 15(3), 304-313. 

  



99 
 

APPENDIX A: LETTER OF INVITATION 

 
LETTER OF INVITATION  

 

May 1, 2009 

 

Dear Explore Alumni, 

 

My name is Andrew Young, and I would like to invite you to be part of a research project 

that I am conducting. This project is part of the requirement for a Master of Arts Degree 

in Environmental Education and Communication, at Royal Roads University. My 

credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by contacting Dr. Tony 

Boydell, Acting Program Director of Environmental Education and Communication at (e-

mail address removed).   

 

The objective of my research project is to examine the experiences of former Explore 

outdoor education program students. In addition to submitting my final report to Royal 

Roads University in partial fulfillment for a Master of Arts Degree, I will also be sharing 

my research findings with the Georges P. Vanier Secondary School Explore program.  It 

is possible that the research data may be used in the future for journal articles. 

 

My research project will consist of one semi-structured open-ended interview along with 

a short follow-up interview and is foreseen to last approximately one to one and a half 

hours.   

 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because of your participation in the 

G.P. Vanier Explore Outdoor Education program sometime during the years 2003 to 

2006.  

 

Information will be audio-recorded and transcribed. A copy of the transcript will be 

forward to you where you will have the opportunity to revise or add any information. All 

participants in the study will be given a pseudonym and specific comments for the final 

report will be attributed to that individual. Your identity and all documentation will be 

kept strictly confidential. All information will be securely stored electronically on the 

researcher‟s computer and kept in perpetuity. 

 

A copy of the final report will be published. A copy will be housed at Royal Roads 

University, available online through UMI/Proquest and the Theses Canada portal and will 

be publicly accessible. Access and distribution will be unrestricted.  

 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding 

the project and its outcomes.  
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You are not compelled to participate in this research project. If you do choose to 

participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. Similarly, if you 

choose not to participate in this research project, this information will also be maintained 

in confidence.  

 

If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me at: 

 

Name: Andrew Young 

Email: (e-mail address removed) 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Andrew Young 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 

Topic Issue  Question 

Pre-Explore 

Background 

Identification of 

place 

How would you describe the location you lived 

when you were growing up 

 Childhood 

experience with 

nature 

Describe outdoor experiences you had when you 

were young? How do you think they impacted your 

life? 

 Motivations What motivated you to apply for Explore? 

 Preconceptions What, if anything, did you know about Explore 

before you applied 

Explore 

Experiences 

Initial Emotions 

& Expectations 

How did you feel about being accepted into Explore 

 Daily routines  Describe a typical day for you in Explore 

 Significant events 

& impact 

As you look back on Explore, are there any other 

events that stand out in your mind? Could you 

describe [each one] it? How did this event affect 

what happened in Explore? How did you respond to 

____ [the event; the resulting situations]? 

Post-Explore 

Impact 

Life course post 

Explore 

(biography) 

Describe briefly what you‟ve done since Explore  

 Personal 

Strengths from 

Explore 

Did you discover or develop any personal strength 

through Explore?  

 Perception on 

impact 

What was the most important lesson you learned 

through Explore? Why? 

 Current 

perception of self 

Is there a connection between your Explore 

experience and who you are now? Explain 

 Change and 

connection to 

experiences in 

Explore 

Do you think your views have changed as a result of 

your experience in Explore? Why or why not? 

Wrap-up   Is there anything that you might not have thought 

about before that occurred to you during this 

interview? 

  Is there anything else you think I should know to 

understand Explore or its impact on you? 

  Is there anything you would like to ask me? 
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APPENDIX C: FOCUSED CODES LIST 

After each interview was digitally transcribed, the data was analyzed in an initial line-by-

line open coding format. Next to the interview transcript a brief review of the 

participants‟ words was noted. This initial phase developed codes that were more 

descriptive and less analytic in nature. After the initial data analysis took place 32 

focused codes were developed from the initial descriptive codes in order to understand, 

conceptualize and analyze the participants‟ experiences, actions, and interpretations. The 

focused codes were then used to delineate categories in order to explain conclusions 

about participants‟ experiences in Explore. 

 

Acceptance  

Active Learning  

Active Play 

Adventure 

Animal Contact 

Challenge 

Change 

Comfort 

Community 

Confidence  

Conflict 

Consistency 

Creative Play 

Cult 

Family 

Flexibility  

Freedom 

Fun 

Independence 

Leadership 

Mentor 

Nature 

Pride 

Relationships 

Responsibility 

Security 

Sensory Perception 

Team 

Trust 

Unique 

Validity 

Values 
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APPENDIX D: SAMPLE MEMO 

During each interview memos were kept in order to record the interview process and non-

verbal actions and responses of the interviewee, along with the perceptions of the 

interviewer. These memos were sketched out during the interview to capture first 

impressions and reflections about the setting, people, and interactions. This informal 

writing was done as a first step to distinguish the analysis from the data. These memos 

were short unedited notes written in order to identify underlying assumptions and identify 

categories in order to later compare each participant‟s responses.  

 

Relationships and Family: Gordon had powerful relationships when he was young-

intergenerational and extended family along with childhood friends. Much of his life has 

been structured around social bonds “I think that they‟ve [outdoor child hood experiences 

with family] helped me strive for good relationships, good friendships and deep 

friendships...I‟ve tried to find more substance to a relationship”. This concept has led 

Gordon to want to be a part of a team-working together. Is this a motive for Explore? He 

states “all my friends were going into it”. He claims Explore was a cult and frames that in 

a positive light as if it was a badge of honour. This tight knight group is an avenue for 

research on cohort identity and development. Gordon sees that the cohort / cult / group 

brought security (NOTE: he identifies that this was ruptured by the loss off part of the 

Explore group). Gordon also continually mentions “brotherhood” and that overcoming 

challenges was comforting in spite of the loss associated with peers in his cohort group. 

Trust: Look at the connection between relationships, security, and self-actualization. 

Gordon claims “you kind of almost lost, not like your family but it felt like that a little bit 

you know?” The lesson Gordon identifies is the damage done to relationships with a lack 

of trust. Adventure: Gordon relates the story of Clayoquot where “all the students were 

huddled together under this tarp hugging each other” and then repeats “it‟s all about 

relationships”. So is there a connection between the outdoor adventures, relationships, 

and trust that cause something for the participants in Explore? It appears that Explore 

helped forge an identity not create it-refer to Gordon‟s metaphors on seeds and growth. 


