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Abstract 

The purpose of this project was to understand how curriculum-connected experiential outdoor 

science programs can affect alternative school students’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes towards 

learning. Field trips represent an underused and potentially significant avenue for alternative 

schools to further support students both academically and psychologically. By using 

observations, discussion and one-on-one interviews, a qualitative analysis of participants’ 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, and social engagement was conducted. After a series of five 

curriculum-connected field trips, participating students from an alternative school in British 

Columbia presented enriched understanding and knowledge of curriculum content, improved 

observation and communication skills, stronger relationships, and increased positive attitudes 

towards learning. Results suggest that curriculum-connected field trips provide positive hands-on 

experiences from which students can build understanding, develop skills, and cultivate positive 

learning relationships. This research may be used in the development and design of future 

programs for alternative students aimed at further supporting student achievement and success. 

Keywords: alternative students, alternative education, outdoor education,  

curriculum-connected field trips, field trips. 
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Foreword 

We don’t look at a calla lily and say that it has “petal deficit disorder.” (Armstrong, 2012, 

p. 12) 

To help situate the research reported in this thesis to my life, I have decided to write this 

foreword to tie my own personal history to authors I have cited and the research that I conducted. 

Since childhood, I have felt a sense of peace and place when in the outdoors. Without 

walls to confine me and with a never ending potpourri of unique, interesting, and alive things, 

my mind always had something to focus on—even if it was for short brief moments. My mother 

would put me outside whenever I was too rambunctious to be inside when I was literally 

climbing up the walls. Instead of being a nuisance indoors, I became an accomplished explorer, 

tree climber, fort builder, and game warden of the backyard. Rather than labelling me as 

rambunctious or as having an attention deficit, my mother simply did what she found worked 

best—she put me outdoors! 

Throughout elementary, middle, and high schools, I could always be found outside. 

During the school year, I was enrolled in Scouts where, on any given weekend, I was either 

camping or planning the next camping trip. In the summers, I lived in the tree in our backyard. I 

hope you aren’t thinking of an elaborate tree house with electricity, bug screens, and windows. I 

lived suspended in the tree—in a hammock. Not just overnight—but for the entire summer. Even 

during high school summers when I worked at the local pool, I lived in the tree: I have an 

obvious affinity towards the outdoors. 

When I entered university, I was still predominantly found outdoors, so not much had 

changed—except perhaps my social circle. Not knowing exactly what I wanted to be or what 

degree would be most beneficial, I chose courses that sounded interesting and took me outside. 

Wildlife biology, ecology, limnology, animal behaviour, marine biology and fine arts were the 
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courses that all spoke my language as I had spent so much time informally learning from and in 

nature. Although this approach may have been random and unguided, in the end, it not only 

proved to be an accurate path that provided me with a solid background of information about 

things I was interested in but also gave me practical skills to use when pursuing a career after 

university! 

Now, fast-forward to the end of the second Master of Arts in Environmental Education 

and Communication (MAEEC) residency when thesis ideas were erupting from our cohort like 

popcorn from a kettle. Immediately prior to taking our separate paths for the year, a wonderful 

young woman from Student Accessibility Services reminded our class that help was available if 

we found sections of the journey particularly treacherous. She spoke of how theses come with a 

certain amount of “bum time”; how, for some (the movers and the shakers), this can be 

especially difficult; and how assistance could be provided. Feeling particularly anxious about the 

thought of extensive “bum time,” I agreed to undergo some tests to see what challenges I might 

face and what tools would be especially useful to me. As with any process, however, it was a 

long one with a diagnosis months away, so I quickly moved on and proceeded with beginning 

my “original thesis.” 

As karma would have it, that original thesis was really based on justifying a decision I 

had made years before with regards to a career path. After 4 months of grinding away and trying 

to work with that thesis premise, I was getting nowhere. I then decided it was time to cut my 

losses and move on. It was a moment of freedom similar to when you finally decide to pull 

yourself out of your warm sleeping bag, step outside into the cold night air, and pee after 

contemplating the resolve of your bladder for the last half hour. My problem was that I didn’t 

have a warm welcoming sleeping bag to return to and that I was emotionally drained having 

“peed away” all I had tried to do so far. 
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So in December of 2013, 5 months gone and without a thesis subject, my diagnosis from 

Student Accessibility Services came in. I use the term diagnosis lightly as, in this case, my 

condition is not a serious illness and, truthfully, I always subconsciously knew it was there. It 

now just had an official name. I have attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD. As you 

can imagine, I was pretty anxious after hearing this new revelation. I worried about losing time 

by not picking the right thesis subject and about how this was going to affect my career and 

completion of my MAEEC program. This resulted in my talking to every, and any, person who 

would listen to me about my personal crisis. 

Thank goodness I had a conversation about my love for the outdoors and my newly 

discovered (yet always present) ADHD with an alternative education teacher. This conversation 

connected the seemingly unconnected dots in my life and led to my thesis research; my thesis 

was born! 

To my amazement and delight, I discovered that a new alternative school for students 

who have been more or less removed from regular classes due to behavioural or psychological 

reasons, had just opened up in the city I live in. This school was running on minimal staff, with a 

full roster of just over 50 students who find traditional classroom learning exceptionally 

challenging. My love and exceptional knowledge of nature, my own recently discovered learning 

disability (I only say recently discovered because my continuous outdoor lifestyle allowed me to 

cope with and excel academically), and my need for a research idea melded into a fantastically 

wonderfully conveniently located and researchable research question: How does a curriculum-

connected experiential outdoor science program affect alternative school students’ knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes towards learning? 
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Chapter 1: Overview 

Nature is good for you. Time spent in nature and even viewing nature (Kaplan, 2001) has 

been shown to have benefits for child development and general human well-being. The benefits 

have also been highlighted by authors and educators such as Louv (2005) and Van Matre (1979). 

The beneficial effects can range from increased sense of well-being (Kaplan, 1995; Mayer, 

Frantz, Bruehlman-Senecal & Dolliver, 2009) and restored cognitive functioning (Berman, 

Jonides, & Caplan, 2008; Kaplan, 1995; Taylor & Kuo, 2009) to increased physical and mental 

health (McCurdy, Winterbottom, Mehta, & Roberts, 2010). These benefits have been the focus 

of many nature-based therapeutic programs that utilize the restorative effects of natural 

environments. Such programs range in style from meditation retreats for those specifically 

seeking these beneficial effects to intense wilderness adventure interventions for troubled youth. 

Outdoor and experiential education also utilizes the positive effects of natural 

environments as a means to explore learning and to give students hands-on experience (Adkins 

& Simmons, 2002). Outdoor programs specifically targeting at-risk children and youth have 

resulted in “significant improvements in peer relations, group cohesion and self-esteem” (Fox & 

Avramadis, 2003, p. 278) as well as “promot[ing] well-being and mitigate[ing] the impact of risk 

factors [that at-risk children] face” (Ungar, Dumond, & McDonald, 2005, p. 336). Such 

programs are wonderful; however, their duration may not be sufficient to have lasting effects 

(Bruyere, 2002). 

Through this research, I sought to specifically address the ways in which the benefits of 

nature could be utilized when working with “alternative school,” or at-risk, students—not as a 

means of short term intervention but as a potential avenue to support student development and 

long-term success. This research sought to understand how a curriculum-connected experiential 
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outdoor science program could affect alternative school students’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes 

towards learning. By understanding the effects of such programs, educators may be better 

situated to integrate them into the alternative curriculum. Again, my research questions is as 

follows: How does a curriculum-connected experiential outdoor science program affect 

alternative school students’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes towards learning? 

In order to understand how a curriculum-connected experiential outdoor science program 

could affect alternative school students, I had to first create such a program. I set out to review 

existing literature that outlined the benefits associated with time spent in nature generally 

(Berman et al., 2008; Kaplan, 1995; Mayer et al., 2009; Taylor & Kuo, 2009), the benefits to 

youth engaged in outdoor programs (Fox & Avramadis, 2003; McCurdy et al., 2010; Ungar, 

2005), and the concept of experiential learning (Adkins & Simmons, 2002). These components 

were then incorporated into the design and development of a field trip program tied to the 

existing British Columbia Ministry of Education curriculum in a way that provided unique 

learning opportunities that addressed specific alternative students’ needs. The programs were 

also designed to bring students together in a learning environment that naturally promoted 

increased well-being and the creation of positive relationships (Mirrahimi, Tawil, Abdullah, 

Surrat, & Usman, 2011). 

The effects of the field trips on students’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes were assessed 

through the collection of descriptive qualitative data: observations of and discussions with 

students and teachers throughout the duration of the program, and a series of interviews 

following the completion of the program. The results of this research indicate that field trips can 

be successfully utilized to teach curriculum content and to provide the positive benefits 
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associated with spending time in nature. All student and teacher names presented are 

pseudonyms. 

Background 

In reviewing existing programs and literature relating to nature-based programming and 

at-risk youth, at- risk youth benefited from nature-based activities emotionally, physically, and 

socially (Fox & Avramadis, 2003; Rosol, 2000; Russell, 2003), and these benefits were observed 

to aid students in “being more receptive to learning opportunities” (Ungar et al., 2005, p. 331). I 

found it challenging, however, to find research regarding the regular use of school field trips 

(i.e., regularly scheduled field trips: once a month, every second week, etc.) despite the similarity 

between field trips, nature activities, and nature-based therapeutic programs, which are accepted 

as beneficial for children and adults. 

In discussions with teachers during this research, and past encounters in my career as an 

environmental educator, I understand that justifying the use of class time is a significant limiting 

factor in the implementation of school-based field trips. Teachers feel pressured to fit as much 

academic learning into each day as possible, and thus field trips were not used as regularly as 

they would like due to perceived opinions of parents and administration. Maynard and Waters 

(2007) indicated that teachers were hesitant to integrate outdoor learning, which is often viewed 

as outdoor play, into their schedule as it “was seen as having little to do with what teachers saw 

as their primary role: ‘teaching’ curriculum content” (p. 262). The commonly held belief of 

parents and teachers, that most academic learning occurs only within a classroom, further 

complicates this lack of information that supports the regular use of field trips. 
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Limited Use of Outdoors 

Despite the known academic benefits of experiential learning and wellness benefits of 

time spent in nature as listed above, the use of field trips and outdoor classes in both traditional 

schools and alternative programs appears to be minimal. Learning in schools is often restricted to 

classrooms as teachers may be too busy to organize properly designed outdoor activities that 

address the curricular learning objectives. Teachers may potentially feel inadequately trained to 

lead outdoor learning programs in terms of safety and nature knowledge, or they don’t know how 

to connect learning objectives to available locations. Even Mr. Bradley, an enthusiastic supporter 

of this research, shared his concern that “students are not getting as much time in other 

coursework” if they are participating in field trips (personal communication, June 10, 2014). Mr. 

Bradley’s comment suggested that educators may not readily recognize the learning connections 

and potential benefits of field trips and only see field trips as enjoyable activities with little 

academic application, which does not justify using up class time (Bruyere, 2002; Maynard & 

Waters, 2007). This research, therefore, is aimed to reflect Sharp’s (as cited in Adkins & 

Simmons, 2002) belief: “That which can best be taught inside the schoolrooms should there be 

taught, and that which can best learned through experience dealing directly with native materials 

and life situations outside the school should there be learned” (p. 2). 

Alternative Schools 

Alternative schools and programs are specifically designed to provide alternatives to 

traditional education methods. Many high schools have separate distinct “alternative” classes for 

students who find the traditional classroom teaching style challenging. Students may be placed in 

such alternative classes as a result of their behaviour (aggression, violence, trouble with 

authority, etc.) or psychological conditions that make regular class setups difficult, such as 
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anxiety or depression (British Columbia [BC] Ministry of Education, 2009). Alternative schools 

were created to provide “programs that meet the special requirements of students who may be 

unable to adjust to the requirements of regular schools” (Smith et al., 2008, p. 7); however, focus 

is often on fixing the student rather than adapting the educational environment to meet student 

needs, which often intensifies the challenges (Gregg, 1999). 

When initially created, the purpose of the alternative approach was to design individually 

styled learning for each student to best accomplish his or her academic goals. Although 

individualized learning plans provide specific learning schedules unique to each student, the 

individualized approach can make it challenging to keep the combined group atmosphere diverse 

and engaging. Teachers are responsible for multiple students, each learning different subjects for 

the others throughout the year; therefore, planning class activities that meet the prescribed 

learning outcomes for so many different students can be quite challenging, if not impossible. 

Because of the dramatic differences in the composition of students in any given classroom, 

learning is evaluated from isolated individualized tasks such as self-directed reading and 

assignments. The individualized nature of the learning environmental consequently limits 

engagement in topic discussions with other students, restricts hands-on learning, and hampers 

experiential understanding. 

The method of “read-write-repeat-evaluate” is the only approach I have encountered in 

my own schooling as well as in conducting this research. This approach simplifies the evaluation 

process as the right answers are easy to determine as correct or not, which is convenient for 

school wide evaluation of learning; however, I feel that the benefits of this method are limited to 

students with strong reading and writing skills, and does not account for students with are weak 

in these areas. As a result, students who are placed or participate in alternative programs may 
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face challenges with the read-write-repeat method and may be further marginalized as a result of 

being labelled and separated from “normal” students (Gregg, 1999). Although the intention of 

the alternative program is to customize learning to meet student needs, the actual follow-through 

and resulting outcomes are often the opposite. 

Throughout much of the literature reviewed for this research, the terms youth-at-risk, at-

risk-youth, or alternative students are used to describe students who are facing learning-related 

challenges similar to my student participants. For the purposes of this research, the terms 

alternative students and alternative program will be utilized as they emphasize the alternative 

approach to learning and avoids wording that would imply viewing these students through a 

deficit lens (Loutzenheiser, 2002). 

Need to Create a Unique Program 

The ultimate goal of this research was to understand how field trips can support 

alternative student learning by developing a field trip program that is curriculum-connected and 

that marries the perceived benefits of nature, outdoor programs, and experiential learning. To 

answer my research question and to properly evaluate the effectiveness of routine field trips, I 

first needed to see if similar programs existed, how they were designed, and if they could be 

integrated into this research. Although local environmental education organizations offered field 

trip programs and activities, such programs generally had limited connections to prescribed 

learning outcomes, and staff often lacked the training and context to effectively address 

alternative students’ needs. The cost of such programs, especially if multiple excursions were 

involved, could also be a significant hurdle in justifying and integrating field trips on a regular 

basis. 
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Ultimately, I needed to design and develop a program specific to the purposes of this 

research that fit into the existing curriculum and that met the needs of the participating school. 

As each of the participating students was working on different components of the curriculum, 

creating the program required assessing the grades 7 to 10 BC science curriculum. I placed 

emphasis on Science 10 as this course, that many of the participating students were enrolled in or 

would be taking shortly, is a prerequisite for graduation. Further details regarding program 

development will be discussed in Chapter 3. 

Study Limitations and Delimitations 

This study was conducted with a small number of alternative students from one British 

Columbia (BC) municipality; therefore, the findings may not be applicable to all alternative 

students within BC or beyond. Additionally, discussions with students throughout the school 

year and responses collected from student and teacher interviews may not represent the opinions, 

challenges, or unique needs of other alternative students or teachers. Furthermore, the 

relationships developed between myself and the participants were unique to this group of 

students and, given the importance of positive relationships on student attitudes and engagement 

(Henderson, 2013; Sadowski, 2013; Warshof & Rappaport, 2013), these relationships likely 

affected the results in a way that may not be replicated in similar studies. 

Student participation with the field trip program, all related activities and interviews were 

voluntary. It is possible that those students who self-selected to participate had established 

positive views of field trips, whereas students who actively chose to not participate may have had 

pre-existing neutral or negative opinions of the use of field trips. This may have caused self-

selection sample bias within the research; however, due to the design of the research and nature 

of the participants, this was unavoidable. 
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Curriculum-connected field trips described in this thesis were specifically developed and 

delivered as a component of the research and required a significant amount of financing, 

planning, and coordination. This suggests that resources may be a limiting factor for teachers 

wishing to execute similar programs. Without grant funding from the Habitat Conservation Trust 

Foundation the program would have been much different and therefore the results may have 

changed. 

A strike of all teachers had begun on the third day of interviews, which made further 

engagement unfeasible. Further data collection, in the form of a final group discussion, was 

intended; however, with just over a week remaining in the school year, it was unrealistic to 

expect additional data collection would be possible. Regardless of this, I am confident the data 

collected sufficiently represent the experiences of the participants. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The lives of youth are complex and full of challenges, and youth must carefully navigate 

between being a child and being an adult in a world that lacks significant roles for teens (Rosol, 

2000; Ungar et al., 2005). All youth are subjected to relentless demands on their academic, 

social, and emotional abilities; however, many alternative students also struggle with 

psychological or behavioural issues symptomatic of difficult life circumstances. Alternative 

youth are those youth who have been “marginalized, for example as a result of abuse, sexual 

exploitation, substance abuse, bullying, discrimination, mental health problems or street 

involvement” (Smith et al., 2008, p. 7). They are often observed to behave reactively in normal 

situations as their flight-or-fight response is constantly on high alert as a result of being exposed 

to trauma or loss (Warshof & Rappaport, 2013). Such factors influence the ability of these 

students to succeed in regular school settings and can often lead to students becoming 

disengaged with school and learning (Smith et al., 2008). 

Mental Health Issues 

A research study conducted by Smith et al. (2008) was aimed at understanding the 

challenges faced by alternative youth and showed that “the most common problems that health 

professionals told [alternative youth] they had were difficulties with anger (22%), depression 

(21%), ADHD [attention deficit hyperactivity disorder] (18%), a learning disability (14%), and 

addictions (13%)” (p. 29). This is reflective of similar research that showed, “Six percent of 

adolescents 14–18 years old have been diagnosed with depressive disorders [and] 14% of 

adolescents categorized their stress as extreme” (McCurdy et al., 2010, p. 107). Mental health 

issues can heavily influence students’ self-confidence, social interactions, and ability to learn and 
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are often treated with medication—most predominantly for symptoms of attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder (ADHD; McCurdy et al., 2010). 

Attitudes Towards Learning 

Student attitudes towards learning can significantly affect rates of retention and 

enrolment as indicated by Lovelace and Brickman (2013), who suggested that “in some courses, 

students’ attitudes may provide a better predictor of success than quantitative ability” (p. 606). 

Positive attitudes towards learning, however, can be challenging to maintain given alternative 

students’ predispositions to viewing themselves through the deficit lens (Gregg, 1999; Jacobson, 

2013). Jacobson (2013) further highlighted this challenge when he stated: “Students are less 

motivated by their own ability than by what they believe to be true about themselves” (p. 41). 

Too often alternative programs focus on the negative issues that students face, such as ADHD 

and behavioural issues, rather than creating positive environments that foster the development of 

students’ existing strengths (Armstrong, 2012); the focus on negative issues makes it challenging 

for students to maintain positive attitudes towards learning. Alternative programs that have high 

levels of school connectedness and positive student–teacher relationships, however, have shown 

that students “liked school considerably more, and skipped school considerably less” (Smith et 

al., 2008, p. 9). 

Other Challenges 

Alternative youth also face many other challenges beyond their own mental health issues 

and attitudes towards learning. Unstable housing situations can significantly affect a student’s 

ability to attend classes regularly and may “lead them to fall behind academically and 

subsequently become disengaged from school” (Smith et al., 2008, p. 15). Additional barriers to 

succeeding in school may also include factors such as poverty, hunger, transportation, abuse or 
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sexual exploitation (or both), substance abuse, or criminal involvement. Pregnancy plays a 

significant factor affecting approximately 9% of youth who have become disengaged from 

school, and “young mothers wanting to continue their education are often forced to stay home 

because many day-care centres do not accept infants, or the youth cannot afford the fees” (Smith 

et al., 2008, p. 19). Employment can also cause students to disengage from school: “The more 

hours they worked, the less likely it was that they would be attending school” (Smith et al., 2008, 

p. 26). Smith et al. (2008) found that just under a third of youth in alternative students surveyed 

reported working, and more than half of those working were working more than 20 hours per 

week.  

Alternative Programs 

Despite the myriad of challenges these youth face, many show “great determination to 

continue their education” (Smith et al., 2008). Alternative programs and schools are built 

specifically to address the special requirements of these types of students; these programs and 

schools provide an alternative approach to traditional classroom learning, flexible schedules, and 

specialized supportive staff (Smith et al., 2008). Henderson (2013) found that “positive school 

climate contributes significantly to academic success, especially for struggling students in urban 

schools” (p. 26). Students who receive supportive instruction believe in their own ability to 

achieve and can find relevance in the learning material are better situated to succeed (Henderson, 

2013; Loutzenheiser, 2002; Klem & Connell, 2004; Smith et al., 2008). 

A feeling of boredom in school or a belief that learning material has no relevance to their 

lives has been shown to account for two-thirds of youth who reported becoming disengaged with 

school (Smith et al., 2008). Students who experience supportive teacher relationships are three 

times more likely to report engagement (Klem & Connell, 2004). Additionally, Klem and 
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Connell (2004) noted, “Engaged students pay more attention, look more interested, are more 

persistent in the face of challenges than disengaged students” (p. 270). Engagement with natural 

environments has been recognised to affect students’ abilities and social development by 

providing a “significant means of developing relationships between students and teachers, 

creating renewed energy and excitement for students ability” (Ballantyne & Packer, as cited in 

Mirrahimi et al., 2011, p. 393). 

Nature and Outdoor Programs 

Lately it has become the norm for children and youth to be indoors, often in front of a 

screen (Ergler, Kearns, & Witten, 2012; McCurdy et al., 2010), which significantly affects the 

ways they are able to receive and interpret new information. Supervised indoor activities and 

screen time has become more and more the norm, whereas spending time outdoors has become 

infrequent (Ergler et al., 2012; Taylor & Kuo, 2006) despite the American Association of 

Pediatrics recommendation “that children spend as much time outdoors as possible” (McCurdy et 

al., 2010, p. 107). 

Current research has suggested that nature-based and outdoor programs have the potential 

to help reduce the symptoms of stress, anxiety, and ADHD (Mayer et al., 2009; Taylor & Kuo, 

2009; Taylor, Kuo, & Sullivan, 2001) and to increase self-esteem and socialization (Fox & 

Avramidis, 2003; Ungar et al., 2005; Weinstein, Przybylski, & Ryan, 2009). Such programs have 

also been shown to improve cognitive functioning and attention abilities (Berman et al., 2008; 

Taylor & Kuo, 2009) and to reinforce feelings of well-being (McCurdy et al., 2010; Mirrahimi et 

al., 2011; Ungar et al., 2005). It is logical, therefore, to suggest that such programs may 

significantly benefit alternative students who struggle with such challenges. 
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Experiences in natural environments have been shown to mitigate stress (Kaplan, 1995) 

with high levels of nature exposure linked to lower levels of stress in children (McCurdy et al., 

2010). Development of self-confidence and risk management skills have been associated with 

children’s experience and physical risk taking in outdoor environments (Maynard & Waters, 

2007). Children who play in natural landscapes, such as forests, have shown enhanced motor 

skills, balance and coordination, and overall, they appear healthier (Maynard & Waters, 2007). 

Cognitive benefits of exposure to nature. Exposure to nature has been linked to 

improved cognitive functioning (Berman et al., 2008; Kaplan, 1995) as well as increased impulse 

control (Taylor & Kuo, 2009). Taylor and Kuo (2009) found that “gently absorbing settings draw 

involuntary attention, providing a respite from more effortful, deliberately directed modes of 

attention” (p. 406), which are often associated with reading, writing, or problem solving. Their 

research identified that a nature walk had the potential to reduce the symptoms of ADHD in 

children to roughly an equal effect of ADHD medication (Taylor & Kuo, 2009). They had also 

found an interesting correlation between the increased tree cover and decreased severity of 

ADHD symptoms (Taylor, Kuo, & Sullivan, 2001). For students with ADHD, nature experiences 

may be a useful treatment and could possibly replace medication completely (McCurdy et al., 

2010; Taylor & Kuo, 2006; Taylor & Kuo, 2009; Taylor et al., 2001). While Berman et al. 

(2008) had found that “simple and brief interactions with nature can produce marked increases in 

cognitive control” (p. 1211). Experiences as simple as spending a short period of time in nature 

have been shown to “improve attention, positive emotional well-being, and develop an increased 

ability to reflect on a life problem” (McCurdy et al., 2010, p. 110). 

Social benefits of exposure to nature. Nature-based and outdoor programs have the 

potential to positively affect how youth perceive themselves and others, which can create 
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opportunities to develop positive relationships and to build community. Outdoor “play” can help 

students increase independence and further develop social relationships, a sense of self, and self-

confidence through negotiating risks, inquiring about the unknown, and by perceiving the 

environment independently—even more so when not under strict supervision (Ergler et al., 

2012). Ungar, Dumond, and McDonald (2005) suggested, “Immersion in nature makes us aware 

of not only our relationships with the natural environment, but also our relationships with each 

other” (p. 321). This increased awareness of relationships can be a valuable asset for students in 

alternative programs where the part-time, flexible, self-directed schedules make it challenging to 

develop a sense of connection (Smith et al., 2008). 

Learning in natural environments has been linked to increased “sharing, communication, 

team working, self-awareness, self-confidence, self-regulation, self-discipline, improved problem 

solving in classroom, inspiration towards learning, [and] social skills” (Mirrahimi et al., 2011, 

p. 395). As students and teachers learn together in new outdoor environments, they can build 

shared experiences and engage with each other differently than they would in a classroom setting 

(Maynard & Waters, 2007). Social workers have indicated that participants in outdoor programs 

gradually become more open to sharing and are willing to undertake new learning experiences 

(Ungar et al., 2005). Weinstein, Przybylski, and Ryan (2009) suggested, “To the extent that our 

links with nature are disrupted, we may also lose some connection with each other” (p. 1328), 

indicating that as we engage with nature, we can also create stronger relationships. This may also 

be a significant way to spark students’ interest in learning and to develop or strengthen student 

and teacher relationships (Mirrahimi et al., 2011). Caring, healthy, and supportive relationships 

have been shown to be a significant contributing factor of student success (Henderson, 2013; 

Klem & Connell, 2004; Sadowski, 2013; Smith et al., 2008; Warshof & Rappaport; 2013); these 
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relationships can be powerful leverage points to assist students in overcoming challenges 

(Henderson, 2013). 

Experiential Learning 

The informal nature of an outdoor learning experience is also well suited to students 

“who typically do not thrive in formal situations” (Bruyere, 2002, p. 211) and provides a relaxed 

setting, a change of pace, and different perspectives. Research by Caulkins (2010) suggested that 

“experiential education activities used by alternative schools can generate meaningful, and 

perhaps more importantly, long-lasting impacts in the lives of ‘at-risk’ youth” (p. 272). 

Experiential learning, specifically nature-based hands-on learning, can create the space for 

curiosity, self-directed learning and development of individual strengths—components that are 

often limited in a traditional classroom settings (Armstrong, 2012). Outdoor programming 

provides an informal avenue preferred by youth (Bruyere, 2002) that can be utilised for 

exploring material and supporting academic success as well as promoting additional social and 

emotional benefits. By venturing outdoors, teachers and students can explore the world as it is 

and construct knowledge, skills, and values from direct experiences (Association for Experiential 

Education, as cited in Adkins & Simmons, 2002, p. 5) 

Existing Outdoor and Wilderness Programs 

The majority of research that pertained to outdoor programs for alternative youth 

reflected two distinct types of programs: either singular short experiences such as day trips or 

overnight camping excursions, and expedition-style wilderness and adventure programs (Bruyere 

2002; Russell, 2003). These programs generally focus on the positive effects of nature and 

wilderness on youth behaviour and include the following: 
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• increased self-esteem and self-confidence (Bruyere, 2002; Fox & Avramidis, 2003; 

Taylor & Kuo, 2006; Ungar et al., 2005); 

• increased social behaviour (Bruyere, 2002; Fox & Avramidis, 2003; Taylor & Kuo, 

2006); 

 reduced negative behaviours (Fox & Avramidis, 2003; Taylor & Kuo, 2006); and 

•  potential therapeutic application (Rosol, 2000; Russell, 2003). 

While outdoor programs are certainly not a singular solution to the problems that face 

alternative youth, each students’ experiences may aid in supporting student success and well-

being (Fox & Avramidis, 2003). 

Students’ who have participated in wilderness or adventure programs have been shown to 

have developed a “more positive sense of self” (Autry, 2001, p. 301) and improved interpersonal 

and decisions-making skills (Taylor & Kuo, 2006). Therapeutic practitioners have noticed that 

after participating in wilderness experiences, participants are more open to counselling and 

learning opportunities (Ungar et al., 2005). Such programs have also been shown to “foster 

secure attachments with staff and other participants that are less hierarchical, more caring, and 

based on natural consequences that avoid issues of power discipline and control” (Ungar et al., 

2005, p 331). 

Clearly, wilderness and outdoor programs can have positive effects for alternative 

students; however, these programs are challenging to integrate into students’ lives and are often 

implemented as intervention measures rather than preventative strategies. Additionally, Soh and 

Meerah (2013) noted, “Most of the non-formal education programs are based on the needs of the 

respective agencies” (p. 5) which may, or may not, overlap with the special needs of the student 

participants. Although outdoor alternative intervention programs readily highlight the immediate 
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benefits observed in participants, many fail to provide any assessment of long-term effects 

(Bruyere, 2002).An assessment of such outdoor programs by Bruyere (2002) revealed that the 

positive effects of such programs were noted to fade considerably after students leave the 

program, which suggests that limited integration into students’ academic lives and the isolated 

one-time-event essence of such programs hampered any lasting long-term effects (Fox & 

Avramidis, 2003). To combat the fading effects of single experiences, Bruyere (2002) suggested 

that “programs that are long term and provide regular and frequent contact are more likely to be 

successful” (p. 211). 

Integrated Field Trip Programs 

Although similar to outdoor programs, curriculum-connected field trips have been shown 

to affect students’ over the long term (Benton, 2013). Participants in curriculum-connected field 

trips, however, have been be observed to have “retained environmental and ecological content” 

(Farmer, Knapp, & Benton, 2007, p. 40) and have shown a “perceived increase in 

proenvironmental attitudes” (p. 40). Research conducted by Caulkins (2010) involved weekly 

outdoor programs that had been integrated into the existing curriculum. Caulkins observed that 

use of such curriculum-connected programs with alternative students had long-term effects, 

including alleviated emotional and physical problems, as well as the development of healthy 

relationships and community building. Field trips can also provide opportunities for students to 

connect with the outside world and develop their own interests, which creates relevancy between 

their own lives and their learning (Knapp, 2000). 

Learning science can be difficult and students’ predisposition to learning about science 

may influence their attitudes towards science (Lovelace & Brickman, 2013). Soh and Meerah 

(2013) found that when students experienced exciting and novel learning situations they were 
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likely to be enthused about learning, and that the “integration of formal and informal setting can 

be used in order to increase the students awareness towards science” (p. 5). Knapp (2000) also 

recognized a connection between positive experiences and the novelty of field trips and noted 

that even though students may not have retained specific information long-term, they remained 

positive about the experience and desired to learn more. 

Chapter Summary 

The benefits provided by time spent in nature are well known and the outdoor 

environment naturally provides a variety of unique learning opportunities that can be 

advantageous for alternative learners. Additionally, more time outdoors does not come with any 

additional risks, side effects, or social stigma (Taylor & Kuo, 2009). Obviously no one learning 

approach or one tactic in addressing the challenges that alternative youth face will work in all 

situations (Bruyere, 2002; Loutzenheiser, 2002). It is essential to conduct more research related 

to such programs to collect long-term data that can help us understand the impact of such 

programs (Farmer et al., 2007; Fox & Avramidis, 2003). By adapting programs to focus on 

student strengths, provide unique learning experiences, and provide opportunities in which 

students and teacher can build positive relationships, we can further support and encourage 

alternative students to succeed. 

The following chapter will explore the methods used in creating a unique field trip 

program and the methods utilized in assessment of the programs effects on participating students. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methods 

Research for this project began by conducting a comprehensive investigation into 

existing resources that describe how outdoor education, field trips, and experiential learning 

effects students. Through my research efforts, I found ample information celebrating the positive 

attributes of time spent in nature and the way it affects children and youth, including reduced 

symptoms of certain conditions such as anxiety, depression, and ADHD as previously outlined in 

the literature review. Having recently reflected on how my own symptoms of ADHD were 

mitigated by my time spent in natural settings and studies, I was especially interested in the ways 

that experiential outdoor learning, when integrated into the curriculum, could affect students with 

similar challenges, specifically alternative students. 

Throughout this research, I intended to achieve a greater understanding of how 

experiential outdoor learning, one form of which is field trips, could affect students’ knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes towards learning when delivered as a series of five trips over a period of four 

months. The following steps were taken when conducting this research: 

• acquisition of sponsorship from a local alternative school; 

• recruitment of staff and students; 

• creation and delivery of a curriculum-connected science field trip program; 

• development and conduct of student and supervisory staff interviews; 

• qualitative analysis of 13 student and three supervisory staff interviews; and 

• continuous observations and reflection of the program experiences. 

Recruitment 

An alternative school had recently opened in the Lower Mainland region of BC, and I 

approached the principal regarding the potential for their involvement in my research. The 
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principal and teachers were enthusiastic about the opportunity to be involved as well as to have 

the obvious bonus of regular curriculum-connected field trips to add to their class schedules. I 

intended that this program would expand awareness of learning opportunities outside of the 

classroom and would generate opportunities for students to engage in positive learning 

experiences. At that time, I was buoyed by being able to work with a school that housed students 

who were having difficulty within the regular school system and who had chosen or had been 

enrolled in an alternative program. 

Although I had administrative and staff acceptance, I wanted to ensure that the students 

would be open to the idea of participating in the research as I felt it was essential to build a 

respectful relationship with them early on. Aziz and Said (2012) summarized the importance of 

this concept when they stated: 

It is important to do research with children rather than on children . . . the research has to 

be children-centred, which reflects upon special consideration on the groups being 

studied, ensuring children’s participation in research by working with them to select 

methods that are appropriate to both the research aims and to the context in which they 

live. (p. 210) 

To accomplish this, I made sure to make myself present and available in the school early 

on and engage with students whenever I stopped by. During an afternoon class, I presented my 

proposed research idea and methods and held a discussion session with both the students and 

their teachers. During this session, I was able to address questions, gather ideas, and get to know 

some of the students individually. By involving the students in the initial planning and 

development of this research I believe that students were compelled to contribute, that they felt 
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their individual involvement was valued, and that they understood their responsibilities as active 

research participants. 

Participants. The participants consisted of students and staff of the small alternative 

school, which consisted of four teachers, four support staff, and three classes with a total 

population of 53 students. Ongoing placement of students took place throughout the research, 

and thus an average number has been used. The school was located in an urban setting within a 

municipality of approximately 37,000 people in the Lower Mainland region of BC (Statistics 

Canada, 2014). The facility was an old elementary school and was shared by the school and other 

educational users, including a seniors’ health and wellness group and an English as a Second 

Language program. Twenty-three students, three teachers, and three support staff participated in 

at least one field trip over the period of the research; of these participants, thirteen students and 

all three teachers contributed to the research interviews. 

Invitations and Consent 

Invitation letters were distributed to the student body following the discussion session, 

and all students were invited to participate (see Appendix A). The invitation letters outlined 

incentives for students to participate in the research, including the opportunity to attend a series 

of regularly scheduled curriculum-connected field trips, to experience non-classroom learning, to 

visit a variety of local areas, and to potentially gain credit towards their science courses 

(depending on their level of engagement with the material). This latter incentive was directly 

under the aegis of the staff, who would be the arbiters of the credits gained. A prerequisite to 

participate in the field trips was that students must agree to participate in the data collection at 

the end of the each field trip as well as a final feedback survey accompanied by a personal or 
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group interview. The fifth and final field trip, which was to Stanley Park and the Vancouver 

Aquarium, was scheduled to follow the interview sessions as additional incentive to participate. 

Parental consent letters were also distributed with the invitation letters (see Appendix B); 

however, as the school required their own separate permission form, initial return of research 

consent forms was poor. To ensure an acceptable participant base, I chose to allow students who 

did not have research consent forms to participate in the field trips and continued to distribute 

consent forms throughout the school year. Consent forms were also required for participating 

teachers (see Appendix C). All data used in this research have been collected from only those 

students and teachers for whom consent was confirmed. Some students were old enough to 

provide their own consent to join in the research. 

Field Trip Program 

Purpose. Given that the purpose of the research was to determine how field trips affected 

students’ knowledge of delivered content, skills relating to natural science, and attitudes towards 

learning, it was critical that the field trips be designed according to the BC Science 10 

curriculum and address the prescribed learning outcomes. Focus was given to delivering those 

prescribed learning outcomes from the distance learning worksheets that these alternative 

students use to complete their coursework (see Appendix D). 

Scheduling. A series of five field trips were scheduled to take place every 4 weeks from 

March through June 2014. Each field trip was designed to incorporate a minimum of two 

prescribed learning outcomes from the BC curriculum, to function as both a stand-alone field trip 

experience, and to contribute to the sequentially built-upon concepts over the duration of the 

program. All program planning and coordination, other than scheduling dates with the school, 

was my responsibility and included the following: applying for funding, scheduling trips, 
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developing lesson plans, creating or purchasing materials, delivering each field trip, and 

evaluating the field trips. The first three trips as well as the last one were designed and delivered 

by myself, whereas the fourth field trip was delivered by the Freshwater Fisheries Society of BC. 

As mentioned previously, the fifth field trip was especially designed and scheduled to provide 

extra incentive for students to contribute to the interview sessions. 

Lesson Plan Creation. To ensure that the field trip activities were adequately delivering 

the prescribed learning outcomes and that field trip experiences would be able to be examined in 

the research question, the instructional design method composed of analysis, design, develop, 

implement, evaluate (ADDIE; Mayfield, 2011) was implemented in the creation of each field trip 

lesson plan. This process utilized ongoing analysis of needs to evaluate program design and 

delivery so that adjustments could be made throughout the duration of the field trip program. 

Analysis of needs. BC Science 10 curriculum prescribed learning outcomes and distance 

learning worksheets were analyzed to determine which concepts could be readily, and often more 

easily, taught in an outdoor learning environment. Particular focus was given to natural science 

concepts—such as ecosystem biology, energy transfer, and interconnections—as these concepts 

were readily applicable to outdoor learning settings. Simultaneously but separately, students 

were asked to provide information about how they “feel they learn best” through a simple survey 

outlining a variety of learning styles (see Appendix E). The survey structure and wording were 

based on survey questions often utilized by teachers and researchers to study students’ learning 

styles, similar to methods outlined by Willms, Friesen, and Milton (2009) and Lovelace and 

Brickman (2013). 

Once the selected prescribed learning outcomes were identified, five themed field trips 

were outlined. Each trip was designed to have a central theme that was supported by the 
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activities and the associated prescribed learning outcomes. Information gathered from the student 

survey was incorporated into the design of each field trip to ensure activities represented student 

learning styles. The BC curriculum prescribed learning outcomes from Science 10 (Chapters 1 to 

3 Life Science: Sustaining Earth’s Ecosystems) that had been chosen in consultation with 

participating teachers and the integration of the prescribed learning outcomes into each field trip 

can be seen in Appendix D. The selection of the locations used to teach specific prescribed 

learning outcomes was key to the field trip design (i.e., wetlands to teach about freshwater 

environments and energy flow through systems; the Great Blue Heron Reserve to teach about 

migration as an adaptation) as were types of activities that would address various learning styles 

(i.e., relay races, scavenger hunts, scripted interaction). 

By involving the students in the initial steps of the research process, a more 

comprehensive analysis was possible as it included not only the points of view of the educators 

but also those of the students. This resulted in a greater sense of involvement and built a stronger 

working relationship with the participants that was carried forward during the research process. 

This relationship was essential to understand the variety of challenges alternative students face 

and ways in which the research results could apply to other alternative students. 

Program Design. During the design phase, the following key questions were addressed: 

• What will the students be expected to learn? 

• How will they engage with the program? 

• How should the experience be organized? 

• How will successes and goals be evaluated? 

These questions are based on work by McClaren (2012) and provided a structure that 

ensured the theme, learning outcomes, and subsequent activities were clear in each lesson plan. 
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During the classroom discussion, the majority of students indicated a preference towards 

activities that do not require sitting or reading. This was expected as the vast majority of 

schoolwork these students experience comes from completing workbooks. As a result, each field 

trip contained a variety of design components intended to broaden students’ awareness of 

different ways of learning. Design components included, but were not limited to, activities such 

as scavenger hunts, team relays, scripted interactions, ecosystem mapping, stream surveys, 

theatrical plays, fishing, and interpretive nature walks. 

Writing was suggested to teachers as a follow-up activity as it could aid in the integration 

of the field trips with other course components and help students discover relevance between 

their experiences and academic work. This suggestion was made to “shift the emphasis from 

literary products to the process of observing, inventing, shaping, and refining” (Bennion & 

Olsen, 2002, p. 241) so that students could apply their field trip experiences beyond the science 

components. By exploring nature as a group, collecting information and discussing their 

experiences with others, the intention was that students would then further connect with 

integrated aspects of the curricula such as creative writing, current events, and social studies. I 

felt it was incredibly important to integrate as many different ways of learning as possible to 

allow students the opportunity to recognize that learning is a naturally occurring process of 

gathering and of making sense of information and that every experience is an opportunity to 

learn something new. 

Development of content. Once the prescribed learning outcomes, the needs of these 

alternative students, and the structure of the program had been determined, the content and 

materials for the program were developed. Lesson plans were constructed using the key 

principles outlined in the design phase. Each of the five individual field trips had an easily 
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recognizable theme that connected with the overall program goal of integrating with the existing 

curriculum. Additional supporting pre-trip activities were utilized to complement the program 

themes and initiate discussion relating to the field trips. Each field trip was designed to be 

delivered in approximately 3 to 5 hours. This program length was chosen based upon my own 

experiences as an environmental educator as well as on the advice of Bennion and Olsen (2002), 

who maintain that “several short, relatively easy outdoor experiences, are better than one long, 

rigorous one” (p. 243). Although this length was relatively short in comparison to other 

experiential programs for alternative students, it reflected a regular school day for these students 

and was longer than many programs available from outside agencies, which are typically 1 to 2 

hours. 

Implementation of lesson plans. In total, five field trips were delivered on a monthly 

schedule from early March through to the end of June 2014. Each program consisted of a full-

day field trip of 3 to 5 hours with teachers and students participating from each class. Resources, 

materials, and overall implementation of the programs were determined by myself and included 

resources provided by the school board (i.e., bus transportation). Three field trips included 

curriculum-connected lesson plans (see Appendices F, G, and H), one was led by Freshwater 

Fisheries Society interpreters, and the final trip was self-guided. Teaching staff and their teacher 

aides assisted in the delivery of pre-trip activities in the weeks leading up to the field trips. 

During field trips, teachers and support staff assisted in supervision of students while in the field, 

participated in activities, and provided lunches. As the programs were delivered, feedback from 

the participating staff and students was gathered through discussions and, to a lesser extent, 

through written feedback activities and was utilized to adjust the field trip design and delivery 

methods as needed. 
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As the field trip leader, I made a concerted effort to ensure that students felt comfortable 

so they would participate fully in the field trip activities. Care was taken in introducing each field 

trip and in setting the stage for the day’s activities by providing a brief outline of what to expect 

before arriving at our destination. At the beginning of each field trip, I reminded students and 

staff that everyone was there to learn from the experiences, each other, and from the 

environment. All questions were welcomed with enthusiasm, and students were encouraged to 

explore ideas through observation, experimentation, and discussion. I felt it was essential for 

students to understand that I was more interested in their curiosity and willingness to explore 

new ideas than I was in evaluating their existing knowledge. I introduced this idea at the 

beginning of each trip by explaining, 

I do not expect you to already know the things that we will learn today. I didn’t know any 

of this before I learned it. There are things I can teach you and there are things that you 

can teach me. That is why we are here, to learn from each other. We never knew how to 

walk or talk when we were born, but look at us now. I want you to be open to new ideas, 

curious about things you don’t understand, and share with each other as that is how we 

learn together. 

Evaluation of success. Evaluation components were integrated into each field trip, with 

the exception of the fifth trip, which was the culminating program activity. Teachers and students 

participated in feedback surveys and light discussion during the return bus rides as a means to 

gauge the effectiveness of the individual field trips and to collect information about their views 

on the success of each field trip. By involving the students and the staff, I was able to ensure a 

comprehensive view of the experience from both sides of the learning experience. By 

incorporating a feedback avenue into each trip, continuous incoming data were gathered during 
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the research process allowing for real-time adjustment to the overall program design. From these 

results, potential programming considerations and suggestions were generated that contributed to 

the development and delivery of field trips. 

Data Collection: A Qualitative Approach 

Answering the research question involved the use of qualitative data such as comments 

made in discussion, observed changes to behaviour, interview transcripts collected during and 

after the field trips, and notes made throughout the research. Observations, surveys, questions, 

and interactions were modelled to reflect research methods used by Hollway and Jefferson 

(2013); Willms, Friesen, and Milton (2009); Lovelace and Brickman (2013); and Knapp (2000). 

This information was gathered as a means to explore the personal effects of the field trip 

program on the students and teachers. Interviews with students and staff provided an incredible 

depth of information and was the focus of my analysis. 

Student interviews. Shenton (2004) suggested that “establish[ing] a relationship of trust 

between the parties” is an important part in ensuring the credibility of qualitative research. Given 

the at-risk nature of the students I was working with and their limited trust of authority figures, I 

chose to conduct my interviews myself. I discovered that I had become genuinely engaged in the 

students’ lives over the period of 6 months preceding the interview sessions through field trips, 

class visits, and nonschool-related conversations. This engagement developed, most likely, 

because I had carefully built a relationship of confidence and trust. If an outside interviewer had 

conducted the interviews, the depth of participants’ responses may have be limited (i.e., not 

sharing personal experiences with an unfamiliar adult) and would, in my opinion, create 

significant bias and alter interview data considerably. Although a certain amount of bias is 

expected with the approach taken (i.e., participants limiting their negative feedback to spare my 
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feelings as the program leader), I am confident that this approach was best suited to the unique 

nature of the student participants. 

Interviews took place at the school in a multipurpose room away from other students or 

teachers. A digital voice recorder was used to record the interview conversations, and this data 

were later transcribed for analysis. Interview questions were designed to be as neutral and open 

ended as possible with no leading questions (see Appendix I). The purpose of the question was to 

allow the interviewees as much freedom as possible in describing their answers to the questions. 

I had formatted the interview questions to target specific research components (i.e., knowledge, 

skills, or attitudes) by simply asking participants to “tell me a story.” The interview script was 

designed based on the methods described in Hollway and Jefferson (2013) and was intended to 

provide balance between giving the interviewee direction while allowing freedom to associate 

with whatever they thought was the appropriate answer. 

This approached also aimed to integrate Wengraf’s (2013) single question aimed at 

inducting narrative (SQUIN) approach, in which the interviewer facilitates the telling of a story 

without interruption or direction. Emphasis is placed on the “as is” nature of the narrative, and 

participants are reassured that their answers—and however the answers may present 

themselves—are exactly what is hoped for (Wengraf, 2013). Follow-up questions using the 

wording of the interviewee may be used to encourage further narrative and glean specific 

information; however, additional questions unrelated to the narrative are not permitted. Using 

this method, the narrative content is created solely by the participant, and any bias from the 

interviewer is minimized. 

When clarification was requested by a participant, I made a concerted effort to stay 

within the directed questions without providing examples or influence. Given the age of some of 
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the student participants (12 and 13 years old), this approach was challenging as they were 

uncomfortable with the uncertain freedom associated with their answers. I quickly learned that 

concepts that had no clear right or wrong answer were very foreign to these students and, lacking 

precise answers, they chose to say nothing rather than be “wrong.” As a result, I began each 

interview with a description of the types of questions I was going to ask and specified that it was 

the student’s unique story that I was interested in. I continually emphasized that these questions 

had no correct or incorrect answers to these questions as outlined in the SQUIN approach 

(Wengraf, 2013). 

Students were given the option of being interviewed as individuals or with a group of 

their peers. A total of 13 students participated in the interview process over a period of 3 days: 

eight students chose individual interviews whereas five students chose to participate in group 

interviews—one group of two and one group of three. These interviews were conducted in the 

days preceding the fifth and final field trip as a means to encourage participation from students 

wishing to attend. Interviews varied in length from 10 to 45 minutes, depending on the amount of 

detail students chose to provide in their answers. Further interviews were to be scheduled; 

however, a teacher strike was announced on the third day of interviews, which made 

coordinating further interviews impractical. 

Teacher interviews. Teacher interviews were designed in much the same way as the 

student interviews (see Appendix J) and reflected Hollway and Jefferson’s (2013) model of 

open-ended, story-based questioning. Three teachers were interviewed—two classroom teachers 

and the school principal. As with the students, additional interviews were intended; however, the 

strike interfered with further teacher engagement. Despite this, I trust the collected data are 
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representative of the participants involved and the experiences described and, therefore 

constitutes reliable data for the purposes of this research. 

Quantitative data. Initially, quantitative data were collected on each trip to try and track 

any measureable changes over the duration of the program (i.e., attendance, feeling towards 

learning surveys, etc.). Unfortunately, the majority of quantitative data collected were much less 

useful than intended and, as a result, were omitted from this research. The main contributing 

factor for this was the challenge faced when collecting continuous data from each student on 

each field trip as the number of student participants on each field trip varied from 11 to 24 over 

the course of the research, and each trip had a variety of different students. This made it difficult 

to track individual students as I had wished to do. Compounding this was the fact that students 

were unwaveringly aware that their participation in data collection activities was voluntary. 

Students often chose not to complete the activity at the end of each field trip. Their perception 

that the trip, and any work from the trip, was over when they got on the bus at the end of the field 

trip was fairly frustrating to me as both the researcher and trip leader; however, I respected their 

choice and in the end I think it helped build the relationship of mutual respect needed for the 

interview process to be effective. 

Notes and voice recordings. Given my own unique learning challenges, specifically 

being aware of my limited auditory memory, I always had access to a notebook during 

discussions and interviews, while conducting research, and during delivery of programs. I could 

and did take note of any ideas, comments, words, or related bits of information that I felt were 

relevant to the research. During instances where writing accurate and detailed notes became a 

challenge, I employed the use of voice recording software on my cellular phone. Voice 

recordings from discussions regarding planning, methods, and the research results were recorded 
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throughout the research process and supplemented by my field notes. These recordings were later 

reviewed and used to write additional notes based on specific comments, ideas, and nuances in 

the conversations. Additionally, audio recordings from non-interview conversations were also 

reviewed during the analysis phase and contribute to both Chapters 4 and 5. 

Data Analysis 

Coding. The qualitative data gathered for this research consisted mainly of transcribed 

interviews supplemented by my own field notes, observations, and reflections. A series of codes 

were used when analyzing the interview transcripts to make themes more apparent and to 

compare comments between students. Table 1 outlines the coding system used in analysing the 

interview transcripts. As the research questions specifically referred to knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes, the codes K (knowledge), S (skills), and A (attitudes) were created to identify when a 

response provided a specific example of each. Repetition and similarities (Ryan & Bernard, 

2003) between transcripts were observed with regards to participants stating facts (F) or using 

proper names (N) related to academic material covered; thus these two codes were also used as 

indicators of knowledge. In addition to these research-question-related codes, words suggesting 

emphasis of positive or negative experiences were coded as per Ryan and Bernard’s (2013) word 

co-occurrence technique to identify themes that the respondents gave importance through 

emphasis. 

Codes were applied only to comments, terms, or experiences that students had described 

and that were not preceded in the question or conversation. For example, if Silverdale Wetlands 

was mentioned in part of the question and then the interviewee mentioned Silverdale Wetlands, it 

would not be coded as the student did not freely associate the reference with the questions 



Effects of Field Trips on Alternative Students      44 

whereas if the interviewer asked which trips the student had been on and the student responded 

with Silverdale Wetlands, that would be coded as SP, a specific reference to a place or activity. 

Table 1 

 

Coding System for Student and Staff Interviews 

Theme Code Description of code use 

K
n

o
w

le
d

g
e 

Knowledge K 

When a student provides an example of something he or she 

learned such as understanding beaver behaviour, mating habits, 

abiotic factors.  

Facts F When the student provides a fact about something.  

Name N 

When the student correctly refers to something by name 

(beaver, great blue heron, rainbow trout). This was coded as 

knowledge as it represented something the students specifically 

remembered.  

Specific 

Activities 
SP 

When a student references a specific activity or event that took 

place on the field trip. This was coded as knowledge as it 

represented something the students specifically remembered. 

S
k

il
ls

 

Skills S 

Whenever the student referenced their own skills such as 

discussing things with classmates, observing birds, listening for 

sounds, casting for fish (actions that can be improved with 

practice).  

A
tt

it
u

d
e
 

Attitude A 

When the student makes reference to a concept that has to do 

with how he or she feels about learning or how other students 

feel about learning. Examples include helping other students, 

enjoyment of the activity, socializing and discussing with 

others. (+) are often associated with attitude throughout the 

interviews.  

Positive 

reference to 

experiences 

+ 

This code was applied where the student specifically stated 

something positive about their experiences such as “That was 

fun,” “I loved it,” “Really cool,” “Super fun,” and “favourite.”  

Negative 

reference to 

experiences 

– 

This code was applied where the students specifically 

referenced something negative about their experiences such as 

“Boring,” “hated it,” or “not fun.”  
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Teacher interview transcripts were coded using the same code format. Much of what 

teachers discussed, however, was specifically focussed towards an overall analysis of the field 

trip program, or directly addressed the research questions, and was not specifically coded. 

Analysis of the teacher interviews consisted mainly of comparing individual teacher responses 

for each interview question, compiling the results, and identifying repetitions and similarities 

(Ryan & Bernard, 2013). 

Themes. As a result of the coding, trends and common themes became apparent 

throughout the 13 transcripts. Specific quotes representing a theme were identified and grouped 

together to be utilized in the development of Chapter 4. Themes were organized in accordance 

with how they fit within the research questions (i.e., knowledge, skills, and attitudes) as well as 

themes that arose that were unexpected or surprising. 

Researcher Influence 

In addition to evaluating teacher and student participation, it is important to account for 

any personal bias that I may have brought into the research. Unconscious feedback such as body 

language, verbal cues, and facial expressions may have affected how participants interpreted 

information I provided as well as information I may have been searching for. This may have 

altered the information I received back from them. Setting the stage of the programs, interviews, 

and group discussions as safe and comfortable places to share information without judgment was 

crucial for allowing participants to genuinely share their stories, experiences, and emotions. 

As I was the sole researcher, I was responsible for all aspects of the research including 

the initial surveys, group discussions, program delivery, interviews, and the final analysis. It is 

important to recognize the influence I may have had on the data collected. Throughout the 

research process, I reflected on my own experiences and potential influences on the research 
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results in order to fully understand any biases that may have surfaced. I have made a conscious 

effort to address these ideas and will discuss them in Chapter 5. 

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

A number of techniques outlined by Shenton (2004) were utilized to ensure the 

credibility and trustworthiness of the research results. Upon approval of the research, I made a 

point of introducing myself to the staff and students who would be participating a full 3 months 

before the first field trip was to take place. Participants were invited to take part in a group 

discussion about the research and the upcoming field trips to brainstorm on ideas for activities, 

the methods I would be using, and what to expect during the research. This initiated the 

beginning of a relationship built on trust and respect with both teachers and students, as well as 

provided me a familiarity with the school culture so that I could adapt my methods accordingly. 

Participation was completely voluntary throughout the duration of the research. Student 

participation was self-selected; those students wishing to not participate stayed at the school or 

did not attend on the days of field trips. This ensured the participant selection and sample group 

was not biassed by the researcher. To encourage participation in the interviews, however, the 

final field trip was scheduled to take place after the interviews and was limited to only those 

students who volunteered to be interviewed. Students were provided the opportunity to 

participate in all other field trips regardless of their participation in the research components. 

Students were reminded of their voluntary involvement when submitting written activities, 

feedback, and participating in scheduled group, or one-on-one, discussions. Students who chose 

to withdraw from the research were not required to submit feedback activities or participate in 

interviews. 
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The interview questions and methods were an integration of Wengraf’s (2013) SQUIN 

line of questioning and suggestions made by Hollway and Jefferson (2013). During the 

interviews, participants were reassured that there were no “correct: answers to the interview 

questions, and that their unique responses were what was being sought. These methods were 

used to ensure data collected was reflective of the interviewee’s unique experiences and placed 

emphasis on things each interviewee felt worthy of emphasis. 

Data was analyzed through triangulation by comparing and contrasting the data from 

researcher observations as well as teacher and student interviews transcripts. This also included 

ongoing reflective commentary and discussion between myself and my research supervisor. This 

ensured an outside academic perspective on all results, themes, and discussion topics. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

This chapter presents the results of the interview sessions with student and teacher 

participants. Results have been organized in series to address the research question components 

of knowledge, skills, and attitudes towards learning. This chapter also includes additional results 

relating to classroom versus outdoor learning, social impacts of the field trips, and teachers 

justification of field trip usage. 

Knowledge Gained 

To address the concepts laid out in the research question, students were asked a series of 

questions during the interviews related to their knowledge of a subject in order to assess learning 

associated with participating in the field trips. Students described a variety of knowledge 

indicators ranging from being able to identify and name organisms, describing relationships 

between individual ideas, and showing an in-depth understanding of the material covered over 

the duration of the field trip program. All students interviewed were able to recall and briefly 

explain at least one thing learned over the course of the field trips, which indicated that they had 

gained some knowledge or understanding as a result of participating. Two students showed 

exceptional understanding with 14 knowledge indicators recorded in their interview transcripts, 

whereas the average was just over four indicators per transcript. 

Two students also indicated that the field trips had supplemented information they 

already knew. This response was found with only two students who had previously completed 

the BC Science 10 course; however, these students also indicated that they had learned new 

material and had built a deeper understanding of the material as a result of participating. 

The following is a combination of questions students were asked relating to the concept 

of knowledge, immediately followed by examples of relevant student responses from interview 
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sessions. Depending on the flow of the individual conversation, I asked participants the 

following questions: 

The first question I’ll be asking has to do with what you know. There are lots of different 

ways of knowing things and lots of different things that we learned on the field trips. So 

this question is: can you please tell me a story about something you learned on your 

experiences on the field trips . . . So imagine you’ve come back from the field trip and 

you’re talking to one of the people who didn’t go on the field trip. Imagine telling them a 

story about what you’ve learned on the field trip . . . Can you tell me about something 

that you understand better, from your experiences or something that you learned that was 

like completely new? 

Anthony responded by saying, 

If I was talking to somebody, I would tell them about the creek. I’ll tell them that we 

were measuring water speeds and that was pretty interesting. We ended up measuring the 

size of the width and length of the creek. And then we ended up putting a ball in it and 

measuring how far the ball went and then capturing the speed of the water and how fast… 

I’d just say that it was fun. It was a really good learning experience for sure, because I’d 

never thought of doing that. I mean, normally you see creek and you just see a creek. You 

don’t think of how the creek moves you know, that kind of stuff. 

Maggie’s response was: 

I understand forests. I thought it was cool, like, trees are there, they’re just there ‘cause 

they’re there right? All like the seeds and stuff they don’t get to choose where they grow. 

I didn’t know . . . I never really thought about it. I thought it was cool that you could see, 

different trees, and different areas or in the same area, and how they grow off each other, 
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how it changes when a tree is next to a tree because one tree would be smaller than the 

other, because it’s shadowing. I thought it was cool because I didn’t know about that. It’s 

a lot more helpful to understand it when you see it, than when you’re just reading it 

because you’re like, “I don’t know what this is.” 

Lauren said, 

I understand bird diversity better. I knew there were hummingbirds and seed-eating birds 

and animal-eating birds but just to really think more about the different kinds of beaks of 

the birds and how much of a difference like you look at them and they don’t look that 

different, like “they’re a grosbeak versus a finch.” But when you try and do something a 

little different yourself (in reference to the adaptation relay activity where students used 

different tools, representing animal adaptations, to collect food) you can really see how 

much harder it is and how much it really does select their food. They’re pretty like 

selected to one thing. 

Ashley explained, 

Well, I like the fish. I learn a lot about them because I knew most about but I didn’t know 

like their habitat, and how sensitive the habitat is it and how like we are affecting the 

habitat. Like pollution, like I don’t know, like even just like throwing like garbage on the 

road and then it goes in the drainage and lead to the ocean or a lake or something like that 

and then it affects the fish that are living in it. And we just pollute it all, like everything, 

and it’s pretty bad. 

The response from Grace was as follows: 

The way animals adapt to the surroundings and like, my favourite thing was the 

relationship between the squirrel and those mushroom things. How one would eat them 
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and then it gets all over the dust . . . get covered in the mushroom dust and then they 

glide, it falls and they replant to all of them. That was my favourite . . . I didn’t know 

most of these fishes even existed, so that was fun and all the different types of trees that I 

didn’t know. I thought it was like just a pine cone but there are a bunch of different types. 

It’s a lot more complicated than I thought it was. 

Finally, Zach replied, 

I remember when you taught us about the nurse stumps and what they do. I remember 

driving by with my parents the other day and they said, “Oh my gosh! People are just 

chopping down trees in plain sight.” I said, “No that’s not. The tree must’ve fallen down 

and now it’s nursing food and nutrients for other trees. It was just pretty much how a 

mother kind of takes care of their kids, they feed it, they make sure that it’s all healthy 

before kind of getting up.” It kind of reminded me of what a nurse stump does. But it 

gives nutrients . . . and tries to support it long as it can. 

A word cloud analysis (using Worlde.org) made with responses to the question, “Please 

tell a story about something you learned,” showed the emphasis split between words specific to 

the information learned—fish, birds, heron, animals, squirrel, trees, habitat, and beavers—and 

descriptive words, such as different, cool, fun, interesting, and remember (see Figure 1). The 

presence of these two types of words suggests that the students did in fact learn about fish, 

habitat, and so on, and that the experience itself affected their ability to learn the information and 

to remember it. 
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Figure 1. Word cloud analysis of student responses showing emphasis to what students reported 

to have learned. 

These results mirror the trend found in the thematic coding of knowledge indicators (facts 

and names) and positive experiences, in which 8 of the 13 individual responses to the question 

provided positive and detailed descriptions of something they had learned as part of the field 

trips. Although it was expected that students would be able to recall some information from an 

experience, I found it interesting to observe the detail that students were able to recall about 

experiences from four or more months past. It is also interesting that the students’ responses 

were similar. 

Skills Learned or Practiced 

In addition to knowledge questions, students were asked to describe skills they had used, 

developed, or practiced during their participation in the field trips. Students referenced specific 

skills used during the field trips an average of 5 times during the interviews. The following table 

outlines the frequency that specific skills were mentioned during the student interviews. 
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Table 2 

 

Specific Skill Frequency in Student Interviews 

Skills Frequency 

improved observation skills 27 

listening or hearing skills (listening for animals, 

identifying bird calls, or listening more intently to 

instructions or conversations with others) 

11 

Increased attention skills 7 

hands-on learning 6 

discussion and communication skills 5 

The field trips were designed to provide learning opportunities that required students to 

use and develop new skills to understand what was going on around them; the significance of the 

hands-on approach is that the results indicate positive effects on students’ skills. The following is 

a combination of questions students were asked relating to the concept of skills, immediately 

followed by examples of relevant student responses from interview sessions. 

Depending on the individual conversation, participants were asked the following 

questions: 

So there are a lot of different skills that we use every day, like we know how to read and 

some people are good at reading and some people are better at reading . . . This next 

question has to do with skills . . . Skills are the way you do things or how you do certain 

things . . . Some skills we learn along the way and we developed . . . Imagine you’re 

putting together a resume and you list off the different things that you can do. So skills 

tend to be things you can practice, allowing you to do them better in the future. What 

kind of skills do you think that we would have worked on or even just learned for the first 

time? Can you describe how any of your skills have developed as a result of your 

experiences on the field trips? 
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In response to these questions, Anthony replied, 

Skills that I worked on? I’d say, just being more social about wildlife. I mean, that may 

sound like a weird thing but I just really enjoyed just talking about it, discussing the small 

things that I never discussed before about the wildlife. Because at first it was mainly just 

wildlife, you know, tree, grass, going back to that, but I really opened up about discussing 

the science behind it and the beauty of nature. 

Maggie answer was as follows: 

I would be careful like, you have to be careful because you don’t want to ruin the habitat 

or anything, and you’ve got to be aware of your environment and what things are around 

you . . . and you need to notice things because, if you’re non-observant then you could 

crash into a beaver’s home or you could ruin their food supply . . . I’m a lot more 

interested in science now because it was so fun and it’s got me thinking about more ways 

I could do things, be more like environment-friendly and be more aware to my 

environment . . . I can also teach of the people like younger kids and be “oh what’s this” 

and then I could like show them, because in science it’s “oh read this.” I don’t know what 

it is when I read it, but now I can actually show them. 

Lauren said, 

I definitely have started gaining a skill in being able to determine what bird call goes with 

what bird. Like further than just “chickadee-dee.” That was definitely something that I 

wouldn’t have developed on my own without the field trip . . . Try to listen to different 

bird calls and you’re like, “No I’ve heard that that’s a starling,” and you’re like, “No 

that’s a red wing blackbird.” Sometimes you’re like, “Hey that’s a red wing blackbird 

right over there. Quick you have to see it or it doesn’t count.” 
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The following is Chris’s response: 

I don’t really think there were many skills . . . probably when we went on the fishing trip. 

There’s a bit of a technique . . . I fish quite well with my dad and I know a fair amount of 

about fishing so some of the stuff was very basic and I kind of knew already, but it was 

still good to do a rerun of the basics and help other people if they were struggling with it. 

Some of the skills for that particular trip were kind of interesting . . . identifying fish and 

how old they are. It kind of helped me, especially for when I do go fishing and if I do end 

up catching something, I can identify it . . . the different features and colors and different 

things like the size of the mouth. 

Grace responded by saying, 

My observing skills, definitely. I know trees—there’s different types. I kind of pay 

attention more now. Because I, basically, never really thought about it and then when we 

learned about it was really cool. Like how much they do for us, like how much they give 

habitat to the animals and stuff. So now I pay attention more to that. 

Daniel explained, 

How to get out and learn stuff. Instead of learning stuff in class, learning it outside on a 

field trip doing stuff and actually seeing it all and experiencing it. 

Zach answer was as follows: 

How to look more closely at details and probably identify what items are or what specific 

things, for lack of better terms. What they are and what their role is in the ecosystem 

environments and their specific biology may be. Beforehand, I mean it was for me, I 

would always look at things but I wouldn’t really pay too much attention to it and I 

would always kind of, just look at the main overall item or the overall thing. Pass it onto, 
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ah don’t worry about it, it’s nothing. Now I look closer at items and try to see the finer 

details and to see if there’s more behind what I really saw. 

In the analysis of the word cloud composed of teacher responses to the question, “Have 

you noticed a change in student skills?”, the teachers used words such as know, relate, different, 

think, able, interact, example, outside, together, and awareness as possible indicators that the 

field trips affected how the students do things (see Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2. Word cloud analysis of teacher responses showing emphasis of what teachers reported 

to have noticed as changes in student skills. 

In using these words, teachers spoke to the cognitive and social skills that the students 

developed as a result of the trips, rather than general skills such communicating, reading, or 

observation. This is a powerful result as it indicates that the field trips not only provided an 

avenue to experience learning differently, they also allowed for the development of new ways of 

thinking and relating to the information students were learning, as well as how they related to 

each other. In being able to observe these changes as they occur, teachers may be better able to 

adapt teaching methods and change the ways in which they interact with students to approach 

learning from the students’ newly developed perspectives. 
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Attitudes towards Learning Science and Nature 

In addition to knowledge and skills questions, students were asked to describe their 

attitude towards learning, specifically learning about science and nature, and ways their feelings 

may have changed as a result of their participation in the field trips. The majority of students 

indicated an eagerness to continue participating in field trips and also highlighted an increased 

enjoyment of learning. Positive references to the field trip experiences were mentioned 71 times 

throughout the student transcripts. Students’ responses indicated that their overall attitude 

towards learning science had changed as they began to recognize that learning is not limited to 

books and assignments. For those who expressed that their attitudes towards learning had not 

changed at all, their main motivation was simply to finish school so they could get a job. The 

following is an amalgamation of questions students were asked that related to attitudes towards 

learning, immediately followed by examples of relevant responses from interview sessions. 

Depending on the individual conversation, I asked participants the following questions: 

The next question that I have has to do with attitudes towards learning. So there’s lots of 

different ways people can feel about learning even in any given day. So when you wake 

up in the morning and you have to go to school, you’re like, “Okay, how do I feel today 

about learning?” Can you please describe how you feel about learning about science and 

nature? . . . So in terms of how you feel about learning, have your feelings towards 

learning changed at all since going on the field trip? . . . Have you noticed at all that your 

feelings towards learning have changed since going on the field trips? 

In response to these questions, Maggie replied, 

Oh I used to really hate science. You couldn’t put me in front of a science textbook and I 

would not sit there. It is my least favorite subject along with math and I just didn’t 
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understand it and I couldn’t like wrap around my head around how Earth came to be and 

stuff like that. But now, I’m a lot more open to it, because, I know it’s not all text books, 

you can go on a walk and learn a bunch of things. I think it’s my attitude changed a lot, 

because of these field trips. It’s a lot more helpful. 

Lauren said, 

Well, I mean it’s definitely like a more interesting way to learn. I don’t know that my 

opinion has changed about learning because I’m kind of someone who thinks learning is 

pretty great. It’s just the fact that my brain can absorb so much stuff is like a wonder to 

me in itself. 

The response from Andrew was as follows: 

Well, I know you need an education to have a good future and good job. I’ve been doing 

more at school than at home so I kind of want to get it done. The field trips made it more 

interesting, I guess, because you got to be interactive and do stuff . . . rather than having 

to sit and asking and writing out . . . I’d rather have it both field trips and classroom 

learning because I did science ten at the beginning of the year. So it really helped me to 

understand the things that I learned before, it made me better. 

Ashley explained, 

I think science is one of my favorite subjects because it’s like so many different things in 

science, and it’s so complicated but so easy at the same time. So science in general is 

really cool and I like hands on learning with it. I think I have more positive attitude 

towards learning now because I feel like more positive instead of just “Ohh, we have to 

do work” I feel like I understand a lot of those words now. It seems like easier now. 

Chris responded by saying, 
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I’m a pretty nature-driven guy. I like getting out there. Like me and my dad, we’re really 

into hunting, into taking hikes and, like I said, fishing and stuff like that. And if I have an 

opportunity to learn more about the outdoors and kind of just anything involved with it, 

of course I’m kind of excited about it because it’s good to know for me . . . I’m okay with 

learning about those things in the classroom. It’s not my best way to learn. I’m not a huge 

fan of how we learn in school. Just kind of sit down and they kind of just preach in to us. 

I kind of like more experiencing it, more hands on with it. Even just walking out and 

actually seeing it, it kind of feels better . . . No, my feelings towards learning have been 

about the same. I still feel that I enjoyed outdoor learning better, especially with science 

and stuff like that. 

Zach’s answer was as follows: 

Well, on the field trip I feel more all obligated to learn about the items around me. 

Because I’m actually there and physically to see what’s going on and I can see nature 

how it actually is. 

These responses indicated that, by participating in the field trips, the students felt that 

learning became easier. Students inferred that this was a result of several factors, such as 

increased level of interest, hands-on active learning, being in the situation as opposed to thinking 

about it theoretically (not in books), and a change of setting that in turn altered the expectation of 

learning (seeing, hearing, hands-on, obligation to learn). The field trips used activities that 

utilized new skills, other than reading and theoretical processing, which may have allowed 

students to experiment with different ways of learning. By becoming more aware of their own 

learning strengths and weaknesses, students may feel increased confidence about themselves as 
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learners (Armstrong, 2012) and be better able to develop a more positive attitude towards 

learning. 

Teachers also indicated that they saw a change in student attitudes and behaviour both in 

class and between classes. Teachers’ observations included students showing increased 

engagement with the learning material, increased social engagement, and increased commitment 

to actively participating in the field trip program. The following is an amalgamation of questions 

teachers were asked that related to student attitudes towards learning, immediately followed by 

examples of relevant responses from interview sessions. 

Depending on the flow of conversation, teachers were asked the following questions: 

Can you describe the most notable change in student attitudes since participating in the 

field trip? . . . What do you think was the most surprising outcome you’ve noticed as a 

result of the field trips? . . . Can you describe how the field trips have affected the 

students’ attitudes towards learning? 

Mrs. Thompson responded by saying, 

I think the students are more open to their own learning and seeing that learning comes in 

a variety of ways. This kind of goes back to the preschool years when you do a lot of 

exploring and play. I feel that through the education system, as children grow up, that 

slowly decreases so it sort of reaches like a bell curve and it goes “We’re done all our 

learning and playing and now. You’re finished primary school and now you’re 

intermediate here you go, here’s paper work.” So I find that once kids come to our school 

they have lost that inquisitive mode of thinking and curiosity. Maybe they’ve had bad 

experiences with the school system or maybe not as many experiences with their own 

family to be able to go and explore and just develop that sense of understanding and 
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being. So I think the field trips have improved the kid’s sense of self and being part of the 

world. They can actually see how they are connected to the world and I think that’s 

something neat that you’ve brought to the students, that opportunity to be able to see 

more and feel like they’re part of something. 

Mr. Karlson explained: 

We have a lot of, generally speaking, disenfranchised learners . . . that they would come 

on their days off that they would go out of their way to go on a science field trip. Like, 

it’s not like we are going to play land where it’s fun, fun, fun. The trips were fun, but 

they knew they were going there to learn . . . It’s hard to get them here on the days even 

then they’re supposed to be here and yet they would come on additional days or come 

early for the field trips. I really think (their attendance) reflects a strong value that they 

placed on the experience of going on these field trips . . . They all came back with so 

much energy and enthusiasm and discussion about what they had done and what they had 

experienced. I thought that was all fantastic. 

The response from Mr. Bradley is as follows: 

When they were on the bus going to the field trip they would often have their earphones 

on, but generally, on the way back, they were either exchanging some of the sheets or 

they were talking to each other about what had happened. Kids talking about the 

curriculum. You know, typically they’re talking about what’s going on with their lives, 

parties, seeing, music, current events, but after the experiences, you can actually hear 

them talking about what’s going on in science. 

These responses suggest that the teachers felt that field trips provided students with an 

opportunity to see themselves and to learn differently, as highlighted by the repetitive use of 
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“different,” which appears to have contributed to students’ increased positive attitude towards 

learning. Related benefits include students increased sense of self and recognizing themselves as 

part of something larger. This was definitely reflective of the systems content taught, which 

related to individual effects within an ecosystem. The teachers also noted that students were 

observed placing a strong value on the field trip experiences and putting effort into attending and 

participating. 

Observations of students openly discussing what they had learned with other students, 

which was noted to be very unusual, may be attributed to students feeling increased confidence 

in their own skills as learners and communicators, as well as having increased curiosity and 

interest in the material being taught. These observations may suggest that student attitudes, skills, 

and knowledge may all be linked together: If students are provided an opportunity to develop 

new skills and engage in new ways of learning, they may present an increased interest in learning 

given that their new skills and new approach make them better able to learn. Likewise, if 

students are curious about a concept in a positive learning environment (has a positive attitude), 

they may seek to understand it further by using their existing skills. 

Classroom versus Field Trip Learning 

In addition to the main three questions regarding knowledge, skills, and attitudes, some 

students described field trip learning as different from learning in a classroom. When a student 

specifically described their observed difference, they were asked to elaborate by comparing the 

field trips to classroom experiences. Students described feelings of freedom, relaxation, and 

natural curiosity that were present during field trips and explained that these feelings were not 

attainable in a classroom setting. The following is a combination of the questions that were asked 
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relating to this concept, immediately followed by examples of relevant responses from interview 

sessions. 

Depending on how the conversation proceeded, I asked participants the following 

questions: 

Can you explain how the experience would be different, learning about that in a 

classroom versus learning on the field trip? Now that you’ve been on the field trips, are 

there any things that changed, like how you know how to do things? 

In response to these questions, Anthony indicated, 

It really opened my eyes to seeing the small things in nature, you know, ‘cause you 

pointed out just looking at everything. More as just going in there instead off just seeing 

dead grass and water. It turned out to be, you know, animals, different types of grass, 

beavers, water insects, all that kind of stuff. That really just pointed out the abundancy 

among the animals and the wildlife that . . . that was nice getting to know that. 

Maggie shared, 

I thought it was really fun, because it’s like you’re out of the school, its nice weather, 

you’re not cooped up in the classroom all day, and you get to talk with people, you get to 

put your input, you’re not, constantly knocked down, by like people talking, like “Shhh! 

Be quiet” and talking in class when you’re trying to learn, and more easier to learn in 

vocal, and be hands on about stuff. So that’s we did like it was really fun and it felt good 

to like get away from school and all the stress and stuff and like it was just kind of a 

getaway, and we got to learn about science too which is a bonus. 

Ashley explained, 
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Going on the field trips made it more funner to learn instead of just like sitting on the 

classroom and “do this and do that and this is how you do that.” It was like more hands 

on and more interactive so it’s like, it’s like a lot easier to pay attention because you’re 

not only like having fun, you were still learning and so like I don’t know, I like it like 

that. 

Chris responded by saying, 

I’m not a huge fan of how we learn in school. Just kind of sit down and they kind of just 

preach in to us. I kind of like more experiencing it, more hands on with it. Even just 

walking out and actually seeing it, it kind of feels better . . . I enjoyed outdoor learning 

better, especially with science and stuff like that. 

Grace’s response was as follows: 

I like outdoor learning better than in the classroom because you actually get to see what’s 

happening rather than just looking at it on a paper and I get to move around. I have 

ADHD [attention deficit hyperactivity disorder] so that helps. 

Daniel answered by saying, 

Instead of learning stuff in class, learning it outside on a field trip doing stuff and actually 

seeing it all and experiencing it. Like, when we go on field trips and stuff, it’s just funner 

doing them . . . when you go on a field trip than in a class doing it. You can actually go 

out and see everything about it and then, like, see all the cool stuff in science. 

Zach replied: 

It was iffy for me learning in a classroom, it was more unsettling because I didn’t know 

what I was learning. All I knew was I had to read it and answer the questions . . . But now 

that I went on the field tips I feel more mellow and laid back. I know now that regardless 
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of what I’m going to do, I know that I’m going to physically be there, see the items in my 

hand, do the actual activity. So I know I’m learning from the field trips. It sticks in your 

head . . . instead of just reading things. 

Students’ responses clearly suggest a preference for learning outside of the classroom. 

Reasons for this preference—such as the ability to actually experience and see something as 

opposed to hearing and thinking about it, feeling more freedom to speak, being more hands-on, 

and enjoying the overall experience more than classroom learning—suggest that learning 

through experiences was a beneficial method of learning for these students. Ashley’s indication 

that it was “easier to pay attention because you’re not only like having fun, you were still 

learning” suggests that the field trip activities, when combined with the relaxed outdoor setting, 

made the overall experience of learning more enjoyable. This suggests that when students enjoy 

the learning activities, they may view learning overall as more enjoyable; this may aid in shifting 

student perceptions about what learning is as well as their own view of themselves as learners. 

Creating the right learning environment. One of the most surprising things I 

recognized as a result of this research was the incredible difference that changing the setting for 

learning, both physically and mentally, can have on students and their behaviour. For the first 

five months of our time together, my interactions with the students had been purely field trip 

related, predominantly during delivery of the programs or when I stopped in to remind them of 

upcoming trips. During the interview process, I noticed certain students behaved differently than 

they had during the field trips. In hindsight, this should have been expected as I myself 

experience vast behavioural differences when in nature as compared to a formal office setting. In 

particular, one student, William, stood out as behaving dramatically different in the interview 

session as compared to his behaviour on the field trips. 
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Outside, William was enthusiastic about learning and about answering and asking 

questions, and he was engaged in all activities. In the interview setting, however, he continuously 

fidgeted, interrupted, and displayed threatening outbursts towards other students—behaviours 

that I learned were also commonly encountered in class. Both Mr. Karlson and Mr. Bradley 

commented that William’s behavioural and academic performance had been affected by the field 

trips. Mr. Karlson stated: 

I think he is a success story for our alternative school program this year. . . . Certainly the 

field trips have contributed to his positive experience, and this is hopefully a big step for 

him back into the education system. 

By creating a learning environment built on a foundation of physical exploration, active 

engagement, observation, and discussion, students like William are able to actively engage with 

learning material using their own previous experience and skills to understand concepts, as 

opposed to interpreting information from texts, computer programs, or workbooks. Field trips 

can create more opportunities for student engagement given the variety of teaching tactics 

required to address the hands-on nature of the outdoor environment. 

Social Effects of Experiential Learning 

In addition to attitudes towards learning, students were asked about how they felt the 

field trip experiences affected other students, specifically how the field trips may have affected 

the ways in which students interact with each other and teachers. The following is an 

amalgamation of questions students were asked relating to attitudes towards learning, 

immediately followed by examples of relevant responses from interview sessions. 

Depending on how the conversation proceeded, participants were asked the following 

questions: 
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Have you noticed any changes in how you interact with other students? Or how other 

students interact with each other or teachers after the field trips? Can you describe any 

changes you’ve noticed on how you interact with other students or how students interact 

with each other or teachers? 

The response from Lauren was as follows: 

Yeah definitely, on field trips people are talking to each other more . . . Everyone I’ve 

talked to during the field trip were really into it. You know especially like when the cool 

things happen I can see people like “wow that’s cool.” Maybe if they don’t really love 

science I think learning about the herons and getting to see them is kind of cool for them 

and they’re suddenly interested in it. I can say it’s definitely helping like the social 

aspect, helping people talk to each other. After the field trip everyone’s talking about it: 

what their experience was and comparing it. Even the people who stayed behind want to 

hear about it too. I think everyone’s enjoyed them for sure. 

Ashley responded by saying, 

I think it brought, our going on field trips, brought us all closer because we talk a lot in 

the field trips, at appropriate times I mean, and we got to know each other better . . . 

instead of just judging everybody . . . we all became closer, all the students. And then the 

teachers . . . getting to know the teachers better and understanding them. 

Chris explained, 

I do kind of notice a difference from how the way teachers and students interact, 

especially the way students interact in school compared to if we’re out on a field, we’re 

not stuck in a classroom. It’s just they feel more creative, they feel more outgoing . . . 
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Mostly with how the students interact with each other and their enthusiasm . . . towards 

listening while you’re talking . . . they want to listen more. 

The response from Grace was as follows: 

We got to know each other a lot more, because we had to buddy up for fishing and stuff, 

so it’s kind of like a bonding thing and we all had a lot of bonding. And we all had a lot 

of fun and we all said we did. 

Olivia shared, 

I found that I ended up talking to people in other classes more than I usually would 

because I would just do my work normally, then have my breaks. But now during my 

breaks I actually like talk to people from other classes because I have went on the field 

trips with them and talk . . . just being in the same surrounding area . . . because you did 

put us in groups, and we’re all learning the same thing and not doing all independent 

work. 

Many students noted an increase in the social atmosphere around field trips and added 

that fellow students were more welcoming to conversations and discussion about subject 

material. Students reported feeling more at ease around each other, less likely to judge each 

other, more enthusiastic towards listening to others, and more creative. The concept of creating 

new bonds and becoming closer with other students and teachers was also mentioned and 

suggests that the field trips played a facilitating role in creating, or redefining, relationships. 

Teachers also noted that the trips had a social impact on students, specifically an increase in 

positive social interaction between students, which indicates that the trips helped strengthen and 

build a sense of community within the school based on the students’ shared experiences. 
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Staff and teachers recognized the social effects of the field trips, specifically related to 

the increased sense of school community. Teachers highlighted the importance of shared 

experiences and the relaxed setting of field trips as factors that contributed to improved 

relationships between students and teachers. These results are significant in legitimizing the use 

of field trips with alternative students as positive interpersonal relationships are critical in 

supporting youth success. The following is an amalgamation of questions teachers were asked 

that related to the social impacts of field trips, immediately followed by examples of relevant 

responses from interview sessions. 

Depending on how the conversation proceeded, teachers were asked the following 

questions: 

Have you noticed any changes in how the students act, interact with each other? What 

have you found is the most surprising outcome you’ve noticed as a result of the field 

trips? 

In response to these questions Mrs. Thompson replied, 

I noticed, I can sense from my students that they are more approachable. That my own 

classroom students would be more willing to ask questions and not feel like they’re being 

looked down upon if they ask questions. I think they feel it’s okay to ask these questions 

and we’ll learn together type of deal. I’ve also noticed my neighbouring students in other 

classrooms just dropping by even just to say hello. That’s something you don’t always 

get every day from alternate education students and if they come by and say hello and 

want to know how your weekend was I think that’s pretty cool. Definitely a positive 

interaction amongst our student community. 
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The most surprising I would say is that the students seem to always get along. It’s built a 

lot of community in the school . . . The kids can look back at this experience, and they 

can talk about them. So they’ve created that and they feel sort of ownership of that. And 

when you talked to them about the field trip, their face sort of glows and like, “Yes! Yes! 

Why weren’t you there?” They’re complaining to the other kids about not being there 

which I find really interesting. 

I found that really interesting for the students to sort of be mixed up in different groups 

because they didn’t always go straight to their own classroom peers. That they were able 

to mix up, and someone will take someone under their wing and they learned how to 

cooperate, show their strengths, and work together. I thought that was really powerful. 

Mr. Karlson responded by saying, 

Well, I think there’s definitely more of a comfort, more of a safe feeling, amongst the 

students here at the school. I think there are multiple factors, but certainly, staff going out 

with students and having a shared experience goes a long ways to bonding the students 

and the staff together. I think a shared experience is often a tremendous bonding agent. I 

think it’s an important opportunity to have these experiences together, and I think it’s 

made for a warmer, kinder, friendlier place amongst the students. Some of that would be 

just a factor of time now they they’ve been together, the students and the staff, for almost 

10 months now. But I really do believe in a shared bonding experience that you get from 

experiences, and I’m sure that contributed. 

Finally, Mr. Bradley shared, 

How they interact with each other—some of the kids take on leadership roles and not 

realize it. Where somebody might be acting silly, another kids is taking a leadership role, 
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and the kid who is being silly is now listening to the student who seemed to have a 

knowledge base. Sometimes kids pick up knowledge they didn’t intend to pick up and 

then they’re sharing that information with their friends. I would say it’s more of a 

positive interaction, kid-to-kid, than it is to kid-to-teacher. 

The following words—talk(ing), really, more, feel, definitely, enthusiasm, cool, everyone, 

interact, closer, helping—were highlighted in a word cloud analysis of responses to the question, 

“Have you noticed any changes in how students interact with each other?” (see Figure 3). 

 
Figure 3. Word cloud analysis showing emphasis of what teachers reported as changes in student 

interactions. 

Responses indicate that the changes were positive (cool, enthusiasm, helping) and 

involved differences observed with regards to student talking(ing), interact(ions), helping, and 

enthusiasm which are traits associated with building positive relationships (Fox & Avramidis, 

2003). The words really, more, and definitely indicate emphasis that respondents felt necessary 

to highlight the extent of the changes observed. Interact, everyone, and closer suggest that 

multiple students were involved, which is also an indication of building relationships. These 
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responses indicate that, as a result of the field trips, students interacted, talked, and engaged more 

with each other and teachers (everyone, closer) and all while exploring and learning new 

material. 

Legitimizing the Use of Field Trips 

Previous research has supported the idea that wilderness adventure therapy and outdoor 

programs may be successful intervention strategies for alternative students; however, little 

research was available regarding ongoing integrated outdoor programs as part of regular 

scheduled classes. Perhaps this is the result of teachers being unable to justify using class time 

for activities not deemed academic. Having worked for educational organizations prior to my 

thesis research, I recognized that teachers continually face questions regarding their teaching 

choices; therefore, I incorporated their concern for justification into the final interview question. 

I wanted to understand how the teachers felt the field trips could be justified for use in alternative 

schools. The following are the responses from each of the three teachers interviewed. 

I asked teachers the following question: 

Imagine that you’ve been asked to explain the use of field trips to the school board. Can 

you describe how you would explain how the field trips have been used to teach 

curriculum components? 

The response from Mrs. Thompson was as follows: 

The students get to have first-hand learning and explore their own environment, and I feel 

like there’s no better way to learn it like in actual reality and making connections to our 

own science learning outcomes that we have. That it’s much more valuable for students 

to be able to see everything first hand and experience something happening in nature and 
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see those examples and be able to discuss them with their peers as well as with their 

instructors and by having those first-hand sort of the pictures, the visual. 

I’ll never forget going out and walking with the kids and just having them pause and stop 

and just walk and be and listen. And ask questions a few minutes later just to tell me what 

they got from that. You can’t recreate that in the classroom. So I find those experiences 

do really enhance their learning, and I think that’s really the only way you can learn: by 

actually going out and experiencing things. So I would justify field trips for all of our 

students because I think that that’s how learning’s created, being out and exploring. 

That’s the best way for our kids to be able to learn. 

Mr. Karlson replied by saying, 

I’ve known science teachers that will say their whole course is “read these pages, answer 

these questions, read these pages, answer these questions” and then a lab once in a while. 

A lab is experiential in a way, but it’s still extremely artificial . . . So I think experiential 

learning makes the kids feel that they’re actually learning something as opposed to just 

checking up boxes and answering questions . . . They’re learning things as opposed to 

completing courses. I think experiential learning can be one of the ways that helps us to 

re-engage some of the learners that we are losing in our school system. 

Mr. Bradley explained: 

The field trips have been used to support curriculum, and that’s our job as teachers to 

follow the curriculum. With kids like these, it’s a different learning style, where often 

you don’t have a chance to interact with one another because you were doing packaged 

material. That is, you’re at a grade level/subject level and all of two people are doing the 

same thing at the same time. So this the field trips give you a chance to pull together and 
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look at words that’ll apply to your grade level and the unit in whatever course your 

taking. 

So it’s a little bit more work for you as a coordinator and for the teacher to dialogue and 

make sure you know, how does this fit to what course. Once you have determined that 

it’s now a learning style that goes beyond reading and writing, to one of hands on and 

doing. Some people would say you remember more, most people remember more, if they 

actually get to do something rather than watch somebody else do it or listen to somebody 

else talk about it. 

Teachers were confident that the use of field trips was an effective alternative approach to 

teaching that was of great benefit for these students. The fact that students were learning 

experientially as part of the field trip was highlighted by all three teachers interviewed as the 

main influencing factor in the success of the programs, as it was something that simply could not 

be replicated in a classroom setting. Similarities between the hands-on aspect of field trips and 

labs were drawn; however, it was noted that “[labs are] still extremely artificial” whereas field 

trips allow students to “actually learn something as opposed to just checking boxes and 

answering questions” (Mr. Karlson). Field trips were identified as very valuable for students as a 

means to learn as suggested by Mrs. Thompson’s comment, “No better way to learn it like in 

actual reality.” 

It is also important to note that all three teachers identified field trips as particularly 

beneficial for these alternative students in regards to increased engagement opportunities, both 

with the learning material as well as each other. This suggests that field trips affected the way 

students approached learning and may have played an important role in the development of 

positive relationships. Mr. Bradley’s comment—”With kids like these, it’s a different learning 
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style, where often you don’t have a chance to interact with one another because you were doing 

packaged material”—is reflective of the individualized learning taking place within the school 

that limits social interactions and discussions between students about the learning material. His 

previous comments about “kids talking about the curriculum” as a result of the field trips 

highlights the potential for field trips to promote healthy relationships while supplementing the 

curriculum. 

Although Mr. Bradley noted that field trips require “a little bit more work, it’s worth it to 

go past the reading and writing so that the kids can be hands on,” he supported the extra effort 

required in planning and implementing such programs. Overall, teachers agreed that the field 

trips were beneficial to the students by providing an alternative learning approach, opportunities 

for developing new skills, and positive social interactions between students and teachers. This 

was beautifully summarized by Mrs. Thompson’s comment that the field trips were “valuable for 

students to be able to see everything first hand and experience something happening in nature 

and see those examples and be able to discuss them with their peers.” 

Chapter Summary 

In assessing the effects of the field trips on students’ knowledge and skills, it is clear to 

me that these two components are closely connected; thus, I think it is appropriate to suggest that 

students use their skills in gaining and interpreting knowledge. Anthony reflected, “Normally 

you see a creek and you just see a creek. You don’t think of how the creek moves.” This is an 

eloquent and simple example of the integration of observation and understanding. It was only by 

observing, interpreting, and reflecting that Anthony noticed his own perceptions had changed, 

which may influence how he observes and interprets information in the future. Anthony’s 

example is directly reflective of Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model in which learners 
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experience something, reflect upon the experience to create meaning, develop an abstract 

conceptualization of what that information means, and use the experience as the basis for further 

exploring and experimenting. 

Respondents had no negative comments about their field trip experiences. Two students 

did respond with “I don’t know” to some of the questions; however, these two students were 

admittedly shy about answering open-ended questions for what seemed to be a fear of answering 

incorrectly. Additionally, three students who participated in group interviews provided vague 

answers that could not be coded to the same extent of other students; however, these students 

seemed apprehensive about sharing further due to the group setting and would likely have 

provided more descriptive answers if interviewed one-on-one. 

The interview results suggest that both students and teachers observed and experienced 

positive effects as a result of the field trips. Increased knowledge, development of skills, and 

positive attitudes towards learning support the use of field trips in teaching curriculum content. 

Increased social engagement and the creation of positive student and student–teacher 

relationships suggest that the effects of field trips may extend beyond the specific experience and 

individual participants. Student enjoyment of the field trip activities had an effect on their 

attitudes towards learning. The field trips also facilitated the development of positive 

relationships between students and teachers and provided an avenue for social and emotional 

support as well as academic support. The rich dialogue from students and teachers suggest that 

field trips can go beyond teaching the curriculum by connecting and supporting many facets of 

student achievement: knowledge, skills, attitudes, and relationships. These ideas will be further 

discussed in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusions 

This last chapter discusses and interprets the results of the research and presents 

significant findings, including the effects of curriculum-connected field trips on students’ 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes as well as the unexpected information gained about the effects of 

those trips on student relationships. This discussion also centres these results in the existing 

research, and provides recommendations for further research. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this research was to understand the effects of field trips (i.e., curriculum-

connected experiential learning outside of a classroom or school) on alternative students’ 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes related to learning about science and nature. A series of 

curriculum-connected field trips was provided for a group of alternative students and the 

qualitative effects of their participation was assessed. Over the duration of the research, it 

became apparent that knowledge, skills, and attitudes are intricately connected to the 

relationships students have with themselves, the learning materials, and with others within the 

school—both adults and peers. This research consisted of two significant components: 

• the creation, delivery, and ongoing observation of the effects of five curriculum-

connected experiential science field trips for alternative students; and 

• a scripted interview session with participants that consisted of a series of questions 

relating to the main research objectives after the students had completed the field 

trips. 

Discussion 

When analyzing the information relating to knowledge and skills, I noticed it was 

apparent that the field trips had had a positive effect on student knowledge and skills. 
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Additionally, the subtle psychological components interwoven into students’ responses surprised 

me, and I believe it is important to recognize these aspects when discussing this research. 

Knowledge. When initially asked to share a story about what they had learned, students 

appeared confused and unsure of the correct response despite being reminded that there were no 

correct responses. In hindsight, the question was likely perceived as similar to “what did you 

learn in school today,” which is often asked by parents and is generally answered with “nothing” 

or a faint-hearted shrug. Minimalistic responses such as this suggest students may feel 

uncomfortable or unable to gauge their own learning. Some may believe that they cannot learn, 

which may be a result of viewing themselves through a deficit lens (Gregg, 1999; Loutzenheiser, 

2002). 

During the interview with Andrew, the open nature of the questions obviously caused a 

great deal of anxiety, resulting in long periods of silence. I found this perplexing as Andrew had 

stated that “talking about it would get it done faster” despite having indicated a strong preference 

for multiple choice style questions “because there’s more of a chance of getting it right.” This is 

reflective of previous research showing student discomfort with ambiguous questions that lack 

one “right” response (Lovelace & Brickman, 2013). Andrew continued to provide brief and 

vague responses even with reassurance that I was genuinely interested in his unique responses 

and specifically highlighted that there were no incorrect responses. This further supports the idea 

that students like Andrew actively filter what they say in order to mitigate being perceived as not 

smart (Gregg, 1999; Jacobson, 2013). 

This difficulty was not unique to Andrew and was observed with many of the student 

participants. To address this, a revised version of the question, as suggested by Wengraf (2013), 

was utilized as a follow up to the original question and asked students to imagine explaining 
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what they had learned to another student. The responses changed dramatically from an attitude of 

self-doubt to self-confidence. By changing the emphasis of the question to focus on what 

individuals had experienced rather than what the individual perceived they were meant to 

experience, students seemed to have greater confidence in the validity of their responses. This 

suggests that students may initially believe their experiences do not represent learning; however, 

when presented the opportunity for self-reflection, students began to recognize the extent of their 

understanding, which can help them to develop more positive attitudes towards their own 

learning processes. Students’ awareness of their own learning and development increases as a 

result of discussing and reflecting on their experiences. 

Curriculum content. Given the introduction of the follow-up question to release 

students from the need to get it right, students were able to describe activities, discussions, and 

facts learned up to 3 months prior. Responses varied in depth and detail, and each student 

identified at least one specific activity and provided information and facts about the concepts 

learned, which indicated students had learned and understood the context of the information. I 

was able to observe that students had retained information and developed further understanding 

of the curriculum material, which indicates a positive relationship between field trips and 

potential academic achievement. This suggests and corroborates past research that well-planned 

field trips can successfully deliver curriculum content and positively contribute to students’ 

academic success (Caulkins, 2010). 

Skills. Similar to the first set of questions related to knowledge, student responses to 

skills questions were vague; however, when skills were discussed in the context of abilities that 

may be listed on a resume or actions that could be practiced, the responses grew richer. 

Observational skills were most readily self-identified as having improved. Many students 
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highlighted an awareness of their increased attention to detail, as described by Zach: “Now I look 

closer at items . . . and try to see the finer details, to see if there’s more behind what I really 

saw.” The field trips created unique skill development opportunities by providing students with 

hands-on experiences in settings where they were required to successfully interpret and navigate 

learning material using skills such as observation, attention to detail, and communication. 

Attitudes. Properly planned curriculum-connected field trips reflect Armstrong’s (2012) 

concept of positive niche construction in which “advantageous environments minimize 

weaknesses and maximize strengths and thereby help students flourish in school” (p. 13). Field 

trips afford significant benefits to students like William by providing a range of learning styles 

that highlight individual strengths and enable the use of these strengths in navigating the learning 

material. In highlighting students strengths, learning opportunities become more enjoyable and 

students’ perceptions of themselves can become more positive (Armstrong, 2012). The natural 

world as a classroom has a myriad of benefits, not the least of which is spontaneity and a chance 

to interact with complex environments filled with variables that are always changing. They are 

truly a multiring circus with things to see, do, and try to understand in all directions. No two trips 

are ever the same and therein lies the opportunity for learning “magic” to occur in such positive 

outdoor niches. 

Engaging differently. When students and teachers share experiences outside of the 

classroom setting, both parties interact with each other in new ways and take on new roles and 

responsibilities; this can lead to understanding their relationships with each other in a new light. 

Field trips can naturally aid in increasing the depth and complexity of relationships and in 

changing participant interactions through games, activities, and discussions. In the interviews, 

students repeatedly described interactions arising from group relay races, games, and activities, 
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which helped them to associate with learning concepts and to strengthen the interconnections. 

This reflects Fox and Avramidis’s (2003) suggestion that outdoor programs can achieve learning 

objectives while promoting social development. Students are able to redefine how they relate to 

other, often leading to closer bonds. Olivia indicated this by saying: 

I think the field trips brought us all closer . . . and we got to know each other better . . . 

instead of just judging everybody . . . we all became closer, all of the students. And 

getting to know the teachers better and understanding them. 

Students will maintain status-quo relationships until outside influences, such as field trips, which 

require different engagement opportunities and push social boundaries. Both of these ancillary 

products are another benefit of field trips. 

I also observed that relationships between students and teachers had improved. Many 

students reflected positively about the change in interactions with teachers during the field trips, 

and Ashley indicated that I “look cooler” as a result. This comment suggests that field trips can 

positively influence student perceptions of teachers and adults as some of the classroom veneer 

of “the authority” is stripped away by the act of sharing experiences and learning new 

information together. Students were perceived as “more approachable” (Mrs. Thompson), 

whereas teachers were observed to be more relaxed, no longer the “big bad guy” (Lauren). 

Students voiced appreciation for the opportunity to be seen “working as independent young 

adults that are capable of making their own decisions” (Lauren), which can significantly support 

student achievement by affecting students’ self-perceptions and approaches to learning 

challenges. Overall, the shared experiences “made for a warmer, kinder, friendlier place amongst 

the students” (Mr. Karlson) indicating that positive relationships built on respect and trust were 
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developed during the field trips. These kinds of relationships are a significant asset in supporting 

student success (Calabrese, Hummel, & San Martin, 2007; Henderson, 2013; Sadowski, 2013). 

Transferance to nonparticipants. Although it is natural for relationships and a sense of 

community to develop over time within a school setting, both teachers and students emphasized 

the role of field trips in accelerating the development of positive social relationships between 

students and between students and teachers as well as in the creation of a stronger school 

community as a whole. I was inspired to hear students comment on the effects of the field trips 

spreading beyond the day of activities and particularly to hear how other students, who did not 

participate in the research, were observed to be affected. 

Students were also able to recognize an increase in their own interactions. The findings 

suggested that the effectiveness of field trips is not limited only to the direct participants as the 

social benefits of field trip experiences were observed by students sharing the experiences 

throughout the school community. Schools that employ integrated curriculum-connected field 

trips may experience the benefits twofold: benefits to participants as well as benefits that extend 

to the whole school community. 

Leverage of relationships. Recognition of the role of relationships is a significant and 

powerful outcome of this research as relationships are considered to be one of the most powerful 

leverage points in helping students overcome challenges (Henderson, 2013). Too often, we see 

the common misconception that alternative students are “bad kids” that misbehave purposefully. 

It is forgotten that these students face a myriad of challenges every day that influence their 

behaviour and engagement and that often cause a continuous state of high alert that is reflected in 

fight-or-flight reactions to their immediate circumstances (Warshof & Rappaport, 2013). The 

following diagram highlights the fact that, although there are internal factors that determine a 
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youth’s outward behaviour, many external variables create the situation to which the youth is 

reacting (see Figure 4). 

 
Figure 4. Internal and external factors potentially influencing youth behaviour and achievement. 

Note. Adapted from “An ecological model of factors affecting resiliency,” by Embrace the 

Future: Resiliency Resource Centre. Copyright 2005 by Mental Health Foundation of Australia. 

This diagram provides examples of what influences may affect the student, and it 

highlights the different levels of influence that affect youth behaviour. Those items closer to the 

centre of the circle depict strong influences, whereas those further from the centre indicate less 
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direct influence. It is important to note, however, that each level of influence affects the others. 

For example, the state of the economy may not appear to play a direct influence on the personal 

values of a youth, but it may affect the financial situation at home and money-related family 

stress and may be reflected in the quality of or perceived “in style” clothing the student may 

wear to school—all of which may affect student’s behaviour in certain situations such as 

deciding to take on a part time job. 

In understanding the interconnected influences of a student life, educators may find 

insight into ways to better support learning and student success. The results of this research 

showed that field trips integrated with the curriculum not only seek to and are designed to teach 

the curriculum, they create opportunities for support (from other students and teachers) which 

involves students in new ways of learning and thinking which can increase confidence and well-

being. Field trips may also provide a natural way to engage and make students aware of these 

different influences by getting them outside of their normal classrooms and out into the 

community. 

I believe the emphasis that I placed on creating positive relationships—through the 

design of the lesson plans and the ways in which I interacted with the participants—played a 

significant role in the outcome of the field trips. As mentioned in Chapter 3, specific care was 

taken to ensure that participation was voluntary and that student opinions and decisions were 

respected. Additionally, each field trip was developed and designed in a way that created a 

“mellow” learning environment in which students and teachers could let their guard down. This 

laid the groundwork for successful, productive, mutually respectful relationships. Without these 

relationships, I believe the results of this research, with regard to social interactions, would have 

been dramatically different. 
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Relationships that are developed and strengthened through field trips can play a 

significant role in the lives of youth. Recent literature on building resilience in youth has 

indicated that caring, healthy, and supportive relationships are the most important contributing 

factor of student success (Henderson, 2013; Sadowski, 2013; Warshof & Rappaport, 2013). The 

use of field trips as a means to increase student knowledge, develop skills, and to build healthy 

relationships is a well-rounded approach to improving self-confidence and to providing the 

critical support alternative students need to succeed. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

I suggest that future research seek to engage teachers in identifying ways to increase the 

use of field trips as a regular means of teaching curriculum and engaging students in experiential 

learning rather than use them only as special events—if they happen at all. Investigation of 

student and parent and/or guardian perceptions about the use of field trips would also be valuable 

for future research, as perceptions were a factor that contributed to the self-selection sample bias. 

Certainly further investigations could be conducted into ways that curriculum-connected field 

trips could be regularly inserted into classroom schedules—both in regular and especially in 

alternative programs. This would need some understanding of and suggestions for ways in which 

this could be effectively achieved with limited or repurposed resources. 

Conclusion 

When students view learning as “obligatory and extrinsic, it shares qualities with work” 

(Benton, 2013). Whereas when learning experiences are novel, fun and hands on, students 

reported finding the overall learning experience enjoyable. I liken the multifaceted approach 

taken in the field trips to creating a positive pressure environment where information is provided 

in so many different forms that knowledge and skills are developed naturally by means of 
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participation. I found this to be completely opposite to a reading- and writing-based learning 

environment in which students must interpret and select the important bits of information from 

confusing text and questions. 

Although the read-write-repeat approach provides educators with a standardized teaching 

and, subsequently, grading strategies with easily identified right or wrong answers, it puts the 

onus on the student to tease out connections and to build a working understanding of the 

material. It is as if students are being presented the material that they are expected to learn 

without being taught the way to properly interpret or make meaning from it. During curriculum-

connected field trips, the “how” of the learning is reinforced by the modelling of the leader and 

the excitement from the sensory inputs from the environment that demand participation and 

observation. Although many wonderful teachers do go the extra mile to help students learn how 

to learn, it can be challenging for students to master concepts on their own. 

Experiential learning opportunities provide settings ripe with facts, concepts, and theories 

that can be viewed in context, and these opportunities can potentially create real understanding 

based on real experiences. Students may then be better able to build their own unique 

understanding of new material and find relevance to it within the context of their own lives. This 

is the strength of field trips. 

Through this research, I have come to understand that it is critical to recognize that 

students’ perceived knowledge, skills, and attitudes are parts of an entwined and complex web of 

factors that influence their academic achievement. The components I set out to understand—

knowledge, skills, and attitudes—are not separate from each other but rather nested within and 

overlapping with many other influential factors such as social dynamics, school community, 

student-teacher relationships, student self-perceptions, life circumstances, and societal 
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expectations (Calabrese et al., 2007; Klem & Connell, 2004; Loutzenheiser, 2002). The exact 

effects of a program or the individual factors that promote success of a student cannot be 

identified in isolation from other influences. Therefore, to be successful, initiatives promoting 

student success must employ a holistic approach that addresses the complexity of alternative 

students’ lives and that adapts any initiatives accordingly. 

Finally, the results of the research indicate that curriculum-connected field trips do have 

overall positive effects on students enrolled in alternative school programs. The field experiences 

provided a comprehensive range of activities that accommodated each student’s unique learning 

challenges and played to their individual strengths. One of the clear conclusions from the 

research is that curriculum-connected field trips provide positive hands-on experiences from 

which students can build understanding, develop skills, and cultivate positive learning 

relationships with both peers and adults. These outcomes can significantly affect student 

engagement rates and assist in building a positive and thriving school community. 
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Appendix A: Invitation to Participate 

[Email Address] 
[Telephone Number] 

[Email Address] 



Effects of Field Trips on Alternative Students      95 

Appendix B: Letter of Agreement and Consent for Parents 
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[Email Address] 
[Telephone Number] 
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Appendix C: Letter of Agreement and Consent for Staff 
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[Email Address] 
[Telephone Number] 
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Appendix D: Field Trip PLOs 

Science 10: Chapters 1-3 
Life Science: Sustaining Earth’s Ecosystems 

Chapter Section Topic 

Tr
ip

 #
1

 

Tr
ip

 #
2

 

Tr
ip

 #
3

 

Tr
ip

 #
4

 

Tr
ip

 #
5

 

Sustaining 
Earth’s 

Ecosystems 
Chapter 1 

1.1 

Describe the factors that influence the 

characteristics and distribution of biomes on Earth. 

     

Identify biotic and abiotic characteristics of biomes 

and ecosystems. 

     

1.1 & 

1.2 

Explain the interaction of biotic and abiotic 

components of biomes and ecosystems.  

     

1.2 

Relate plant and animal adaptations to 

environmental conditions in biomes and 

ecosystems. 

     

Understand the biotic interactions among 

populations and communities in ecosystems. 

     

Sustaining 
Earth’s 

Ecosystems 
Chapter 2 

2.1 
Explain how energy flows through food chains, 

food webs, and food pyramids. 

     

2.2 
Describe how nutrients are cycled in an ecosystem.      

2.3 

Explain how chemicals can accumulate and cause 
harm to organisms in ecosystems. 

     

Demonstrate an understanding of how human 

activities affect biodiversity. 

     

Sustaining 
Earth’s 

Ecosystems 
Chapter 3 

3.1 

Explain how species adapt to changes in their 

environments. 

     

Explain how ecosystems naturally change over 

time. 

     

Explain how the impact of natural phenomenon 

can alter an ecosystem. 

     

3.2 
Explain how human activities affect and change 
ecosystems 

     

3.3 
Demonstrate an understanding of how introduced 
species can alter ecosystems. 
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Science 8: Chapter 10 & 11 
Chapter 10: The water cycle plays a vital role  
Chapter 12: Changes in water quantity and quality can effect living things 

Chapter Section Topic 

Tr
ip

 #
1

 

Tr
ip

 #
2

 

Tr
ip

 #
3

 

Tr
ip

 #
4

 

Tr
ip

 #
5

 

Chapter 10 

10.1 Distribution of Water      

10.3 Sources of Fresh Water      

Chapter 12 

12.1 Freshwater Environments      

12.2 Saltwater Environments      

12.3 Water Quality and Its Effects on Living things      
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Appendix E: Pretrip Student Survey 

 



Effects of Field Trips on Alternative Students      102 

 



Effects of Field Trips on Alternative Students      103 

Appendix F: Lesson Plan 1—Silverdale Wetlands 
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Appendix G: Lesson Plan 2—Temperate Rainforest 
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Appendix H: Lesson Plan 3—Migration Station 
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Appendix I: Student Interview Script 
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Appendix J: Teacher Interview Script 
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