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Abstract 

ACES is an integrated curriculum program that has been a part of the Yukon 

public education system since 1989. This study explores the impacts of this place-based 

outdoor education program on the participants‟ relationships with the environment. 

Interview and observation data were collected from 15 participants during a 13 day canoe 

trip on the Yukon River, which was the culmination of their semester long course. There 

were nine significant themes that emerged from the data that provide insight into the 

successes of the program and the impact it has on the students. The findings support the 

importance of outdoor education as a means for connecting young people with nature and 

as a catalyst for change and growth. They demonstrate the central role the teacher has in 

the success of the program and how the Yukon-centric focus promotes a connection with 

the local landscape resulting in concern for local environmental issues. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This study is an investigation of a place-based outdoor education program and its 

role in the development of an environmental ethic. ACES (Achievement, Challenge, 

Environment, and Service) is an integrated curriculum program in Canada‟s Yukon 

Territory (“the Yukon”) at the grade 10 level. Outdoor education can be a life-changing 

experience for the learners involved. The ACES program has become an influential part 

of the education system in the Yukon. 

Achievement Challenge Environment Service 

ACES is a grade 10 experiential education program offered at Wood Street 

School, a small public high school in Whitehorse, Yukon. Since its inception in 1989, up 

to 36 grade 10 students have the opportunity every year to be part of this experiential 

education program. Since ACES was introduced, many other outdoor education programs 

have been added to the Yukon education system.  

The course is open to all grade 10 students in the Yukon regardless of school or 

location, although the majority of students that are chosen to participate are from 

Whitehorse (Proactive Information Services, 2008). Students are chosen based on 

applications, teacher recommendations and interviews. Those students who are accepted 

must make a commitment to the program, which includes making it a priority over other 

activities. They are also expected to spend numerous days away from home to participate 

on overnight wilderness trips. 

However, limited in depth studies have been done on the effectiveness of these 

programs (Woods, M., personal communication, December 1, 2009). An evaluation was 

done in 1992 on the ACES program outcomes, focused mainly on social studies, physical 
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education, attendance and general behaviour (Boyde, J., personal communication, 

February 11, 2010). From this longitudinal study comparing ACES students to other 

students they found that ACES students were performing better, had more success at 

finishing high school, and were setting and achieving personal goals (Sharp, B., personal 

communication, February 8, 2010). These results may be influenced by the students' pre-

existing strengths; however the program does accept students of varying abilities with the 

goal of raising all the students up to the level of the high performers.  

However, nothing is known about how this experience influences the students‟ 

view of the Yukon‟s natural landscape and how it shapes their environmental ethic. This 

information is an important element of evaluating the value that this program brings to a 

student‟s education. Students may have experiences that change how they view the 

world, how they act, how they perceive themselves and what they believe.  

Between 1998 and 2008 an average of 440 students attended grade 10 each year 

in the territory (Yukon Bureau of Statistics, 2008). Approximately 36 students participate 

in the ACES program every year, which means that approximately 8.1 percent of all 

grade 10 students in the Yukon attend ACES. The ACES program has run for 22 years, 

and during this time there have been a variable number of students enrolled. At times 

there were two classes running concurrently (Sharp, B., personal communication, 

February 8, 2010). However, since the program accepts up to 36 students per year, the 

total capacity over 22 years equals 2.3% of the current Yukon population of 34,157 

(Government of Yukon, 2010). While this may seem like a small number, when 

considering the number of people that are connected to these students, their friends and 

family, this shows that ACES can have an impact on Yukon society. Outdoor education 
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programs like ACES are important tools in promoting environmental education and 

change.  

The program outline, available online on the Wood Street webpage (Yukon 

Department of Education, 2009), includes a comprehensive list of objectives. These 

objectives focus on the development of students‟ attitudes towards others, themselves, the 

environment and other issues facing the Yukon today. Noteworthy are these three 

objectives: “to have students continue developing: a responsible attitude about the 

environment, a knowledge and appreciation of the natural environment of the Yukon, 

Canada and the World, and a better understanding of resource management issues in the 

Yukon, Canada and the World” (Yukon Department of Education, 2009). ACES has a 

strong focus on Yukon studies, incorporating local knowledge into all subject areas. 

There is also a connection encouraged between the class and the community. Visits from 

guest speakers and visits to local recreational sites, museums and locally owned nature 

preserves help to create a link to the community. 

The ACES semester includes coursework from several subject areas, including 

Science 10, Social Studies 10, Physical & Outdoor Education, and sometimes a Practical 

Arts credit (Bell, G., personal communication, October 1, 2009). The students spend their 

school day with the same students in one classroom at the Wood Street Centre. The social 

studies and science components have a strong focus on the Yukon. Students learn about 

local geography, geology, biology, history, and culture. These subjects are taught in the 

classroom and on outdoors excursions. These excursions range from day trips to 

overnight trips, and include a variety of activities, including cycling, snowshoeing, cross 

country skiing, and canoeing. The five overnight trips range from two to 13 days and 
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include winter camping, cross country skiing, bike touring, white water canoeing, and flat 

water river canoeing. Trips involve visits to local museums and historical spots, 

identification of geological formations and identification of plants and animals. 

The ACES class is taught solely by one teacher and chaperones are hired to 

accompany the class on day and overnight trips to provide assistance. The school houses 

six experiential education programs. Four of those programs are outdoor-based; grade 11 

Experiential Science (ES), grade 9 Outdoor Pursuits and Experiential Science (OPES), 

grade 9 Plein Air et Sciences Expérientielles (PASE) and ACES. There are also two 

Music, Arts and Drama programs (MAD), for grades 9 and 10, and grades 11 and 12.  

Overview of the Research 

Place-based outdoor education such as the ACES program has the potential to 

instil a sense of place in students. Through outdoor education, students experience a 

deepened connection to the place that they are exploring. The ACES students explore a 

large part of the Yukon and South-East Alaska during their semester long program. 

Students have the opportunity to gain an appreciation for their natural environment which 

may develop into environmental awareness and concern. 

The purpose of this research study is to determine if there is a connection between 

place-based outdoor education and the development of sense of place in youth and to 

learn more about how outdoor education influences the development of a connection to 

the land and in turn, an environmental ethic. 

Outdoor programs like ACES are often the first programs to come under attack 

when budgets are tightened (Jensen & Guthrie, 2006; Jordison, 1993; Potter & 

Henderson, 2004). People may ignore the wide array of outcomes that these programs 
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produce and focus solely on academic achievement. Environmental issues are gaining 

importance and at the same time, there is a growing concern that young people are losing 

their connection to the natural environment (Louv, 2005). Interest in experiential 

education is growing and a report created by the Yukon Government showed that the 

Wood Street Centre programs, like ACES, are highly valued by the territory‟s residents. 

“Many voices praised Yukon‟s experiential programming and argued for expansion of 

experiential programs, similar to the Wood Street programs, that would serve a larger 

proportion of the student population” (Proactive Information Services, 2008, p. 148).  

An earlier Yukon Government report recommended that “the Department of 

Education should evaluate and improve existing experiential education programs” 

(Department of Education, 2007, p. 6.16), as well as removing barriers to more 

experiential education programs. The experiential education programs offered at Wood 

Street Centre were given as an example of effective practice, described as “flexible and 

authentic learning experiences, as well as shared programming” (Proactive Information 

Services, 2008, p. 12). 

The Yukon Department of Education has determined the need for experiential 

education, has expressed the desire to maintain and improve currently successful 

experiential programs, and has recognized the Wood Street programs, including ACES, 

as valuable to the territory. However, any research that has been done on this program is 

informal and anecdotal, mainly as part of a report on the entire secondary education 

system. My research provides the opportunity to look at a specific area of the programs 

outcomes and determine if it is succeeding in creating environmentally concerned 

citizens. 



ACES: Connecting youth to the environment through outdoor education     6 

 

Research Questions and Objectives 

My research aim is to tell the personal stories of the students and explore the 

relationships and connections between youth and their environment. The focus is on 

discovering how the students‟ views and attitudes have been affected throughout their 

semester in ACES as they have travelled through the Yukon landscape. The group 

experience of sharing all their classes together and participating on numerous outdoor 

trips causes the development of distinct group behaviour. The group experience of the 

class provides the background for the study; however the experience of each student is 

unique and personal. Understanding the personal experience and the environmental ethic 

of the individual requires the immersion of the researcher in the culture being examined 

(McClaren & Morton, 2003). I achieved this by participating in a lengthy backcountry 

trip with the students. I accompanied them on a 13 day canoe trip at the end of their 

semester together.  

Lofland, as referred to in Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2007) states that research 

must examine the characteristics, causes and consequences of phenomenon. The focus of 

this research will strive to follow those guidelines by answering the following questions: 

1. How do the students perceive the Yukon? How do they perceive 

themselves within the Yukon? 

2. What are the students‟ attitudes towards the environment? What do they 

know about their environment? 

3. Have their attitudes or behaviours changed throughout the semester? 
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Study Limitations 

The main restriction for this study is using only one ACES cohort as study 

participants due to limited time. I have gone on trips with several different ACES cohorts 

and each group has a slightly different atmosphere and group behaviour. Limiting the 

research to one cohort limits the scope of the research. With the inclusion of more cohorts 

in the research, it would be possible to determine if a focus on environmental ethic was 

limited to a specific cohort because of the interests of that group, or whether it was 

consistently part of the atmosphere of the ACES class. 

Time limitations meant that students were interviewed solely at the end of the 

program. Ideally students would complete a pre-test or pre-interview before starting the 

program and also a post-test or post-interview at some point after completing the course, 

possibly six months or a year later. This would provide the researcher with a better 

understanding of the students‟ attitudes previous to ACES. The follow-up a year later 

would provide some feedback on how permanent the influence of the ACES program is. 

The study was possibly limited by the students‟ awareness that the research 

gathered during the trip focused on environmental ethics. It is possible that they might 

have altered their interview answers or exaggerated their interest in the environment 

because they knew the purpose of the study, a phenomenon called the Hawthorne effect 

(Cohen, et al., 2007). This could be a serious limitation if the results were interpreted for 

a broad application; however the results are being used specifically to interpret the 

success of the program. Students may also have felt pressured to appear interested in 

environmental issues because of the popularity of the environmental movement. While 

the students did not treat me as another student, they also did not treat me as a teacher. 
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Their behaviour towards me was similar to the students on previous trips I had done with 

previous ACES classes. Because of that, I had the impression that the students were not 

altering their behaviour during the trip because of the research that was being conducted. 

I restricted writing notes to break times so the students didn‟t feel like they were being 

constantly observed, and used observations to corroborate what the students told me in 

their interviews.  

In researching experiential and outdoor education programs, there are many 

confounding variables which make it difficult to pinpoint how specific variables affect 

program outcomes (Ewert & Sibthorp, 2009). Some of those variables which relate to this 

research include participant experience, prior knowledge, and self-selection into the 

program, pre-experience motivations & expectations and group characteristics. I address 

some of these variables in my interview questions, but logistically have to accept that 

they are impossible to avoid in my research design. I have chosen instead to maintain 

awareness of the existence of these confounding variables during my data analysis. 

It is also important to consider that the students that are interested in this type of 

program might already hold certain attitudes or opinions before entering the ACES class. 

I broached this subject in my interviews with the students in order to differentiate 

between attitudes and behaviour that existed prior to joining ACES and those that had 

arisen during the semester. 

Significance of the Research 

This paper will examine the effect that outdoor education has on the 

environmental ethics of a group of students and their connection to the place in which 

they live. As environmental issues become a growing concern, the importance of 
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effective environmental education also becomes urgent. As it becomes evident that 

outdoor education is a key component in the growth of a student‟s environmental ethic, 

this research could aid in promoting outdoor education. These concerns are growing in 

the Yukon as the natural environment is threatened by climate change, land use conflicts, 

population growth and other issues. 

There is growing interest in many different areas of education at the moment. 

Growing interest in specialized types of education results in competition for resources, in 

the Yukon this means that outdoor education programs are competing with First Nations 

programs, French language programs, Individual Learning programs and others, as well 

as traditional school programs, for funding. It is imperative that more research be done on 

all of these programs so that administration can make an informed decision on how these 

programs can function together and where funding should go.  

Researcher’s Perspective 

I have been involved with the ACES class for three years, since I moved to the 

Yukon. While this trip will be the first interaction I will have with this particular cohort, I 

come to this project with numerous biases and assumptions. My involvement with the 

ACES class has led me to believe that it is an effective program for promoting a 

connection to place, inspiring personal growth and encouraging the development of an 

environmental ethic. I bring the assumption to my research that the students will go 

through some personal growth during the semester and find a stronger connection to the 

Yukon. I also assume that the ACES program will help them learn about and become 

more concerned about environmental issues.  
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The Yukon provides a unique setting for a place-based program like ACES. The 

program has a broad regional focus because of the vast unpopulated wilderness in the 

Yukon and the span of the Yukon River. Despite the large area that is covered in this 

program, the history of the places that are visited is interconnected.  Although the 

students move from the boreal forest, through the alpine into the coastal forest, these 

areas are connected by history and by the lifestyles of the people that live there. With so 

few people living in this large landmass, it is common for people to travel far to explore. 

Research on outdoor programs, including Outward Bound, has linked the 

wilderness trip with transformational change (Andrews, 1999; Hattie, Marsh, Neill, & 

Richards, 1997; Martin, Bright, Cafaro, Mittelstaedt, & Bruyere, 2009).  This „rite of 

passage‟ can transform participants‟ environmental attitudes and behaviours (Cushing, 

1998; Hanna, 1995). With past cohorts I have seen this program to be a transformational 

experience for young people; inspiring them to achieve as students, as athletes and to 

become active members of their communities. While some students have small 

transformations, perhaps becoming more confident in their physical abilities, or 

improving their academic performance, I have seen others transform into enthusiastic 

outdoor adventurers and passionate young environmentalists.  

Despite my potential bias, I am well positioned to conduct this research because I 

have experience with the program, an understanding of the teaching methods and style, 

and experience with outdoor education as both a student and educator. As a chaperone, 

my relationship with the students is informal compared to that of the teacher. I have no 

control over student evaluations or discipline, which means that students are more likely 

to share information with me rather than their teacher. My previous experience with the 
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ACES program and excursions prepared me with an understanding of the daily schedule 

during trips and the optimal times for observations, conversations and interviews. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the existing literature related to this 

study, to substantiate the basis for the study and to position the study within the literature. 

There is a long history of research on the importance of time spent in nature and how it 

can benefit participants‟ personal and environmental attitudes (Andrews, 1999; Hanna, 

1995; Louv, 2005; Tomashow, 1995; Zelezny, 1999).  

I begin this chapter with an examination of key terms that are used in the study; 

place-based education, sense of place, and environmental ethic, and I define how they are 

used in relation to my research. Following that I examine a range of views existing in 

current literature surrounding the following topics: integrated curriculum programs, 

outdoor education and personal growth, outdoor education and academic performance, 

outdoor education and sense of place, and outdoor education and environmental ethic. 

Key Terms 

Place-based education 

Place-based education is a term used to describe education programs which are 

rooted in local knowledge and experiences. Based on the stated goals and curriculum 

design of the ACES program, this program fits within the accepted definition of place-

based education. The Center for Place-based Learning and Community Engagement in 

conjunction with the Place-based Education and Evaluation Collaborative define place-

based education as education that “immerses students in local heritage, cultures, 

landscapes, opportunities and experiences, using these as a foundation for the study of 

language arts, mathematics, social studies, science and other participants across the 

curriculum” (2009). According to their website, place-based education has three goals 
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which all match the goals of the ACES program, “student achievement; community, 

social and economic vitality; and ecological integrity”.  

According to Sobel (2004), place-based education is synonymous with 

environmental education because it connects students with local plants, animals, locales 

and community. For Sobel place-based education is not solely focused on natural 

environments, but teaches also about built environments. “One of the core objectives [of 

place-based education] is to look at how landscape, community infrastructure, 

watersheds, and cultural traditions all interact and shape each other” (Sobel, 2004, p. 9).  

There are many different terms to describe the ACES program, including place-

based education, adventure education, outdoor education, environmental education, 

experiential education and integrated curriculum programming. These different 

categories of education are not mutually exclusive and therefore you will find reference 

to all of them in the literature review. 

Sense of Place 

Place-based education is often connected with the multi-use term “sense of 

place”. Environmental education literature generally associates this term with the 

complex relationships that develop between people and places, including the meanings 

that people give to a place and the attachments they form to a place (Blizard & Schuster, 

2007; Semken, 2005; Shamai, 1991). 

Sense of place is deeply connected with sense of time and because of that, 

children and adults have very different experiences with place. Our connection to a place 

arises from our experiences in that place, our movement and activity. The intensity of 

those experiences can affect how quickly we form attachment. Attachments to a place 
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that we consider our homeland come often from familiarity, ease of movement, and a 

sense of sacredness. Our connection to homeland enhances our sense of identity (Tuan, 

1977). In the Yukon this sense of identity is often connected to the wildness of the 

landscape and the courage of the hardy adventurers who settled here. The concept of 

“remoteness” plays an important role in the identity of many Yukon residents (de la 

Barre, 2009). 

Tuan describes the concept of “place” as being made up of landmarks. Exploring 

the Yukon River with the ACES class introduced students to the landmarks along the 

river, such as an old post office, or a wood camp that supplied the paddle wheelers before 

the highway was built, or an abandoned First Nations village. These landmarks are also 

part of the natural and cultural history of the area. 

Measham (2007) explores the relationship between geography and environmental 

education and shows how sense of place plays a key role in linking these together. In his 

research on „primal landscapes‟, Measham (2007) shows that the bond formed by 

children with the landscape they grow up in continues to influence the individual‟s 

relationship with their surrounding environment later in life. Creating a connection to 

place through geography and science provides an avenue to environmental education 

during these formative early years. Environmental education and place-based education 

are emerging as an evolving focus for schools. Many schools are experimenting by 

adapting their programs to focus more on local conditions and community. As Sobel has 

pointed out, “what‟s emerging here is a „pedagogy of place‟, a theoretical framework that 

emphasizes the necessary interpenetration of school, community, and environment” 

(2004, p. 11). The ACES program is one which answers that call, by focusing on local 
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geography, science, culture and history. The students participate in activities throughout 

the territory in various environments, often in wilderness areas, but also through different 

communities and even around Whitehorse. 

Environmental ethic 

This research will delve into the relationships that the students have developed 

with nature; essentially into the development of their environmental ethic. The term 

“environmental ethic” has been described as a belief system based on respect for nature 

(Taylor, 1986) and as the moral relationship and value that humans place on the 

environment (Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, 2008). Uncovering a participant‟s 

environmental ethic involves an exploration of their values and actions; the value placed 

on nature, environmental attitudes, and environmental behaviours. Intertwined in an 

environmental ethic is one‟s ecological identity, as defined by Tomashow; “ecological 

identity refers to all the different ways people construe themselves in relationship to the 

earth as manifested in personal identification.” (1995, p. 3) The focus of this research is 

to discover the relationship that the students have formed with nature and whether that 

relationship includes respect and concern for the natural environment. 

Integrated Curriculum Programs 

The ACES program integrates Science 10, Social Studies 10, Physical Education, 

and Outdoor Education into a semester-long course. The highlights of the program are the 

five wilderness overnight trips that are staged in different parts of the Yukon and South-

East Alaska. Horwood describes curriculum integration as “bringing different disciplines 

together into the same time or place or as transcending disciplines and focusing on a 

larger social and human perspective” (p. i), however, he goes on to clarify that 
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“integration happens, not so much from putting school subjects together into a shared 

time and place, but from certain types of general experience which transcends 

disciplines” (Horwood, 1992, p. 1).  

In his study, Horwood found four “transcendent qualities which were personally 

and socially significant but otherwise quite irrelevant to the disciplines”(1992, p. 6) 

which bound the curriculum into an integrated whole. These identified qualities resonate 

with the ACES experience. The students must follow through on a complete process, 

completing all of a series of steps involved to succeed. The work they do is authentic and 

is anchored in the real world. The students build up a sense of community, based on 

friendship, respect and shared goals. Finally, the students gain a sense of responsibility 

beyond personal responsibility. The students become responsible for the success of the 

group as a whole. (Horwood, 1992)  

In further research, Horwood added two more important elements of an integrated 

curriculum program to those original four qualities. He discusses the importance of 

experiential „hands-on‟ learning with reflective interpretation post-experience. He also 

includes a heightened sense of challenge as an integrating element. More difficult 

challenges combined with more responsibility results in students integrating all their 

knowledge to complete tasks (Horwood, 2002). Kozolanka builds on Horwood‟s research 

by introducing the importance of engagement as a critical element of student involvement 

in an integrated curriculum program (Kozolanka, 1995). 

There are numerous integrated curriculum programs in existence in Canada. 

Existing research supports the success of integrated programs and calls for further 

development of these programs (Caspell, 2007; Comishin & Potter, 2000; Elrick, 2007; 
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Lieberman & Hoody, 1998; Russell & Burton, 2001). In his research on the Roots of 

Courage, Roots of Change ROC Integrated Curriculum Program, Caspell found 

indications that the program impacted the future success, personal growth and academic 

performance of the participants (2007). However, there are many barriers and challenges 

that face the development of new programs (Comishin, Dyment, Potter, & Russell, 2005). 

While evaluation is on-going, there is a need for more research to evaluate the 

effectiveness of these programs and support anecdotal claims of success (Caspell, 2007; 

Elrick, 2007; Russell & Burton, 2001).  

Outdoor Education and Personal Growth 

Outdoor education is gaining importance in North America and internationally. 

This is evidenced by the role outdoor education plays commercially in the private 

education system, summer camp industry, and adventure tourism industry (Attarian, 

2001; Buckley, 1999; Friese, Pittman, & Hendee, 1995). As well, it is gaining importance 

in the public education system (Zmudy, Curtner-Smith, & Steffen, 2009). Academic 

results are often used to determine the effectiveness of a school program. However, there 

are many other ways to evaluate a program and it is important to determine if education 

affects student behaviours as well.  

Significant research has been done on the subject of outdoor education as a 

catalyst for meaningful learning and both intra and interpersonal growth (Cushing, 1998; 

Hattie, et al., 1997; Joplin, 1981; Priest & Gass, 1997; Sibthorp, Paisley, & Gookin, 

2007). In their study, Taniguchi, Freeman & Richards (2005) found that meaning was 

constructed from a combination of the intensity of the experience and the reflection that 

took place afterwards. They focused on how this combination affected the self-realization 
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of the participants. They also found that the participants‟ realizations were often tied with 

their appreciation of the natural setting. 

Experiential education often leads to inter and intrapersonal growth because 

participants discover answers for themselves. Often meaning and learning emerge from 

an experience in the discussion or reflection that takes place afterwards. It is the 

participant‟s involvement in the planning, execution and discussion of an experience that 

instigates personal growth. (Joplin, 1981) 

A beneficial connection exists between outdoor education and the growth of civic 

responsibility including involvement in environmental programs (Boss, 1999). Place-

based education has also been linked beneficially with an increase in civic pride and 

academic performance (Sobel, 2004). Seaman and Gass (2004) found strong links 

between service-learning and outdoor education and encourage both fields to work 

together to create effective experiential programming.  This research provides further 

examples of how outdoor education research focuses on personal growth and benefits to 

the community. It also shows the potential for combining environmental education and 

outdoor education with effective results.  

Outdoor Education and Academic Performance 

Research also tells us that environmental education and place-based education 

have been effective in increasing students‟ academic performance (Lieberman & Hoody, 

1998; Sobel, 2004). Sobel (2004) found that students showed improved motivation in 

classes that integrated the environment. Motivation was quantified in a variety of ways 

including student attendance, behaviour, attitudes, and disciplinary referrals. Sobel cites 

both the State Education and Environment Roundtable (SEER) study of 1998 and the 
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National Environmental Education and Training Foundation (NEETF) study of 2000 as 

examples of how the results of environmental education have been measured. The 

NEETF report shows that environment-based education can improve standardized test 

scores, reading levels, classroom discipline and performance in science, math and social 

studies (Sobel, 2004). 

Lieberman and Hoody (1998) conducted a study of environment-based programs 

and found evidence that these programs result in improved student scores. Students also 

demonstrated higher levels of reading, writing and math, when compared to students in 

traditional programs. All 14 programs used in the study showed improved academic 

performance. As well as improved academic performance, the study found that these 

programs promoted inter and intrapersonal growth, improved relationships amongst 

students and fostered a sense of responsibility and of community. These programs shared 

several educational strategies including being inter-disciplinary, employing hands-on 

learning and focusing on the environment, community and natural settings among other 

variables. The ACES program as well fits these categories and the 1992 longitudinal 

study conducted by Bob Sharp, which was not available during this study, showed that 

ACES students performed better academically when compared with other students 

(Sharp, B., personal communication, February 8, 2010). 

One of the goals of the ACES program is to teach students how to think 

scientifically and apply problem-solving techniques. Instead of learning the answers to 

questions, the students are encouraged to discover the answers for themselves. This type 

of learning process is part of experiential education and is a factor in the success these 
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programs have had in improving students‟ critical thinking skills (Ernst & Monroe, 2004; 

Lieberman & Hoody, 1998). 

Outdoor Education and Sense of Place 

As many researchers have noted, much has been learned about the role of outdoor 

education and adventure based education in the development of social skills and 

interpersonal development. However, less research has been done on the connection 

between outdoor education and sense of place, and even less on how this affects the 

development of an environmental ethic (Austin, Martin, Mittelstaedt, Schanning, & Ogle, 

2009; Shirilla, 2009). Austin proposes that sense of place is a concept that should be 

further investigated within the field of outdoor education. 

However, attachment to place is one of the outcomes often associated with 

outdoor education and outdoor recreation (Austin, et al., 2009; Ewert, Place, & Sibthorp, 

2005; Hanna, 1995). In early childhood experiences many children form an attachment to 

a place, which especially when combined with the loss of childhood special places, can 

lead to the development of an environmental ethic. Potter and Henderson (2004) 

emphasize the importance of place in Canadian outdoor education with the role that 

Canada‟s “storied landscape” fills within these programs. 

While outdoor education can sometimes be considered place-based education, it 

does not always follow the place-based education model. Sobel (2004) has found 

evidence that place-based education creates connections between the students and the 

community and encourages familiarity with surrounding areas. Sobel explains Putnam‟s 

term „social capital‟ as “the willingness and capacity of individuals to work for the 

collective good of a community” (as cited in Sobel, 2004, p. 37). Outdoor education can 
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play a valuable role in developing social capital, if the program is based within the 

community and fits within the place-based model (Beames & Atencio, 2008; Sobel, 

2004). Beames and Atencio interpret Stoddart‟s explanation of „social capital‟, “the 

concept of social capital involves the quality and aggregation of social relationships that 

exist within and amongst communities” (as cited in Beames & Atencio, 2008, p. 99). An 

important part of the development of social capital is the development of a sense of civic 

responsibility in the students, as mentioned in the earlier section on personal growth. 

Outdoor Education and Environmental Ethic 

There is strong support for the importance of an ecological and environmental 

focus in outdoor education programming (Beringer, 2004; Chawla & Cushing, 2007; 

Sobel, 2004). In the field of outdoor education little research has been done to determine 

whether it actually changes students‟ environmental behaviours. At the same time, most 

outdoor instructors include environmental behaviour as a goal for their learning 

outcomes. Parkin (1998) asks if outdoor education is environmental education and from 

surveys of outdoor educators finds that 83% of respondents agree that these are 

intrinsically linked. He finds that many outdoor educators feel that teaching conservation 

is a responsibility linked to their work, as their employment relies on natural places.  

Accepting that environmental education is an essential part of outdoor education 

leads to the question of how to effectively help students develop an environmental ethic 

and whether current programs are doing this. The ACES program has integrated both 

outdoor and environmental education principles into its mandate (Yukon Department of 

Education, 2009). This research will focus on determining whether the program is 

effectively connecting students with nature. 
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Many educators, researchers and developmental theorists have recognized that 

childhood engagement with nature has been diminishing, and that direct contact with 

nature during childhood may be critical for the future of environmental protection 

(Arnold, Cohen, & Warner, 2009; Baker, 2005; Blizard & Schuster, 2007; Louv, 2005). 

There is evidence to support the importance of early childhood outdoor experiences and 

the influence those have on environmental views and behaviours later in life (Ewert, et 

al., 2005; Hanna, 1995). 

Sobel (2004, p. 32) tries to answer the question “Does place-based education 

actually change [students‟] environmental behaviour?”. Sobel finds that while there is 

some anecdotal evidence, the answer to that question has still not been shown effectively. 

Zelezny posed a similar question in her meta-analysis done on studies of environmental 

education programs from 1974-1999. Zelezny (1999) searched for insights on the 

effectiveness of those programs. She confirmed some common assumptions about 

environmental education. Her research confirmed that interactive programs were more 

effective in improving environmental behaviour than non-interactive programs. As well, 

she confirmed that participants 18 years old or younger were more receptive to 

environmental programs.  Zelezny also found that school-based programs were more 

effective than non-traditional programs like camps or environmental centres, although 

this may be because they usually involve children as opposed to adults, and are of a 

longer duration. While these findings support the need for interactive, experiential, 

environmental education in the classroom, Zelezny concludes her meta-analysis by 

calling for more high quality studies to be done on environmental education programs. 
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Research shows that significant time spent outdoors, in particular in childhood, 

plays a major role in forming an environmental ethic strong enough to lead towards 

environmental action. Often a teacher, class or parents influence the formation of this 

ethic. (Chawla, 1988, 1999; Sobel, 2004) Some research raises the question of how 

effective a single short term trip or simple camping or wilderness experience can be by 

showing how unlikely it is for new habits or environmental concerns to arise from that 

experience (McRae, 1986; Simpson, 1985). However, Haluza-Delay (2001) points out 

that little research has been done on the effects of a wilderness trip experience on the 

participants‟ environmental ethic. 

Hanna (1995) found support for a combination of outdoor and environmental 

education when she did a study comparing participants in an outdoor adventure program 

and a field ecology program. Her results showed that direct experiences in the outdoors 

and an early introduction to ecological concepts were important factors in creating a 

personal relationship with nature and promoting an eco-centric environmental ethic. Her 

results showed that knowledge of ecological processes was required for outdoor 

education participants to show follow through in their future environmental actions. She 

advises that adventure programs should include ecological teaching and information on 

minimal impact outdoor techniques in order to provide students with an ecological 

background and prepare them for future outdoor activities. At the same time, Hanna 

found that environmental education programs provided that ecological background, but 

lacked the direct experience with the outdoors which allows participants to create an 

emotional bond with the outdoors and also develop strong decision making processes. 



ACES: Connecting youth to the environment through outdoor education     24 

 

Her recommendation to successfully promote growth of an environmental ethic is to 

combine outdoor and environmental education. 

Other researchers point to the need for outdoor education that encourages students 

to think critically and analytically (Ballantyne & Packer, 1996; Chawla & Cushing, 

2007). They suggest that effective environmental education inspires students to observe, 

discuss and use problem-solving techniques to tackle real world issues. 

Need for this Study 

There is a growing body of literature that supports the need for outdoor education, 

place-based education and environmental education. Researchers have shown that 

children need to spend time outdoors connecting with nature. Environmental education 

encompasses a wide variety of programs that strive to do this, and wildly varying 

programs are often thrown together in the same category. The existing literature indicates 

that there is a need for the evaluation of successful education programs. It is necessary to 

distinguish the elements from environmental education programs that make them 

successful. More research is needed to assist curriculum developers in creating programs 

that effectively connect students to nature.   
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

Research Design & Rationale 

Understanding the development of sense of place and an environmental ethic 

involves delving into intangibles. Understanding changes in students‟ perspectives 

requires an in-depth qualitative study of both the participants and the culture of the group 

(McClaren & Morton, 2003). Qualitative research is about “understanding the lived 

experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 

2006, p. 9). 

I chose to use a qualitative approach because I was interested more in how the 

students felt about the environment than how much they knew about it. A qualitative 

approach would allow for a more in depth analysis of both their feelings and knowledge, 

whereas a quantitative approach would only skim the surface of their feelings. Research 

has shown that a person‟s feelings for nature, more so than their knowledge of 

environmental issues, have a stronger effect on their environmental behaviours. 

(Cachelin, Paisley, & Blanchard, 2009) 

Choosing a methodology involves “preparing a strategy of inquiry that effectively 

and elegantly addresses the research question at hand, but also effectively gives a voice to 

our research participants and the criteria by which we feel we can proclaim authority for 

our data” (Palys, 2003, p. 71). I chose to use ethnography because it provides for 

subjective reporting of multiple perspectives. As well, this perspective allows for an in 

depth exploration of both past and present attitudes held by the participants (Cohen, et al., 

2007). Ethnography is about the researcher immersing themselves into the culture that 

they wish to study (McClaren & Morton, 2003). Ethnographic research involves the 
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description and interpretation of a cultural, social or peer group; by identifying shared 

beliefs, customs and behaviours (Creswell, 1998). Ethnography comes from an 

anthropological tradition, and is used to conduct extensive cultural studies on social 

groups. However, ethnography can also provide an alternative method to understanding 

issues in education and it has since been appropriated by other disciplines and applied to 

studies on social groups that do not necessarily display inherited cultural (Hammersley, 

2006; Zaharlick, 1992). Within education, and in this study, ethnography has been used 

to conduct an inquiry on a peer group displaying group behaviour(McClaren & Morton, 

2003).  

I have two goals in doing this research; firstly, to understand the experience of the 

participants; and secondly, to gain perspective from the objective view of the outsider. I 

decided to use both observations and interviews to gather my research data as together 

they can provide a balanced understanding. Observing gives the researcher access to 

behaviour, allowing the observer to create their own understanding of the experience. The 

observer‟s interpretation can be inconsistent with the lived experience of the participant. 

However, interviewing puts the behaviour in context and allows the interviewer to better 

understand the subjective experience of the participant (Seidman, 2006).  

In conducting ethnography, the researcher should observe the culture and study 

the social world that surrounds it. To do this a researcher must remain flexible and adjust 

their assumptions as they study the participants. The ethnographic researcher faces the 

conundrum of how to immerse themselves into a culture without changing that culture 

(McClaren & Morton, 2003). Palys (2003) describes several different observer roles that 

the researcher can take. The role I filled was an observer-as-participant. I openly 
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presented myself as an observer, however I participated on the trip as a chaperone and 

participated in numerous activities and conversations with the participants. Despite my 

level of participation, I was not a member of the group of participants because I had an 

authoritarian role. Most ethnographic researches spend large quantities of time with their 

research participants, often months or years (Palys, 2003). I had limited time to spend 

with the participants; however I have spent larger quantities of time with other ACES 

cohorts, giving me a background understanding of the group behaviour that exists in the 

class. 

The group connection that exists within the ACES class results from a unique 

atmosphere that arises from the atypical classroom structure and the outdoor experiences 

that the students share. The students come from different schools within the territory to 

attend ACES at the Wood Street Centre. For that semester, the ACES students share all 

their classes together in the same classroom, and are taught by only one teacher. The 

Wood Street Centre houses only four classes, so these students have limited interactions 

with other students. Many of the students commented on the fact that during the semester 

they rarely saw their friends that were not part of the ACES class. In class the ACES 

teacher promotes the idea of the class being a team, encouraging the students to consider 

individual success as secondary to group success.  

In previous ACES cohorts I have witnessed the formation of the class bond. The 

first trip of the year is when they start to come together as a team, and this connection 

continues to grow through subsequent trips. This is how a group bond forms in the ACES 

class, from seclusion, proximity, shared experience and a sense of community. 

Tomashow (1995) explains how a class becomes a group: 
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A class is a temporary community in which people learn together by looking 

deeply into their lives, an opportunity to deal with important issues, a place to 

discuss the meaning of life, a place to practice thinking about the meaning of 

environmentalism. … As the weeks of a class roll by, the community strengthens, 

the collaborations deepen, and people begin to realize how much they have in 

common. (p.169) 

 

The ACES program aims for a positive peer model, mixing a few struggling 

students in with a group of highly functioning students in the hopes that the struggling 

students will rise up to the level of the others. The program focuses on social aspects, 

skill learning, knowledge and attitude. The ACES teacher encourages the students to 

think scientifically and use problem-solving techniques to find answers. 

Research Methods & Tools 

Research took place during a 13-day canoe trip on the Yukon River traveling 

from Whitehorse to Dawson City in Canada‟s Yukon Territory (“the Yukon”), a distance 

of 706 kilometres. For the grade 10 ACES class, this trip was the culmination of a 

semester of outdoor experiences throughout the southern Yukon and Alaska region. The 

trip gives the teacher an opportunity to engage the students in an expedition taking them 

through the history of the Yukon. All the data was collected during the canoe trip. 

I participated on the trip as a paid chaperone; the main role of the chaperone is to 

ensure the safety of the students. During the day we would canoe in teams of two, at 

times we would „raft up‟ our canoes and float down the river. The pace was relaxed and 

there was plenty of time available to talk with the students and observe them throughout 

the day. The teacher would stop along the way at sites of historical or natural significance 

for lessons. The Yukon River is famous for its significance during the Klondike Gold 

Rush era, and was the main transportation route in the Yukon until highways were 

completed in the 1950s (Roos, 1981). 
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Previous to this trip the students had already taken part in a variety of outdoor day 

trips and overnight trips and were reasonably comfortable with their outdoor skills. They 

had also spent the semester studying the grade 10 Science and Social Studies curriculum, 

with a focus on the Yukon. During the semester they had accumulated some background 

knowledge in the natural and cultural history of the area, including knowledge of local 

plants and animals. Their teacher had engaged them on discussions about local and global 

environmental issues in the classroom. As part of the outdoor skills taught in the course, 

the students were taught Leave-No-Trace camping skills, and were directed by their 

teacher to follow those skills. This therefore affected their observed behaviour on the trip. 

The research includes two forms of data collection; semi-structured interviews 

and observational data. Face-to-face interviews were conducted in order to reach the 

depth of the participant‟s experiences. Observations were recorded throughout the trip to 

monitor the behaviour of the students including their activities, level of interest, questions 

and comments. These interviews and observations are examined together for reoccurring 

themes in relation to the research questions. The interviews included some standardized 

questions but were open-ended to give the opportunity for follow-up and personalized 

questions. 

Interviews took place in the evenings after dinner, when students had free time. 

The interviews were spread out during the last nine evenings of the trip. Interviews took 

place in various settings, depending on the location of camp for the evening; however 

they were always conducted in a location where conversation could not be overheard, to 

maintain privacy. Interviews were recorded with a digital recorder, and notes were taken 

during the interview. If there was confusion over a student‟s answer, or they did not 
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provide enough detail, I would ask follow-up questions to clarify or explain their answer. 

The interviews allowed students to reflect back on the semester and any personal changes 

that have occurred. 

During the trip I maintained a small notebook where I collected information about 

the observations I made during the trip. I would consult the notebook during the evenings 

to go over the observations made during that day and ensure that they were complete. 

Often a researcher will choose specific times to observe a group of participants and will 

spend that time writing notes and making observation. I chose to make observations 

throughout the trip, often waiting for breaks or the evening to write down my notes. This 

raises an issue of validity, as it is possible that events throughout the day could affect my 

memory and change how I interpreted what I observed, however, I kept my observations 

brief and factual in order to ensure that my observations were valid. As well, I am 

familiar with these trips having accompanied previous ACES cohorts on their overnight 

excursions. While making observations, I focused on the participants and their role in the 

group, acts and activities, words and meanings, relationships, environment and how the 

participants relate to it, history and how these variables combine together (Palys, 2003). 

The information garnered from the observations was minimal compared to the interviews 

themselves.  

I was familiar with the journal that the students were required to keep as part of 

the coursework. The journal is very structured with fact-based questions to be answered. 

Many of the questions require only one word answers. The journals are more focused on 

information that personal reflections, because of this I decided not to use them as part of 

my data. 
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Participants & Site 

The research participants were the spring semester students from the grade 10 

ACES program at the Wood Street Centre in Whitehorse, Yukon. The program takes 

place both in the classroom and the outdoors, with numerous day and multi-day trips. I 

chose the ACES class as the focus of the study because the program has a strong focus on 

the Yukon. The program integrates the coursework for Social Studies 10 and Science 10 

during the trips, with a focus on learning about plants found in the Yukon, local 

geological formations, local culture and history.  

There were 17 students in the course and they were approached for voluntary 

participation in the research. From the class, 15 students agreed to be part of the study. 

While the program is open to students from all over the Yukon, this semester 13 of the 15 

participants were from Whitehorse and the surrounding area. Of the 13 students from 

Whitehorse, 5 live in rural areas surrounding the city or within the city limits and 7 live in 

urban areas within the city. Two students were from Atlin, British Columbia, a 

community whose sole highway connection is to the Yukon. Those two students were 

both living in Whitehorse to attend high school, one with her family and the other at a 

dormitory run by the Department of Education. The gender ratio of students involved was 

eight females to seven males and they ranged from 14 to 16 years old.  

Due to time constraints the research focused solely on the students from the 

spring 2009 semester and the data was recorded in a two week period as opposed to 

longitudinally. The canoe trip was chosen as the optimal time to record the data and 

interview the students because it is the final trip of the semester, as well as the longest. 
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The canoe trip also plays an important part in the curriculum because it takes the students 

along the Yukon River which is the focal point of Yukon history. 

The ACES teacher provided background knowledge about the course during and 

after the trip. I had worked with the teacher during previous semester on other ACES 

trips. There were also two other chaperones on the trip and a visitor to the Yukon who 

came to participate on the trip. Occasionally we would discuss the events of the day and 

the students in the evenings, particularly if there were any behaviour issues. I refrained 

from discussing my research and my observations, although I often took notes on their 

observations from the day to compare with my own at a later time as a means of 

validation. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis in ethnographies is about telling stories and interpreting events and 

settings (Miles & Huberman, 1984). Marshall & Rossman (1995) recommend using the 

voices of the participants and thematic interpretations to report data. 

The mass of data that results from qualitative interviewing must be organized into 

a useable format by coding units of data. During the collection and analysis of data, ideas 

and emergent analysis can be captured in memos. The researcher then sifts through the 

coded data and memos looking for variations and relationships and noting the patterns 

and themes that emerge (Miles & Huberman, 1984; Palys, 2003; Patton, 1987). Patton 

(1990) warns against the pitfall of finding holes where it seems that data should be 

uncovered, and then forcing the data to fill these gaps. The emergent hypotheses should 

be tested continuously against alternative explanations (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). 
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In the initial phase of the data analysis I transcribed the 15 interviews by listening 

to the recorded interviews two or three times. The first time I listened slowly and typed 

while I listened. The second time was to verify the data that I had typed. Because I was 

conducting my interviews in a variety of locations, there were often background noises 

such as the voices of other students, or wind interference. In these cases I would listen to 

the interview a third time to ensure the accuracy of the transcription. 

The next phase involved coding the data and preparing it for analysis. I used a 

software program, ATLAS.ti, to do my content analysis as it was easier to organize the 

interview and observation data with the program. ATLAS.ti is qualitative data analysis 

software which assists in the organization of large bodies of data. In order to use 

ATLAS.ti, documents must be transferred to rich text format and then saved as part of a 

hermetic unit in the program. Each interview is maintained as a separate primary 

document within the hermetic unit, allowing the user to easily make comparisons 

between documents. The data can then be coded within ATLAS.ti, allowing the user to 

easily keep track of codes and quotations. By assisting with the organization of 

information, the program makes data analysis easier. When a code is brought up, it will 

show all the quotations and memos that are associated with it. It allows the creation of 

families and networks by creating links between codes, memos and families. 

I selected phrases, sentences and paragraphs as units of data which I then coded. I 

created codes as I went through the data, often applying multiple codes to a unit. As I 

coded I also attached memos to the interview documents with the observations that I had 

made during the trip and ideas that emerged as I was coding. I went through the coded 

data four times to ensure the coding was consistent.  
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I then re-examined the documents and put the participants into families based on 

several categories that emerged in the interviews; by gender, urban home vs. rural home, 

previous outdoor education experience, amount of previous outdoor experience, and 

ability to do well in a classroom setting. These families provided options for analyzing 

relationships between those variables and emergent themes. I then searched through the 

coded material for emergent patterns and clustered the codes into code families. From the 

analysis of the code families, several themes arose. 

One of the difficulties faced in analyzing the data was how to identify 

environmental concern. As Chawla explains, there is a separation between awareness of 

an environmental issue, concern about an environmental issue and actively trying to 

improve the situation; “awareness, feeling, and action are tenuously related” (1988, p. 

13). Chawla decided to focus on children‟s feelings for the natural world and used their 

attitudes and preferences to determine their concern for nature. Although my interview 

participants are teenagers and not children, I also found that their feelings and interests 

were at times more illuminating than their actions.  

Many of the students interviewed felt that they had little control over their 

environmental behaviours while living with their parents. Lousley challenges the idea 

that students have no outlet for environmental intentions by showing how students with a 

sense of social responsibility can „make a difference‟ through school clubs. At the same 

time, Lousley examines the underlying authoritarian hierarchy that exists in the school 

system, which dampens the sense of student empowerment that these clubs claim to 

nurture. (Lousley, 1999)  
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Reliability and Validity 

The validity and reliability of the results concern their accuracy and consistency 

(Carmines & Zeller, 1979). Lincoln & Guba (2001) propose four categories that the 

researcher can use as guidelines for examining the validity and reliability of their 

research. I have already mentioned several potential issues facing validity and reliability, 

including the need to minimize reactivity effects and the Hawthorne effect. 

Credibility 

Credibility concerns the internal validity, or truthfulness of the data. To ensure 

that my data remained true to the interviews, the interviews were recorded and carefully 

transcribed. Direct quotes have been used as much as possible to reduce variations in 

interpretation and to relate the data and findings accurately. I am a well practised note 

taker from years of keeping field notes while conducting outdoor trips. However, to 

maintain accuracy in my observations, I followed a set of guidelines on how to make 

observations and what to observe.  

In creating the interviews I kept in mind my audience. The students had shorter 

attention spans than adults might have had. The environment also affected the attention 

spans of the participants; they were concerned about missing out on the games or other 

fun that was taking place while being interviewed. Also affecting the interviews were the 

weather, mosquitoes, seating possibilities and distractions caused by other students. 

Transferability 

Qualitative research is difficult to replicate due to the specificity of the situation 

and the prevalence of open-ended interviews. However, by documenting how I made 

observations, my role on the trip, and the focus of the interviews, this research could be 
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replicable with a future ACES cohort. Due to the nature of the research and the use of 

ethnography, the method of data collection and the findings are program specific, 

although the themes are transferable. 

There is some debate on whether the consistent wording of questions plays an 

important role in controlling for reliability (Cohen, et al., 2007), however during my 

interviews I had to change the wording of my questions to get a response from different 

students. I kept my questions conversational and used a relaxed tone. I often had to 

explain my questions or ask numerous follow-up questions in order to get enough 

information. 

Dependability 

Dependability comes from the reliability of the data collection method to collect 

accurate data. While conducting the interviews I occasionally found myself making 

inferences about the student‟s answers. In these cases, I would use follow-up questions to 

garner direct background information about the answer, and thereby avoid making 

generalizations. I also triangulated the interview data with the observations that I made 

during the trip. In the evening conversations with the other chaperones and the teacher, I 

would listen and note their observations of the students and compare them to my own to 

ensure accuracy.  

Confirmability 

Objectivity is an important quality when doing research and affects both the data 

collection and the data analysis. I coded the interviews in no particular order, and to 

avoid subjective interpretation of the data and ensure standardization, I went through the 
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data three times and checked the codes that I had applied. I had the coding peer reviewed 

to test for inter coder reliability.   

During the research process I continued to challenge my own biases and 

preconceptions. I have participated on ACES trips in the past, so I have a personal bias 

towards the program. However, I chose to study an ACES cohort that I had not yet 

worked with, as I would avoid the “halo effect” that results from previous knowledge of a 

person influencing judgements or perceptions (Cohen, et al., 2007). When I met with the 

class I found that there were five students that I had known previously. I had significant 

experience with two students, and minor experience with three in earlier outdoor 

education programs. I maintained awareness of that prior knowledge and of possible 

preconceptions. 

Ethical Considerations 

While conducting this research I adhered to the ethical standards outlined in the 

Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy (Royal Roads Academic Council, 2007). 

I followed established methods of inquiry which were approved by the Royal Roads 

University ethical review committee prior to conducting research. All participants 

voluntarily agreed to be part of the research and no deception techniques were used. 

Participants were given the option to review the material from their interview and the 

final report. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

The purpose of this chapter is to report and discuss the themes and 

recommendations that arose from the data analysis. The original purpose of this research 

was to tell the personal stories of the ACES students and to explore the relationships and 

connections between youth and their environment. I hoped to do so by examining their 

attitudes towards Canada‟s Yukon Territory (“the Yukon”) and the environment, their 

knowledge of their environment and their perceptions of their place within the Yukon. 

The chapter begins with an overview of the participant experience and some insight into 

their stories. In order to maintain the anonymity of the students, they have been named 

using consecutive letters of the alphabet, from Student A to Student O.  

Overview 

During a 13 day canoe trip that was part of the ACES program, I conducted 

interviews with 15 of the 17 participants. I also made observations during the trip, which 

helped to confirm the accuracy of the interview findings. The students are all currently 

living in the Whitehorse area, although two are from Atlin, British Columbia and are 

living in Whitehorse to go to high school. Of the 15 students, 3 are of First Nations 

descent, from non-Yukon First Nations bands. All but one of the students were either 

born in the Yukon, or moved to the Yukon before the age of five, with one student having 

moved to the Yukon in grade 4 from a northern community in the Northwest Territories.  

The students are almost all involved in sports at a competitive level outside of 

ACES, ranging from dogsled racing, to orienteering, to organized sports like soccer and 

hockey. Some of the students engage in outdoor activities with their families, mostly 
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canoeing, hiking and kayaking. Some also do outdoor activities with their friends like ski 

touring, biking, kayaking and camping. 

During the trip I witnessed the group of students take part in group activities such 

as setting up and taking down camp, leave-no-trace camping techniques, canoeing, 

games, preparing meals and swimming. At times the group of students worked together 

as a fairly high functioning team, depending on each other to complete shared tasks. At 

other times there were frictions over leadership roles and even arguments in times of 

difficulty. For example, after losing a personal flotation device (PFD) the students were 

threatened with the end of their trip. Instead of banding together to find the lost PFD, the 

students fell into four different roles: observers, organizers, searchers, and blamers. 

While some were searching for the PFD, others were trying to organize the group, some 

were sitting in their canoes watching and the last few students were concerned with 

figuring out who had lost the PFD and were laying blame. This was however, the worst 

example of the team not working together. I often observed students quietly helping 

others out with packing their canoes, preparing meals and doing their journal work. 

Students were quick to volunteer for group jobs including filtering water, setting up tarps 

and building fires.  

A typical day started with a wake up call from the teacher, who would already 

have the breakfast fire started. Students would start by taking down their tents, packing 

up their bags and then head towards the camp kitchen. Students had individual breakfasts 

that they would prepare themselves, usually toast or oatmeal and they would also prepare 

their lunch for the day. Following breakfast students would take on jobs like filtering 

water, sweeping the camp for garbage and packing up group gear, before packing up their 
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canoes. The majority of the day would be spent canoeing; everyday students would have 

a new canoe partner. During the day we would stop at significant cultural or ecological 

spots along the river where the teacher would take the opportunity to talk to the students, 

show them plants or explain some of the river‟s history. The students would also have the 

opportunity to answer questions in their journals. Upon arriving at camp the canoes 

would be unpacked and camp was set up by the students before setting up tents. As the 

Yukon River is well traveled, we stayed at established camps with fire pits or fire rings. 

The group responsible for that evening‟s meal would get started on cooking. The next 

day‟s cook group would assist with dinner and were responsible for cleaning the dishes. 

The evenings usually involved a combination of free time, games, swimming, journals, 

and learning opportunities like plant walks. Everyday the students had to fill out journals 

with questions on the weather, description of the camp, a skill and a plant they had 

learned that day, something they had taught another student and something a student had 

taught them. They had to sketch plants, write poems, draw, and do a variety of other tasks 

in the journal.  

I often took part in the swimming and games with the students, which gave me the 

opportunity to get to know them better and observe them in a more comfortable situation. 

The evenings also gave me time to conduct my interviews, usually between two and four 

interviews per evening. I gained a good sense of the group dynamics that existed within 

the ACES class and also of the individual personalities that made up that group. 

From the interviews that I conducted, nine significant themes emerged. These 

themes naturally grouped into four main concepts that defined the study results. I explore 



ACES: Connecting youth to the environment through outdoor education     41 

 

these main concepts; personal growth, relationship with the outdoors, the role of the 

teacher, and place and environment, in the following section. 

Personal Growth 

One of the main themes that emerged from the research was how the students 

transformed during the ACES program. The students learned about themselves during the 

semester and for many, their self-image changed. They also learned about group 

dynamics and gained an understanding of the other students. All of the students talked 

about group bonding during their interviews, and how they came together as a team 

during the semester. 

Self-image and Personal Changes 

The ACES participants followed very different personal journeys during the 

semester, but most of them felt some kind of personal change. Some of the students 

became more aware of who they were, others developed a sense of confidence, and some 

discovered new interests. 

Student A struggled to fit in with the group but realized that she was happy with 

herself and could accept any outcome, whether or not she made lasting friendships with 

the other students. She also decided that she might need to break out of her comfort zone 

and be more outgoing if she wanted to be a part of the group and take part in some of the 

unorganized activities. She found herself engaging more with the other students and felt 

that she came to a better understanding of herself because of it. As she put more effort 

into being part of the group, she learned that contributing to the group effort was 

personally rewarding. She remarked upon her new attitude towards group work, “I might 

be more willing to contribute so that … many hands make light work sort of thing.” 
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During the trip I noted that she often took over group tasks, but did so quietly, without 

asking for recognition. 

Student E found a connection with people she had not connected with before, 

which led to a realization relationships are built on both sides and that she could adapt to 

other people.   

I guess really the bonding with everybody, you become really close friends with 

anybody, it doesn‟t matter who they could have been before, or if you didn‟t like 

them in school before, you kind of get to know them a lot better. And being out in 

the middle of nowhere with them kind of forces you to. It kind of makes you find 

yourself, or your inner self, then to adapt to everything else. (Student E) 

 

Many of the students expressed a new sense of confidence; confidence in 

themselves and in their abilities. Student G was often uncomfortable in previous 

experiences where she felt the need to perform, however ACES changed her level of 

confidence.  

Before I joined ACES I always got butterflies; butterflies before volleyball 

practice, before school sometimes, or something really big. And then I‟d go on the 

bike trips and the ski trips and I don‟t get butterflies. Because I‟m ok with it and I 

know that I‟m prepared and there‟s nothing else I can do. If I forget something 

then I forget something. It‟s your own doing. (Student G) 

 

Student K, like Student G, was uncertain about her outdoor abilities. This pushed 

her to work hard during the trips and outings. After receiving some good feedback from 

the teacher, she gained confidence, “I never thought I could, I was never that good at it in 

my mind. But I can now. I feel a little more confident.” Other students also gained a level 

of confidence that was new to them. Student F came to terms with his physique and was 

no longer feeling shy about his appearance. 

Some of this confidence came from the atmosphere at the Wood Street Centre and 

the absence of typical high school pressures. Several students commented on the ability 
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to get away from the usual need to impress other people; they felt they could relax, worry 

less about their clothing, and “just be themselves” (Student J). Student H felt that “little 

issues at school don‟t seem as big a deal anymore, they really don‟t, after being here. It‟s 

just not as big a deal.” Student G elaborated on the issue: 

It‟s just, our class. All I have to worry about is our class and what I‟m doing right 

now, not the whole high school thing, and what I‟m going to wear or not anything 

like that. It‟s just us being us and doing what we do best and I really like that. 

(Student G) 

 

Other students realized how much they took for granted from their daily lives, “I think 

you appreciate more the stuff at home. Like running water, baths, and stuff like that”. 

(Student H) 

Student N seems to have gone through a transformative experience, he connected 

with this type of educational experience and felt the strong influence of the ACES 

teacher. He elaborates: 

I feel like I‟m kind of a different person, in a way. I feel like I have built character 

in a way. To resist more temptations, and I don‟t know, it‟s a different way of 

living out here. It‟s got to be the teacher, because he‟s a great teacher and all, but 

he makes you well-behaved. It‟s hard to explain, but you‟re all rowdy at your 

normal school and now you‟re kind of just kind of relaxed and have fun and stuff. 

(Student N) 

 

Group Dynamics & Teambuilding 

The ACES class spends the entire semester together in one classroom, and 

numerous days in the backcountry together, and so group dynamics play an important 

role in the ACES experience. While at times they appeared to struggle to be a team, such 

as in the case of the missing personal flotation device (PFD), the students felt that they 

worked together, became a close knit group, and achieved a sense of teamwork. 
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Some of the students felt they had not only a better understanding of themselves, 

but had learned more about their classmates. Student I discovered that her classmates 

came from different backgrounds, and that their backgrounds affected who they were. 

When asked what she had learned during the semester she responded: 

How different everyone‟s lives are. There are people like me who live here in 

town, like me and [Student M]. Then there‟s [Student G] and [Student O], they 

live out of town in Annie Lake and they all have dog teams and stuff. Where we 

live we have all concrete around us. We have way different lifestyles. (Student I) 

 

At the same time, she felt that she had built an almost sisterly bond with these same 

classmates. 

Student A, despite questioning her place within the group, also felt a strong 

connection to the ACES class. When asked about the highlight of the semester, she 

replied: 

I think the bike trip. There are two moments on the bike trip. When we did the 

Skagway hill that was the most amazing experience, just looking down into the 

valley and seeing how much we‟d climbed, what we‟d done. And then the other 

feeling was when we were coming and we were just approaching Whitehorse, and 

then I just got this feeling that I didn‟t want to go back, I just wanted to keep on 

biking around with this class and keep doing what we‟d been doing for the past 

eight days. (Student A) 

 

Her response gives insight into the sense of accomplishment the students feel after 

dealing with a particularly challenging physical feat, and to how that experience brings 

them together as a group. 

Student E felt that her achievements were not only her own, but the result of the 

support she received from her class mates. The highlight of her semester is “all the big 

physical challenges that I‟ve overcome during this program and how others have helped 

me get over them.” The sense of teamwork resonated with Student H as well, who felt 

that “in ACES we‟re not one person, we‟re a unit. Really if one person screws up, we all 
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screw up. It puts pressure on each other to do better.” I personally have heard the ACES 

teacher tell the class that when one student falls behind in a subject, it is the responsibility 

of the entire class to ensure that the student catches up. 

For Student H, companionship was one of the most important elements of the 

ACES experience. At the same time, the trip experience taught him how important his 

solitude was. He elaborates: 

But the thing I appreciate most is two things. One is companionship, how much 

friends mean to you on these trips, because without them it would suck, it would 

be stupid and you would hate every second of it. Without friends, cause friends 

make this fun, and learning from that would be….let me think. Playing off of 

them is fun, I don‟t think I would have nearly as good a time if I didn‟t have 

friends or nice chaperones or a good teacher. But it all makes it way more fun. 

And then two, is the exact opposite, its how much you want your personal space 

sometimes. I‟m a pretty kind of companion oriented guy but there‟s been three 

times on this trip that I‟ve just wanted everyone to go away and just sit around 

with no one. (Student H) 

 

Relationship with Outdoors 

Much of the literature on environmental education has shown that a relationship 

with nature is a key element in developing sustainable behaviour and an interest in 

environmental issues. It is particularly beneficial for this relationship to start at an early 

age. This was also one of the main themes that stood out from the interview data and 

observations from the trip. The ACES program encourages students to spend time 

learning in the outdoors and enjoying the outdoors and sets them in the direction of 

having a long term relationship with the outdoors. 

Enjoyment of the Outdoors 

The study participants all expressed their enjoyment of the time spent outdoors, 

whether it was in relation to being outdoors, exploring new outdoor activities, being with 
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friends outside or enjoying nature. For many of the students, spending time outdoors and 

learning outside were two of the main reasons for joining the ACES class. 

Within the students‟ comments on being outdoors was an underlying sense of 

freedom from the constraints of traditional school and normal life. Student A felt that 

sense freedom in relation to the wilderness, “I just like the feeling of being out 

somewhere where there‟s no hustle and bustle, it‟s just open land and free and fresh air 

too.” Student C discussed how his enjoyment of the time spent outdoors had affected him 

and why he would miss his time in ACES:  

But I know once we‟re at the end of this trip, and we‟re all done, we‟ve finished 

all our physical labour, we‟re all probably going to be pretty depressed, school‟s 

going to be over in a week. We have to leave and go back to our boring lives, not 

being outside, watching trees, watching animals come and go, watching the river 

under our boats go beneath us, catching fish. (Student C) 

 

When discussing their experiences outdoors, students referred to their enjoyment 

of the natural setting, often discussing the calm and solitude of the wilderness. Student I, 

while describing herself as a “city girl” also enjoys the wilderness setting of the Yukon; 

”I like being outside and there‟s not much traffic and the smog and stuff. And I like that 

you can go somewhere without someone being there.” Student C also enjoys the quiet of 

the outdoors, “[I enjoy] probably the scenery mostly. The water. The quiet time I get with 

myself and just paddling.” 

The introduction to new activities or rediscovery of previously known activities 

was a highlight for the students for a variety of reasons. Some students enjoyed the access 

to nature provided by the activities. Student E, who had done a little canoeing when 

younger, rediscovered the joys of canoeing. She explains, “I find you get to go into 
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hidden places that you couldn‟t really go with a jet boat or something. You really 

experience everything around you.” 

Many students saw the ACES program as an opportunity to experience outdoor 

activities that they wouldn‟t have had the opportunity to do before. Student D felt he 

faced barriers to getting outdoors on his own. He often couldn‟t find the time in his busy 

schedule to go biking on the trails and his parents were a barrier as well. He remarked: 

I really enjoy the outdoors but it‟s hard for me to get outside being younger, you 

know parents won‟t let you; you don‟t have the equipment, etc. etc. So having a 

program like ACES is really nice, lots of fun, something new, something to try. 

(Student D) 

 

Student I appreciated this opportunity, when asked what she enjoyed about ACES she 

responded:  

I really liked doing stuff outside, and I like the idea of not having to sit in a 

classroom and learn. And yeah, I just really like doing stuff outside and getting 

lots of experience, like getting to go to Haines. You would have never done that if 

it was just me, I would never have decided to just bike from Haines to Haines. 

And to canoe down this river, because my parents don‟t do that kind of stuff. 

(Student I) 

 

While most of the students had prior experience with at least one of the activities, 

they all were introduced to some new activities. Many of the students listed learning new 

activities as one of their main goals when joining the ACES program. Student N was one 

of those students, and he outlined his expectations: 

I actually expected quite a bit from ACES. To teach me different aspects of 

camping, such as winter camping and all the different activities like skiing, 

snowshoeing, canoeing and biking. Just to learn the mechanics, the different kind 

of strokes, and all that kind of stuff. (Student N) 

 

Some of the students enjoyed the adrenaline rush they got from these sports. As Student 

K expressed: 
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I like being outdoors and I feel an adrenaline rush when I start to do activities and 

I want to do more and more and more. And its exercise and you get tired after. 

And it‟s a really good feeling after when you‟re like, I just skied twenty 

kilometres or I just beat this person in a race. (Student K) 

 

Student N enjoyed moments on the trips when he could spend time outdoors with 

his friends from the class, “I really enjoy free time, just playing in the mud and rolling in 

the sand, going swimming, going on little adventures with friends in this class, it‟s just 

really awesome.” Several of the students expressed a similar appreciation for free time 

outside to play games, go for walks, and hang out with their friends. 

Learning in the Outdoors 

Students appreciated learning in the outdoors because they became more 

comfortable with their surroundings as they learned about them. They were also more 

focused when learning outside. The students found that they learned more and retained 

more information through experiential learning than in a traditional classroom setting.  

When asked about what they‟ve learned during the semester, the participants 

inevitably discussed learning plant and animal identification. All but two of the students 

mentioned plant identification as an important part of their learning. Student J explains: 

I learned a lot of neat stuff, like I didn‟t really know much about plants so now 

I‟m aware of everything around me on the ground and I‟m able to recognize it 

because we learned a lot about plants and stuff. So that‟s something that I haven‟t 

really learned about much before. (Student J) 

 

Many of the students referred to a sense of familiarity that they now had with the plants 

around Whitehorse and in the areas they traveled through. 

Student A, who demonstrated a strong personal interest in plant identification, 

explained why that subject interested her: 

I definitely like investigating new plants and animals and stuff. With the plants 

and animals, I just really like seeing them in their natural habitat and as soon as I 
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see them I‟ll look them up on the internet and find out some interesting facts. 

(Student A) 

 

Ten of the participants referred to learning outside as a highlight of the program. 

They enjoyed the flexibility of the program, giving them opportunities to be outside: 

[My favourite part of ACES is] usually going outside every day. When it‟s hot out 

we can go outside and learn and stuff like that instead of staying in a classroom 

like regular school. But he [the teacher] sets when he wants to teach something, so 

it‟s not set like a course, same thing every day. So that‟s what I like about it cause 

he mixes things up a bit, not just set on a schedule. (Student J) 

 

Empowering students and giving them a sense of responsibility for the learning 

process have been linked to success in environmental and outdoor education (Chawla & 

Cushing, 2007; Sibthorp & Arthur-Banning, 2004). This has also been an element of 

ACES that has resonated with the students. They influenced the schedule and the 

program outcomes. The students often had to earn the time they would spend outdoors. 

The students thought this system was reasonable and it motivated them to work harder: 

When we‟re working hard we get a break, when we‟re not working hard, we 

don‟t, you know. When we‟re working hard, we get to go outside and play, when 

we‟re not, then we have to work more. And I think that‟s a total better way of 

running a classroom because it‟s more enjoyable. (Student H) 

 

Most of the participants appreciated the experiential learning process, and 12 of 

the 15 found that they learned more or improved their performance due to this process as 

opposed to learning in a traditional classroom setting. Some of the students found that 

they were more interested in their studies. Student N explains why: 

I learn more here and that‟s cause I listen and pay attention. And I believe that‟s 

because I actually kind of care. I don‟t just like in regular school, I don‟t pay 

attention, I just kind of sit there and pretend that I‟m paying attention, but not 

really. This way I can actually learn and I‟m interested because I personally enjoy 

the outdoors. And I love being active and stuff. (Student N) 
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Other students recognized the long lasting potential of experiential lessons. 

Student A remarked on her appreciation for hands on learning:  

I really like how in this class, you really learned from your mistakes. Because [the 

teacher] would let you do something then if it didn‟t work out you would know 

that and you wouldn‟t do it again. So instead of just telling you “no that‟s not 

going to work out, don‟t do it” then it really shows you that no it isn‟t going to 

work and you‟re not going to do it again. I think that‟s way better than just saying 

you can‟t do that. (Student A) 

 

In Student A‟s statement we find the fundamental basis of experiential education, as 

described by Horwood, “There is a mode of teaching which puts the student in the thick 

of experiencing the subject matter with no, or absolutely minimal, intervention by an 

instructor” (1995, p. 279) 

The participants appreciated learning about local environmental issues. They 

could more easily connect environmental issues with places they had seen on the trips, 

for example, two of the students mentioned the potential for a dam to be built on the 

Yukon River and how that could affect the wildlife in the area. Another student brought 

up the issue of mining in the Yukon and how the waste products of mining seep into 

lakes and affect fish. 

Future Relationship with the Outdoors 

Researchers emphasize the influence that a continuing relationship with nature 

can have on a participant‟s environmental ethic. A common theme that emerged from the 

interviews was the potential for the students to take what they have learned from the 

ACES experience forward into a future relationship with the outdoors. 

Contrary to the students from Haluza-Delay‟s research (2001), these students 

considered nature to be a part of life in Whitehorse and easily accessible. They felt that 

they could easily participate in outdoor activities in the future and two thirds of the 
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students talked about future adventures that they were planning on taking part in. Student 

D explains the opportunities that ACES has opened up for him in the future: 

Us going out there is what ACES has brought on. We all enjoy the outdoors 

we‟ve realized so much and we all have those experiences so going out with 

friends, you‟re taking things from the classroom and using them in everyday life 

and making the weekend more enjoyable, not staying in front of my game 

console. (Student D) 

 

Some of these students expressed interest in continuing to take part in activities 

that they had been introduced to during the ACES semester, including biking, cross 

country skiing and snowshoeing. Half the students mentioned that they will apply for the 

Experiential Science 11 program which is offered in their grade 11 year and also 

combines outdoor activities with experiential education, although it has a stronger focus 

on science and field studies. 

Other students are planning to do their own overnight trips in the future with 

either their friends or their families. Students enjoyed the outdoor experience, but were 

often interested in enjoying a more relaxed approach to outdoor recreation. Student L 

expresses this desire: 

I‟d like to do it maybe on a more, just a kind of relaxed way, just with friends or 

whatever in the future. Maybe, my brother‟s into ski touring, so hopefully this 

winter I‟ll be able to do that some more. And in the future I know there‟s lots of 

jobs and courses and stuff you can do with outdoor ed and things like that so 

yeah, I might do that. (Student L) 

 

The participants‟ interest in future outdoor activities shows that the students have 

built a potentially lasting relationship with the outdoors. As Hanna (1995) discusses in 

her research, this type of relationship is an important step towards the growth of an 

environmental ethic and long-term sustainable environmental behaviour. 
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Role of the Teacher 

A major theme running through all of the interviews was the importance of the 

ACES teacher, the influence of his teaching style, and the connection he made with the 

students. Student E sums up her feelings:  

[the teacher] in general, he‟s had the biggest impact. He comes off as kind of a 

“different guy” but he really cares about everybody and wants to make this 

program fun even though it‟s a serious thing. And during it, I think everybody, no 

matter how your ways are about the environment or anything, has changed. He 

just really makes an impact on everybody‟s life. (Student E) 

 

The students found that they learned better in the ACES class because of the 

teaching style and the experiential element. Student K was one of those students and 

gives some insight into why the teaching style works. 

Well, he teaches it more like he explains it. He doesn‟t read out of the textbook 

like some teachers will read it out of the textbook and not really explain it. He‟ll 

be like showing us what‟s important and he‟ll show us on trips too so we 

understand it better. And he just spends more time on it. (Student K) 

 

Student A described the teaching style, “We‟ve learned tons about history but we 

haven‟t really sat down and had lectures about it, it‟s more just been little snippets and 

facts, mostly about the First Nations and their culture and stuff.” Student K also 

appreciated experiential learning and the spin that the teacher put on Science:  

We learned how to predict weather and stuff, like with the ocean currents. And we 

learned the different layers of the atmosphere, like where the jet stream is. And 

we just learned interesting facts about it. We did physics, we figured out how to 

time stuff to see how fast it moves, I found that interesting. Chemistry was really 

fun, I like doing the programs [ACES], because for chemistry you get to do 

experiments. But in high school it‟s limited but in Wood Street it‟s not. It‟s real 

fun. (Student K) 

 

For Student D, the most important aspect of the ACES program was having one 

teacher and one classroom. He appreciated the amount of personal attention he received 
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and the relationship he was able to build with the teacher. He also felt that the flexibility 

in the schedule was possible because there was no bell or class change during the day. 

My favourite thing definitely is the individual teaching. Even though the teacher 

is excellent, no matter who the teacher is, individual learning, not having four 

classes to go to every day is what makes learning a lot easier. That‟s probably 

why you have such high class averages, because everything‟s taught by the same 

person and in the same way, which can make things difficult for some people but 

in general you know, its better like that. You‟re not rushing to get to classes, you 

can‟t skip class, it stops kids from skipping class, you can‟t just leave halfway 

through the day. If you miss out, it‟s not just here‟s a package do it, it‟s you‟ve 

missed this and this, here‟s the pages to study etc. Just a lot more individual and 

probably a little easier on the teacher getting to know the kids better. (Student D) 

 

Caspell also found in his research on the Roots of Courage, Roots of Change 

ROC  Integrated Curriculum Program, that the teacher‟s philosophies, abilities and 

environmental ethic can play a large role in the outcome of an integrated curriculum 

program (2007). Research that was undertaken on four programs running in western 

Canada focused on the role and personalities of the teachers who had started them 

(Comishin & Potter, 2000). Horwood (2002) noted that students felt a heightened 

responsibility to their teacher, which also pushed them to perform better. Since the 

students spend their time in one classroom, with one teacher, the individual 

characteristics of that teacher become a valuable part of the program, and it is no different 

with the ACES program. 

Place and Environment 

Interviewing the students brought out some insights on how they felt about life in 

the Yukon and learning about the Yukon. Many of the students had not been to the places 

that they explored during the ACES semester. This semester was about discovering the 

Yukon in a new way. Learning about the Yukon also connected the students to the 

environment. 



ACES: Connecting youth to the environment through outdoor education     54 

 

Learning about the Yukon 

Yukon studies dominated the ACES curriculum in that both Science and Social 

Studies had a local focus. Much of what the students learned was taught on the go, as 

they traveled through the landscape, or experientially in the classroom. Students 

appreciated learning in a different style, including Student I who said, “Just being 

outdoors it helps you to experience the science so you‟re not just sitting in the classroom 

and you can actually see the plants and stuff, not just looking at pictures. It makes it a lot 

easier to learn.”  

Many of the students weren‟t familiar with the places they visited during their 

trips and found a new understanding of the Yukon during the semester. Student E 

changed her opinion of the Yukon by realizing how much it had to offer. 

I didn‟t actually know a lot about the Yukon to say the least. I thought it was kind 

of a random place really, not a lot to do. I guess the ACES program has really 

changed my thought about that. It‟s a lot better and there‟s a lot to see. I was 

pretty surprised. (Student E) 

 

Student C had always had a connection with the Yukon, but was relieved to see more of 

it. He says: 

I believe I always had a strong connection to the Yukon cause I was always a little 

bush bunny in my parents backyard. We were always outside so, I always kind of 

knew the Yukon was there and what we do to it, now I‟m just more aware of what 

we do. I feel a lot better now that I‟ve seen more of the Yukon than other people 

will ever do in their lifetime. (Student C) 

 

Seeing more of the Yukon helped them to connect with the landscape, much like Student 

O expresses, “I‟ve seen a lot more of it than I usually have so you get a kind of change on 

it. See different things, learn more stuff about it. So you have kind of different respect for 

it.” 
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The students also found that they connected with the subject matter because the 

teacher focused on local areas, local culture, and local issues. Student E gives an example 

from science class: 

He put his own spin on things and taught us about the Yukon. He would take 

relevant subjects and put them together. Like different volcanic rocks and stuff, he 

would tell us what mountain would have the same in the Yukon. Like tectonic 

plate theory he would use the limestone on Lake Laberge for an example of how 

there‟s fossilized shells and what not. So he just made it local. (Student E) 

 

Learning about the Yukon in ACES helped the students form a stronger idea of 

the Yukon and their role within it, which in turn influenced the environmental attitudes 

that they carry. Student G sums up the influence the ACES teacher had on her connection 

to the Yukon: 

To listen to him, it‟s just a reoccurring topic, the importance of us and the role of 

the Yukon and everything out there, and touching base with how important I am, 

even though I‟m kind of small, but what I can accomplish. How nothing‟s really 

impossible. (Student G) 

 

Yukon is a unique place 

The students had a strong vision of the Yukon with many similar threads 

appearing in the interviews. The main underlying theme was that the Yukon is a unique 

place, and this is a result of the wilderness, the people, the history, and the culture. 

Several students mentioned the unique opportunities that they had growing up in the 

Yukon; the opportunity to take part in events and sports, the opportunity to explore the 

wilderness without being overrun by other people and the opportunity to be part of 

something special.  

 The Yukon, it‟s kind of special in the way that there‟s not a lot of people. People 

are always trying to get out of the Yukon but they don‟t realize how important the 

Yukon is and how people are always trying to get in. the Yukon‟s special, 

sometimes you have to figure out why it‟s special, like the history and the culture, 

what it does and how it plays itself in the whole world kind of thing. (Student G) 
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The students showed an interest in the local history and cultural elements that 

they were learning during the semester and also from their own prior experience. Two of 

the students remembered gaining a first hand personal understanding of history when 

they hiked the Chilkoot Trail prior to ACES. Seeing evidence of the epic journey those 

men and women undertook made an impression on Student I. She remarked: 

The Chilkoot, yeah. It was really long, just thinking about how far they went, they 

all had to walk. And there‟s a boiler, and it‟s huge, that they carried all that stuff 

up over the pass, the amounts of stuff they carried over there. It would be so 

difficult. (Student I) 

 

Half of the students discussed Yukon history and culture lessons that stuck out for them 

from the semester, and all of those lessons were taught on one of the trips or outdoors.   

Participants discussed the Yukon in terms of its vast wilderness and its size. As I 

mentioned earlier, they were conscious of the wilderness being easily accessible. 

It‟s bigger than I thought it was, that‟s for sure. It‟s more than your backdoor. I‟ve 

always liked the Yukon, I like the chances and opportunities you get here; 

athletics and school. I like being in the Yukon, it‟s a big place. (Student H) 

 

They also often make comparisons to other places, noting that it is unusual to have such 

an expanse of „untouched‟ wilderness.  

I feel like I know that we are a very unique place. Even though boreal forest takes 

up one third of all the forest in the world, you know the amount of people that 

actually live in the boreal forest is very minimal and so I kind of live in a unique 

place. I know quite a bit about it, ACES, especially I could go down the river and 

I used to when I‟d go hunting and, everything kind of looks the same, all the way 

down the river, you know all the same plants and whatever. But now I can see, 

well there‟s a prickly rose and this is a white spruce and there‟s a poplar and an 

alder and a paper birch and all the sphagnum moss. I know these things now, it 

kind of gives me, I didn‟t see the biodiversity here before, but now I do, which is 

even better. (Student D) 

 

At the same time, participants were aware of the dangers facing the Yukon‟s 

wilderness. Student C expressed his personal frustrations with human destruction of 
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nature when asked how he felt about the Yukon, “Compared to other places, probably 

one of the most beautiful places in the world. And we don‟t really care for it and we‟re 

destroying it and it really pisses me off how we‟re doing that.” 

Despite the level of interest in the Yukon‟s wilderness, three of the students are 

ready to move elsewhere. Student C appreciates the Yukon but would like to get away 

from the winter, “It makes me feel like I‟m home and no one could take it away. But I 

have to say that I‟m kind of tired of the really long winters and I‟m ready to go 

somewhere like British Columbia.” Five students are undecided, interested in trying life 

in another city or area, but happy to know that the Yukon is still waiting for them as a 

place to return to, “I think I‟d like to experience it somewhere else, like in probably a 

bigger city, maybe overseas or something. And then see how that works, and you never 

know, come back sometime later” (Student L). 

Two students mentioned concerns that expansion would ruin the territory and the 

wilderness aspect of life in the Yukon. Student A was prepared to leave the Yukon if 

expansion took its toll. She remarked: 

I think that the hinting that there‟s going to be so much more growth here and that 

it‟s going to expand all over the place. I might not want to come back here or live 

here. I want to live in a place where it‟s outdoorsy but if it expands too much here 

then they‟re just going to ruin it. (Student A) 

 

Environmental attitudes  

The participant interviews support the assertion that place-based education is 

effective environmental education. The key elements are the time spent outdoors and the 

focus on local places, issues, and ecology. The ACES teacher plays a big role in 

influencing the students‟ environmental attitudes, as does the student‟s family.  
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From examining the interviews there was a strong link between the environmental 

learning the students have received from the teacher and their knowledge of local 

environmental issues. Student B realized the importance of local protected areas during 

the semester. This realization was strengthened during the semester. 

I think I‟m learning more about actually taking care of the environment, what 

everybody has to do to keep it like this. What steps are being taken to keep it like 

this. Like this is all a national historic site and how careful you have to be when 

you‟re in it to keep it like that. How it would be if nobody was actually here. 

(Student B) 

 

Student E also came to a new understanding of problems facing the Yukon‟s 

environment: 

I think [my view of environmental issues] changed a lot since I got into ACES. I 

didn‟t really care about the environment or looking after it before I got into this 

program and actually seeing what an impact pollutants have on the environment 

now really has changed my thoughts on it. Really how to preserve this land, it has 

completely changed my thoughts. (Student E) 

 

While all of the students were familiar with global environmental issues such as 

climate change and water pollution, they often expressed a sense of hopelessness and 

frustration when discussing these issues. Students had learned about these issues from the 

ACES teacher, the Science 10 textbook, the news and their families. On the other hand, 

only 10 of the 15 students discussed local environmental issues that they were familiar 

with. They learned about these issues from their families and from the ACES teacher. 

When discussing local environmental issues, students expressed intent to act, feelings of 

motivation and personal responsibility. 

Hanna (1995) shows that a participant‟s ecological knowledge base influences the 

potential for participation in an adventure program to result in environmental action. 

ACES has a strong basis in both outdoor activities and ecological and environmental 
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education. The students gain a strong knowledge base combined with a commitment to 

continuing on with future outdoor adventures. These students will leave the ACES 

program with the necessary combination of a cognitive, affective and physical base in 

relationship to the wilderness.  

Hanna (1995) also brought up the need for outdoor programs to teach low impact 

techniques in order to prepare participants with the knowledge and skills to maintain 

sustainable outdoor practices. Leave-no-trace camping and low impact wilderness 

techniques are taught as outdoor skills in the ACES program, and are explained in terms 

of environmental impact. Four students mentioned Leave-no-trace camping as an 

environmental action that they learned from the ACES program and as something they 

were committed to continuing on with in the future. This familiarity with minimal impact 

techniques is equally as important as an introduction to technical skills, as it ensures that 

as students continue on with these activities in the future, they will likely consider the 

impact. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusions 

Implications of the Findings 

As an integrated curriculum program, ACES provides students with a learning 

experience outside of the traditional classroom setting. Like most integrated curriculum 

programs, the result is that students are more engaged and have a sense of freedom and 

personal accountability in the learning process. This engagement in the learning process 

is a motivating factor for students .The heavy focus on experiential education in ACES 

was appreciated by the students. Most agreed that they learned and retained more in a 

„hands on‟ learning situation. The students expressed a strong appreciation for the 

teacher, his teaching style, and his passion for the environment. Teachers, role models 

and peers play an important role in influencing future environmental behaviour (Arnold, 

et al., 2009), and this is true with the ACES program as well. This leads to the question of 

how integral to the program are the teacher‟s personality, personal talents and passions. 

Like much of the literature explored in Chapter 2, the findings support the 

assumption that time spent outdoors influences a young person‟s connection to nature. 

The ACES students enjoyed their time outdoors, and from that found a commitment to 

spending time outdoors in the future. This interest in the outdoor progressed to an 

expression of environmental concern with some of the students. However, a commitment 

to the outdoors is one of the first steps towards future environmental behaviour (Arnold, 

et al., 2009; Hanna, 1995). This connection to nature that has formed during the ACES 

semester is the beginning of a relationship with the outdoors, which has the potential to 

become a lasting commitment to the environment.    
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The ACES program effectively introduces the students to more of the Yukon 

Territory (“the Yukon”) than they were familiar with previously. Students become 

familiar with the Yukon‟s geography, ecology, culture, history and outdoor recreational 

opportunities. Students demonstrate a connection to the Yukon that arises from a 

combination of their previous experiences and their ACES experience. While for some 

students that connection is not enough to keep them permanently in the Yukon, it does 

make the Yukon „home‟. The focus on the Yukon is part of why the ACES program is so 

successful at achieving its goals. When the semester ends, the students are ready to take 

up outdoor activities on their own, and come away with a better understanding of the 

community in which they live, and the territory they call home. With a better 

understanding of the Yukon and a stronger connection to the landscape, students 

naturally express concern for local environmental issues and a desire to minimize their 

impact on the wilderness. As a place-based program, ACES has been successful at 

connecting students with the Yukon, which indicates that the program should continue on 

with a Yukon-centric focus. 

While the ACES students expressed a sense of being overwhelmed by 

environmental issues, the ACES teacher overcame this by creating a link between local 

and global environmental issues. The students expressed a desire to minimize their 

impact on the environment and looked to their teacher for suggestions on how to do this. 

They found inspiration in small measures that were part of their daily routines, like 

composting, recycling, shorter showers, leave-no-trace camping, carpooling and choosing 

self-propelled transportation. This shows that students are willing to make changes in 

their lifestyle, but need direction. Many of the problems that they are aware of, like 



ACES: Connecting youth to the environment through outdoor education     62 

 

climate change, often seem unmanageable. While students agreed that individuals could 

make a difference, they were at times uncertain how to proceed.  

There is an opportunity for more explicit advice in the classroom and field on how 

to proceed in order to transfer environmental concern into environmental action. Chawla 

& Cushing (2007) assert that “it is critical for schools and out-of-school environmental 

programs to prepare students for political action” (p. 448). They recommend teaching 

students to be critical analysts, to problem solve, to set goals and to focus on action. 

While the ACES program does fulfill these recommendations to a certain extent, a 

stronger focus on assessing environmental issues and creating action strategies could 

promote environmental action. 

Personal Learning 

This undertaking has given me the opportunity to embody a different role than is 

my usual with the ACES class. While it‟s common for me to develop a good relationship 

with the students, it is unusual to have the opportunity to engage them in conversation 

one-on-one without interruption for any length of time. I had the opportunity to pick their 

brains and see the program through their varied lenses. I had the sense that many of them 

had not taken the time to reflect on their experience or their appreciation for their teacher, 

and I was grateful that I could give them that opportunity. Hearing their enthusiasm for 

the wilderness and their commitment to continuing a relationship with the outdoors 

renewed my faith in the power of outdoor education. 
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Future Research Directions 

There are two divergent research paths that have emerged from this study; a) a 

qualitative study of past ACES students and b) an examination of the potential for 

community partnerships and place-based education within the Yukon education system.  

Firstly, a study focusing on past ACES students who have finished high school is 

a logical follow up study. It would provide useful information on the lasting effects of the 

program and would compliment the current study. Often participants in a 

transformational experience need the passage of time before they fully understand the 

depth of their experience. A more mature participant might be in the position to provide 

new insights into the ACES experience.  

Secondly, from my findings there are two complimentary themes that could be 

further developed, focusing on the success of experiential education and the lack of 

place-based knowledge. Sobel‟s research moves from the effect of place-based education 

on student performance and behaviour to building social capital through place-based 

education with a strong community link. He calls for more research to be done showing 

the impact of place-based education on the community (2004). Stoddart (1994) asserts 

that “the field of outdoor education is well-placed to enhance young people‟s ability to 

access social capital at the community level” (as cited in Beames & Atencio, 2008). 

Future research could focus on the potential for place-based education in the Yukon that 

incorporates community partnerships. This research could provide some insights into 

why and how to implement a stronger community link in the place-based programs that 

are already in existence.  
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Conclusion 

This study provides support for the effectiveness of the ACES program at 

achieving its objectives, including to have students continue developing “a responsible 

attitude about the environment, a knowledge and appreciation of the natural environment 

of the Yukon, Canada and the World, and a better understanding of resource management 

issues in the Yukon, Canada and the World” (Yukon Department of Education, 2009).  

Through the stories and experiences of the students, I have shared their 

perspectives and their development. Their ACES experience has helped them 

development a stronger connection to the Yukon paired with a deeper knowledge of local 

ecology and local environmental issues. This has affected their level of environmental 

concern.  

The difficulty for the ACES students has been in turning their environmental 

concern into environmental action. They have been successful in some areas and have 

voiced a desire to increase the level of action. There is room for the ACES program to 

provide more guidance to students in ways to alter their behaviour and lifestyles in order 

to increase their level of environmental activity. 
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Appendix A: Letter of Invitation  

 

May 25, 2009 

Dear Student & Parent/Guardian, 

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting, 

ACES: Connecting Youth to the Environment through Outdoor Education. This project is 

part of the requirement for a Master‟s Degree in Environmental Education & 

Communications, at Royal Roads University. My name is Alison Perrin and my 

credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by contacting Dr. Tony 

Boydell, Director of the School of Environment & Sustainability or my thesis supervisor, 

Dr. Bob Henderson. 

The objective of my research project is to: 

a) Determine if there is a connection between place-based outdoor education and 

the development of sense of place in youth 

b) To learn more about how outdoor education influences the development of a 

connection to the land and in turn, an environmental ethic. 

The students currently enrolled in the 2009 spring semester of the ACES program 

at the Wood Street Centre will be the focus of my research. My research will consist of a 

one hour interview with open-ended questions and ongoing observation of the students 

and of their trip journals. I will be participating in the ACES canoe trip as a paid assistant 

however will not be responsible for evaluating or marking student participation or 

journals. My role as researcher will not conflict with my role as chaperone. Participation 

in this research is voluntary and will not affect the student‟s grade or performance in the 
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ACES program, nor will it change the chaperone/student relationship. At any point in 

time a participant may choose to withdraw from the project. If they do so all data 

concerning them will be deleted. 

In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial 

fulfillment for a Masters of Arts in Environmental Education & Communications, I will 

also be sharing my research findings with the Yukon Department of Education. A copy of 

the final report will be submitted to Royal Roads University and to the Yukon 

Department of Education. This 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. The results 

will not be used commercially. 

Information will be audio-recorded and then transcribed to a computer and, where 

appropriate summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of the final report. All data 

will be kept solely on my personal computer with password protection, only I will have 

access to the raw data. Students will be kept anonymous by having a code assigned to 

them for data collection. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any 

individual. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential. All data will be destroyed 

within 3 years of completion of the thesis project. 

 Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional 

questions regarding the project and its outcomes. Following the completion of research 

you are welcome to contact me for more information on the results or a debriefing 

session. Students are not required to participate in this research project; it is on a 
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voluntary basis. If you would like to participate in my research project please sign the 

attached waiver and have it signed by a parent or guardian.  

If you have further questions about my research project, please contact me at: 

Name: Alison Perrin 

Email:  

Telephone:  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Alison Perrin 
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Appendix B: Research Consent Form 

 

This document constitutes an agreement to participate in my research project, as 

described in the accompanying letter.  

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.   

By signing this letter, you give free and informed consent to participate in this 

project. 

Name: (Please Print): _______________________________________________ 

 

Signed: __________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: ____________________________________________________________ 

 

Parent/Guardian Name: (Please Print): _________________________________ 

 

Parent/Guardian Signed: ____________________________________________ 

 

Date: ___________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C: Sample Interview Questions 

 

1. Why did you want to join ACES? What did you expect to get out of this 

experience? 

2. What have you liked about the ACES program?  

3. What have you disliked about the program? 

4. What have you learned during this semester? 

5. What have you learned from the other students? 

6.  What do you think of this learning environment as compared to a traditional 

classroom environment? 

7.  In the future when you think back on the semester, what will stick out for you as a 

vivid memory? 

8.  What part of the program has had the biggest impact on you? 

9.  What are your favourite outdoor activities? What do you like about them? 

10. Tell me about a wilderness experience you had before the ACES semester. 

11.  How do you feel about life in the Yukon? What do you know about this place? 

Have you always felt that way? 

12. What do you know about the Yukon‟s natural environment? 

13. Describe your attitude towards the natural environment? Has this changed since 

the start of the ACES program? 

14. What do you know about environmental issues? Where did you learn about this? 

15. What actions do you take to help the environment? When did you start doing this 

and what initiated it? 
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16. Have any changes occurred during this semester in how you view yourself?  

17. Have any changes occurred in your friendships and family relationships? 

18. What are your relationships like with your classmates and your teacher? 


