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Abstract  

 

 Increasingly, our youth are becoming disconnected from the natural world and withdrawn 

from community life. I believe that residential outdoor experiences (ROE) provide learning 

opportunities that lead over time to an affirmation of self that is inclusive of society and the 

environment. Yet in Ontario, facilities, programs, curriculum and teacher training in the field of 

outdoor education are being systematically dismantled. This dissertation considers the question: 

How is learning enhanced through the regular participation in ROE? The summer camp provides 

a holistic residential outdoor setting for a case study that explores contextual learning within the 

personal, social and physical domains. This research takes a mixed methods approach along with 

significant narrative aspects to illustrate the findings from the perspective of the researcher, past 

participants and current participants within The Hollows Camp Study.  Findings show that ROE 

contributed significantly to the learning of participants in the areas of: self-concept, self-

regulation, self-efficacy, peer teaching, cooperation, teambuilding, modeling, celebration of 

socio-cultural diversity, and respect for the environment. Outdoor educational findings showed 

that experiential learning was remembered with fondness, clarity and accuracy. Many of the 

learning lessons from the ROE were described as having successfully transferred to later life 

situations. The thesis concludes with implications towards ongoing education in comprehensive 

school curricula.   
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

   

 Much of westernized society is urban based, sedentary, consumer driven and 

increasingly withdrawn from community life. The concept of community itself has 

become so varied and bewildering that it no longer conveys meaning in a conventional 

sense.  Ideals of community often imply an individual and collective concern for others 

along with a sense of self as a contributing member (Ridley, 1997). They can include 

notions of civic pride or duty towards the physical spaces within which we live, work, 

learn and play (Putnam, 2000).  Traditionally, the inclusion of natural spaces has also 

been part of our understanding for the overall health of a community (Hough, 1990; 

McHarg, 1992). Natural spaces are in fact communities unto themselves; an expansive 

biological world that is fundamental to the sustaining of our own (Capra, 2004; Fox, 

1990; Naess, 1986). 

   Increasingly, our youth are becoming disconnected from the natural world. Ideas 

about how symbiotic relationships might be established between self and nature or 

community and nature are often difficult to conceptualize living within a landscape 

dominated by urban sprawl. I believe that residential outdoor experiences provide 

learning opportunities that lead over time to an affirmation of self that is inclusive of 

society and the environment. For example, when coordinated with curricular schooling 

outdoor experiences can break down social hegemonies that are often barriers to learning 

within the school setting (Lieberman & Hoody, 1998). Outdoor education is recognized 

as promoting the development of leadership, self-concept, cognitive function, 

interpersonal skills, motivation and self-regulation (Csikszentmihayi 1991; Neill 2002; 

Smith et al., 1992). Residential camp programs have been shown to develop strong links 

between youth and community (Bialeschki et al., 2002). Most importantly, in the same 
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way that language immersion can make the difference between rudimentary competence 

and fluency, an opportunity to actually reside in a nature setting can make for a greater 

appreciation and understanding when learning about the natural world and natural 

processes.  

 Yet in Ontario, facilities, programs, curricula and teacher education in the field of 

outdoor education are being systematically dismantled (Puk & Behm, 2001). This 

dissertation considers the question: How is learning enhanced through regular 

participation in residential outdoor experiences? Through The Hollows Camp Study, I 

explore how learning occurs within the personal, social and physical domains, inherent to 

the residential summer camp setting, and concomitant to residential outdoor experiences 

in general. 

 A recent research study commissioned by the Canadian Camping Association 

indicates  that "forty-seven percent of Canadians attended an overnight camp when they 

were children” and that “Eighty-four percent of all Canadians feel that camps are 

important in providing children with social,  practical, physical, and other life skills, that 

they might not get elsewhere" (Ipsos-Reid, 2001, p. 14-15).  Summer camps are 

commonly perceived as somehow fixed and timeless; enclaves of youthful outdoor 

adventure set apart from an ever-changing world. 

 In this dissertation, the summer camp serves as a well grounded site for a case 

study on learning in the outdoors. Camps are generally located in natural settings. They 

are also often embodiments of abiding communities with shared common experiences 

from the standpoint of "social phenomenology" (Schutz, 1964).  Camp community 

members both past and present are the subject participants. The study takes a mixed-

methods approach applying both qualitative and quantitative techniques in keeping with a 

"pragmatic position" (Rocco et al., 2003). The study is designed as a sequential 
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exploration with three phases of data collection. Initially, qualitative data were compiled 

informally through long-term participant observation in my capacity as director/facilitator 

of The Hollows Camp. I also collected qualitative data through semi-structured 

interviews with seventeen former camper/staff. These participants are representative of 

the past eighteen years. Finally, I collected quantitative data by way of a purposive 

population survey questionnaire administered at camp to one hundred and thirteen 

residents of the community.  

 The intention of this research is to explore how learning contexts linked directly 

to participation in residential outdoor experiences can attest to the enrichment of life-long 

learning. Neill (2002), in undertaking a meta-analysis of current research on the outcomes 

of outdoor education stated: "To date very little research has explored the relationships 

between what stakeholders, such as staff and participants, say about a program's value 

and other indicators of the program's effectiveness. Thus, the validity of post-experience 

ratings remains an area for further investigation" (p. 75).  The Hollows Camp Study 

addresses this particular gap in the research literature as it pertains to contextual learning 

as well as providing data to support the claim that participants of residential outdoor 

experience derive recognizable benefits in both the short and the long terms (Hattie et al., 

1997; Marsh, 1999).  In meeting these criteria, this dissertation speaks to the need for a 

reconsideration and restoration of like programs in Ontario's publicly funded school 

system and teacher education academies.  

 

Personal Background and Context of the Study 

 For over twenty years both my personal lifestyle and professional endeavours 

have involved a substantive commitment to outdoor education and conservation 

activities. In 1982, my wife and I founded a residential summer camp for youth, seven to 
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fourteen years of age, and began to teach and facilitate outdoor education and 

environmental awareness through dynamic camp activities. I am presently a director of 

The Hollows Camp where I am active as an administrator as well as a coach and mentor 

to children and young adults. Over time, my interests have become focussed on how the 

physical and social setting of the summer camp encourages a contemplation of self, 

community and the natural world. These interests led to my explorations into how the 

camp context, a community of youth living for a time within a natural community, affects 

learning and in particular long-term learning. The Hollows Camp community and its 

extended family of former participants have agreed to help probe these questions and are 

the participant subjects within The Hollows Camp Study.   

 My academic studies at York University, Toronto include an honours BA in 

humanities and a MES in environmental education. I have facilitated environmental 

programs in the classroom and in the field at the elementary and secondary school level. 

As a Ph.D. student at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of the University of 

Toronto I have also had four consecutive years as a teaching assistant, course developer 

and guest lecturer at the University of Toronto, Division of the Environment. In addition, 

I was a team researcher and curriculum developer for a joint Ontario Institute for Studies 

in Education/University of Melbourne project on student interest and motivation, funded 

by the Social Science and Humanities Research Council under the direction of Dr. 

Suzanne Hidi. 

 The impetus for The Hollows Camp Study stems from my personal involvement 

as a camp director. Over the years many participants have come to camp as small 

children and have continued to attend throughout their adolescent and university years. 

Though all inevitably move on into adulthood and occupational life many maintain a 

kinship with The Hollows. This is not a unique situation for summer camp communities. 
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Many long established camps have strong bonds of extended family in the same way as 

many schools have strong alumni associations. But our camp has never organized any 

annual reunions or officially encouraged any interaction between present or former 

participants. Yet, former campers and staff members continually re-establish contact 

during the summers and in the off-season.  

  Many of my most profound learning experiences have taken place through direct 

personal interactions in a real world context. As such, I am very much a person who 

recognizes the value of experiential learning for both my students and my campers. I 

believe that by engaging in a task or interesting activity both physically and mentally, and 

then pursuing it with a good measure of persistence, one can successfully transform 

dreams or goals into a personal reality. But, I also have a healthy appreciation for the 

value of theory and good practical counsel in conjunction with experience. As such, it 

became apparent that in order to better understand and substantiate the learning 

phenomena that I was certain took place within the camp context I would have to explore 

the issue by way of an appropriate research procedure and ethical protocol. 

 

The Research Question 

 This dissertation is an inquiry into the possibilities for learning in context. Most 

schools, both public and private, in North America and abroad, allow for students to have 

an eight to ten week summer break and many young people spend at least part of this 

time at a residential camp. The summer camp offers a variety of teaching and learning 

opportunities unique to its physical and social setting (Hammerman et al., 2001; Irwin, 

1950; Kilpatrick, 1931; Knapp & Goodman, 1981; Marsh, 1999; Sharp, 1930). Camp is 

not school, but it does share many aspects with school both socially and educationally.  

An outdoor curriculum can provide unique experiences beneficial to a variety of learning 
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modules. Through my camping experience I developed a fuller appreciation for the 

nature of personal and social learning that can occur in an outdoor setting. As well, 

collegial reflection stemming from my long-term participant observation has evolved into 

narratives that are personally edifying and fundamental for the passing on of meaning. 

Camp is a place that is ideal for the recounting of tales and listening to the stories of 

others. 

 An outdoor curriculum is not a panacea for the limitations associated with a 

traditional classroom setting. Classroom settings and traditional modes of delivery are 

often well suited to specific subject material (Driver et al., 1994); however, a curriculum 

that includes regular out of the classroom and residential outdoor experiences should be 

recognized as a universal component essential to a comprehensive education (United 

Nations Educational, Scientific, & Cultural Organization, 1977; Puk, 2002). As such, the 

overarching research question is: How is learning enhanced through regular participation 

in residential outdoor experiences? 

 

The Thesis Outline 

Chapter 2 - Camping and Outdoor Education 

 Camping and Outdoor Education, begins with a concise history of camping in 

Ontario followed by a chronological review of educators whose pedagogical philosophies 

are the precursors to tenets and trends in outdoor education and organized camping. 

Public policies and the status of outdoor and environmental education in Ontario are then 

discussed. I draw attention to ideological and economic variables and outline the agendas 

of outdoor and environmental educational organizations (COEO, 2004; EEON, 2004a; 

Gidney, 1999).   
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 The discussion then moves specifically to camp settings as education settings and 

The Hollows Camp Study conceptual model is presented. Learning domains of the 

personal, social and physical are illustrated as a holistic context inherent to the research 

setting.   

 

Chapter 3 - Learning Contexts 

 Learning Contexts, are three individual literature reviews and discourses 

addressing the three learning domains: the physical, personal and social. A personal 

narrative related to the subject field introduces the discourse for each of the three 

domains.  

 

Chapter 4 - Methodology 

 The chapter on methodology illustrates and considers the merits of the research 

method as a mixed methods case study. Qualitative components include long-term 

participant observation combined with a two phase semi-structured/open ended interview 

process with seventeen past participants of the camp community. The quantitative 

element is a survey administered to one hundred and thirteen current participants of the 

camp community. I then discuss aspects of narrative analysis in consideration of the 

stories of the past participants and their connection to my narratives as the researcher. 

Narratives stemming from my long-term participant observation occur throughout the 

dissertation and adjoin the storied responses of the past participants.   

 

Chapter 5 - Past Participant Findings 

 The past participant findings explore in depth the recollections of seventeen past 

participants linked to relevant theoretical references and participant observation.  Their 
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stories are presented thematically with accompanying analyses relating to their learning 

within the domains of the personal, social and physical inherent to the research setting. 

Storied recollections specific to outdoor education and school experiences follow.  

 Narratives describing the pedagogical approaches of two young outdoor educators 

are then presented and act as point and counterpoint to the findings. These narratives are 

deconstructed with accompanying discussion and serve as an introduction to the findings 

on outdoor education.  

 

Chapter 6 - Current Participant Findings 

 The findings of the current participants presents frequency statistics generated 

through a survey using Likert scale questions. The frequency statistics reflect attitudinal 

agreement or disagreement of the current participants toward the supposed learning 

opportunities at camp as expressed by the past participants; and thereby assists in 

supporting or refuting any claims made by the past participants. Statistical responses are 

categorized within the personal, social, and physical domains and presented along with 

corresponding examples from the review of literature and responses of the past 

participants.  

 

Chapter 7 - Reflections and Implications 

 Reflections and Implications, summarizes the thesis and findings in a concise 

manner. The significance of the residential outdoor experience (ROE) is related to social, 

educational and environmental issues. The personal elements of the thesis journey and its 

meanings are expressed along with considerations for future research and related 

endeavours. 
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Organized Camping: A Concise History   

 Organized camping has been defined as, "an educational enterprise, located in an 

out-of-doors environment, which provides children with the opportunity to live, work, 

and play in a group situation; obtain experience and insight into many of the basic 

processes of life; and receive guidance from a mature counsellor" (Irwin, 1950, p.15-16). 

More recently the American Camping Association (ACA) described camp as an 

experience that "encourages children to value their uniqueness and to understand and 

appreciate their part in the larger community. [Camp community] helps children develop 

self-esteem, character, courage, responsibility, resourcefulness and cooperation…. camp 

experiences help children develop the healthy emotional and social skills necessary to 

grow into strong, considerate, competent adults" (ACA, 2004, p.1).  

 Frederick Gunn is generally recognized as the founder of the first school camp in 

North America (Back, 1983; Hammerman et al., 2000; Irwin, 1950). Gunn started the 

Gunnery Preparatory School for Boys in Washington, Connecticut, in 1861. He is 

described by Back (1983) as a holistically minded headmaster who "often shifted entire 

classrooms outdoors to enable students to pursue nature study and character-building 

activities" (p. 17). A pioneer in incorporating an outdoor camping program into school 

curriculum, his approach is a precursor to the progressive education movement as is 

evident in Back's (1983) statement that, "He believed the teacher should only provide 

direction and guidance, and leave decision-making to the student"  (Back, 1983, p. 18). 

 Much of the literature on the history of camping has been written and published 

by the founders of individual camps, their successors, or by the agency or association 

representing a camp or group of camps (Back, 1983; Lundell, 2000; Ontario Camping 
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Association (OCA), 1984). These works as a collection are in essence family albums, 

picture dairies, and memoirs which are of historical and often genealogical interest to a 

community of both extended as well as actual family members. Though it does not claim 

to be research from a social science or educational perspective it often allows for some 

useful insights into the educational philosophies that motivated these early practitioners 

of outdoor education.  In reviewing the principles upon which many early camps were 

founded one can recognize common pedagogical influences which are associated with a 

child-centred or progressive approach to educational philosophy (Kilpatrick, 1931; 

Mason, 1930; Statten, 1931). Throughout the late 1800's camping in Ontario was limited 

to short term summer adventures living in tents and centered primarily in the Lake 

Simcoe district. These camps were organized by groups such as the Y.M.C.A., Boy's 

Brigade, Boy Scouts, Big Brothers, Tuxis Boys and Trail Rangers, and generally had 

social reconstructionist objectives with programs that focussed on religious instruction, 

character building, health (fresh air, exercise  and three meals a day) swimming, canoeing 

and crafts.  These boys' camps were soon followed by the Girl Guides, Canadian Girls in 

Training, and the Y.W.C.A. with camps of their own. Co-ed camps were not established 

until the early fifties.  

 In 1900, A.L. Cochrane established Cochrane's Camp in Muskoka as the first 

private camp in Ontario. It became Camp Tamagami in 1903, and is still in operation 

today. By 1925, the number of private camps in Ontario had increased to only six or 

seven but agency camps were beginning to appear around the province. The leaders and 

directors of these camps regularly attended camping conferences in the United States. 
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The Camp Directors Association of America had been formed in 1924 but Ontario 

directors wanted an organization to address the issues of local camps specifically.  

 The Ontario Camping Association (OCA) was formed in 1933 with Taylor Statten 

as the first chair. He was subsequently elected first president of the Canadian Camping 

Association in 1936 and then became president of the American Camping Association 

(est. 1935) in 1941. He is the only Canadian to have held this position. The first members 

of the OCA included A.L. Cochrane (Tamagami), H.E. Chapman (Kagawong), Mary 

Edgar (Glen Bernard), Mary Hamilton (Tanamakoon), Fern Halliday (Oconto), and 

Taylor and Ethel Statten (Ahmek/Wapomeo). 

 The OCA was not just an organization for private camps but was open to anyone 

engaged in any aspect of camping. The interests of the OCA encompass the development 

and maintenance of high standards in the areas of camp activities and programs, health, 

accommodation and staffing (OCA, 1984). Nationally, the Canadian Camping 

Association (CCA) was established in 1936 with a mandate to "further the interests and 

welfare of children, youths and adults through camping as an educative, recreative, and 

character developing experience" is the international representative of the all of the 

provincial camping associations throughout the country (CCA, 1978).   

 There are now over three hundred member camps in the Ontario Camping 

Association with many others representative of other organizing bodies offering a wide 

range of residential and day programs such as: traditional, sports speciality, arts and 

music, special needs camps, family camps, seniors' camps and adventure therapy 

programs. The archives of the Ontario Camping Association are maintained at Trent 

University in Peterborough and contain a considerable amount of information spanning 
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the years (OCA, 1992). The references section of this dissertation lists many texts which 

can provide further historical information on camps and organized camping. 

 
Outdoor Education and Camping: Philosophical Roots 
 
 Outdoor education and the kinds of learning that take place in a camp 

community setting are strongly connected to experiential learning, what is 

traditionally referred to as 'learning by doing' or currently 'hands-on minds-on' 

learning. Learning through experience is an all-embracing and life-long process 

which integrates the domains of the personal, the social and the physical into a 

cognitive unity. It is the idea that if an individual dynamically engages in an 

authentic or concrete activity that learning is thereby enhanced by the context and 

as a result any future associations to the original context will enhance a broader 

understanding of related issues and possibly through association, non-related 

issues. Experiential learning is described by Dewey (1997 [1938]) as a "complex 

intellectual operation" that involves "observation of surrounding conditions; 

knowledge of what has happened in similar situations in the past; and judgment, 

which puts together what is observed and what is recalled to see what they 

signify" (p. 69). Piaget saw experiential learning as a cycle of interaction between 

the individual and the environment. For Piaget, the basis of all learning is 

experiential in that it is "the mutual interaction of the process of accommodation 

of concepts…to experience in the world and…of assimilation of events and 

experiences from the world into existing concepts…" (Kolb, 1984, p. 23).    

Lewin (1951) describes the process of action research as a combined personal and 

social application of experiential learning; a methodology whereby concrete 
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personal experience is shared with others and used to collectively test and validate 

abstract concepts through a process of action, observation, reflection and action 

(in Kolb, 1984).  Ivan Illich (1996) states that, "Most learning is not the result of 

instruction. It is rather the result of unhampered participation in a meaningful 

setting" (p. 39).  This statement well describes the type of learning that often takes 

place through social interaction outside the classroom and this is exactly the type 

of learning that occurs by way of the physical and social contexts at camp.  

Experiential learning is about using all of our senses in an authentic context to 

gain a fuller understanding of the world we inhabit through individual action and 

reflection, co-operation with others and interconnecting with communities beyond 

our own, including biological communities.  

 The approach to learning experientially in a contextual setting has its 

philosophical roots in the same soils that have influenced the overall development 

of western cultural educational theory. In this regard outdoor education can 

imaginably be traced back to the site of the olive grove that was the antecedent to 

Plato's Academy. However, Hammerman, et al. (2001), begin their concise history 

of outdoor education noting the famous 17th century Czechoslovakian educator 

John Amos Comenius (1592-1670) as a "strong advocate of sensory learning"  

(p. 224). Piaget (1993) clarifies Comenius's connection to experiential learning 

stating that for Comenius, "sensation creates knowledge in that it provides signals, 

as it were, that set off the spontaneous activity of the mind and link it up with the 

spontaneous activity that creates material things" (p. 175). Comenius believed that 

learning occurs most readily through direct experience:  
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 Whatever makes an impression on my organ of sight, hearing, smell, taste, 
 or touch, stands to me in the relation of a seal by which the image of the 
 object is impressed upon my brain (Comenius, 1967 [1657], p. 45). 
  

 In addition, the importance of social interaction in conjunction with 

directed experience was a most important element within Comenius's theories. 

Regarding the predisposition of the time for the parents of aristocratic children to 

have their children educated outside of the church by tutors or family members at 

home Comenius says:  

 
…although  there may be parents with leisure to educate their own 
children, it is nevertheless better that the young should be taught together 
and in large classes, since better results and more pleasure are to be 
obtained when one pupil serves as an example and a stimulus for another 
(Comenius, 1967, p. 63).  

 

 Comenius's legacy of experiential and socio-cultural approaches to pedagogy is 

active today within the Comenius Project. The project represents international school 

collaborations under the auspices of the European Commission which promotes and 

funds authentic learning experiences initiated and designed by students in co-operation 

with their teachers and their communities (European Commission, 2003)  

 Outdoor education and its connections to informal education and experiential 

learning can also be traced to theories put forward in the late seventeenth century by 

English educator John Locke (1632-1704). Locke was one of the first empiricist 

philosophers and as such can be viewed as an early proponent of experiential education. 

Perhaps best known in educational circles for his notion of "tabula rasa," where a child's 

mind is likened to a blank slate, all reason and knowledge according to Locke was 
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inscribed on young minds through sensorial experience (Locke, 1947 [1690], bk. 2, 

chap.1, p. 26).  

 Just over a century after the dissemination Comenius's works, Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau (1712-1778) published Emile, a controversial treatise in the guise of a romance. 

It is a life-story that defines the self-development and education of an aristocratic boy 

from infancy to adulthood. Many of Rousseau's principles built upon those of Comenius's 

including his emphasis on the importance of sensory learning through direct experience 

(Rousseau, 1967 [1762] p. 54-65).  Emile's learning process is one that takes a "natural" 

course in a country setting and literally outside of the accepted pedagogical methods of 

the time. Somewhat implausibly, Emile develops into a proper 18th century gentleman 

despite any intervention from traditional educators or the influences of society. Yet, 

Rousseau's ideas have stuck with us. Though a utopian proposal it is one from which 

many elements have been successfully transferred into educational practice. Cremin 

(1967) critiques that, "The wisest of Rousseau's disciples were not long in discovering 

that the story was meant only by way of illustration, and that before they could apply the 

principles it illustrated they must work out methods appropriate to their own conditions" 

(p. 1). Boyd (1967) states that, "Among the multitude of writings about education in the 

modern world the Emile of Jean Jacques Rousseau is the one that has exercised the 

greatest influence on the course of educational thought and practice" (p.1).    

 However, apart from Rousseau's leanings toward the value of sensory learning in 

a natural setting there is a particular idea within Emile which has proved persistent to 

outdoor education and organized camping in Canada. This is Rousseau's model of 

l'homme natural, the natural man or noble savage. Historically, the natural man is an 

 



 16

archetypal character whose origins can be traced back to the ancient Arcadian cults of 

Artemis, Hermes and Pan as portrayed in the writings of Homer, Aeschylus and later 

Virgil (Eisenberg, 1998, p. 165). During the 17th century, with increasing popular 

interest in the New World the character re-emerges as the noble savage (Pinker, 2002,     

p. 6) who first appeared on the English stage in Dryden's play, The Conquest of Granada:   

  
 I am as free as Nature first made man,  
 Ere the base laws of servitude began, 
 When wild in woods the noble savage ran. 
 (Dryden, 1670, Part 1, Act 1, Sc.1) 

 

 The natural man was one who was born free from the constraints of society and 

culture which Rousseau saw as corrupting. Oelschlaeger (1991) has noted that, 

"Rousseau saw the savage life as a virtuous one. Wild nature was idealized as an oasis 

free from the ills of civilization, a retreat to which the harried and battered, the 

suppressed or oppressed, might turn for relief. The human animal was naturally good and 

the good life, accordingly, was the primitive life" (p. 111). Many early experiments in 

residential school camps and summer camps reflected this moral attitude towards the 

corrupting influence of city life. Projects towards fostering children of nature as a method 

of individual and social development would appeal to a variety of educators well after 

Rousseau. The noble savage as an ideal would provide many outdoor educators and camp 

directors with a role model and complementary social structure for youth camps and 

organizations that would persist well into the 20th century.  

 However, as a caveat, Rousseau's Emile is educated in isolation away from social 

interaction with his peers. Boyd (1963) has commented that, "The hypothesis of the 

Emile is that the boy - develops true to his nature when kept dependant on things [direct 
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experience] alone. His education, therefore like that of the savages, is one in which the 

physical environment counts for much, the social environment for comparatively little" 

(p. 115). In the early 20th century, outdoor education experiments such as those of Ernest 

Thompson Seton built upon the concept that the physical domain could powerfully affect 

a child's development. However, Seton's experiments in developmentalism took 

Rousseau's notion of the noble savage and blended it with that of evolutionary 

psychology. Students encouraged to be "natural" in a wilderness setting could revert to 

their savage origins but not in isolation from their peers but rather within a contrived 

tribal hierarchy complete with a practical curriculum and a system of laws and ethics 

based on North American native culture.  

 Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827) was a Swiss educator who was to have a 

significant influence on the development of elementary curriculum in the west 

particularly that which is associated to the progressive education movement (Hirsch, 

1996).  Pestalozzi was an adherent of Rousseau's ideas on education and worked 

throughout his life refining his predecessor's idealistic theories into practical curriculum 

(Boyd, 1967; Green, 1969 [1914]). Like Rousseau, he also believed in the educational 

value of direct experience and learning in context. Cooke (1894, cited in Green, 1969) 

notes that Anschuung, translated as sense-impression, "is the keystone of [Pestalozzi's] 

whole theory" and is interpreted as "a knowledge which is directly obtained from a 

special object; a mental image, such as would be produced directly by the presence of 

[an] object; and, a direct consciousness [of an object]" (p. 8).  Pestalozzi also believed 

that society generally had a corrupting influence on the inherently good nature of young 

innocent minds. However, where Pestalozzi differed from Rousseau was that he saw 
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great benefit in learning through social interaction whereas Rousseau believed that his 

student must be turned away from these corrupting influences until late adolescence.  

 Late 19th and early 20th century outdoor educators made particular note of 

Pestalozzi because of his inaugural school at Neuhof. Here in the Swiss countryside 

Pestalozzi set up a residential school that was also a self-sufficient farm. He and his wife 

Anna Schulthess took in poor and orphaned children as resident students who were taught 

through a curriculum which was both academically and experientially based. 

  
 In the summer the children were to work the fields, in winter they were to spin 
 and weave. In the intervals, and even whilst engaged in handiwork, they were to 
 receive instruction in the elements of reading, writing, and arithmetic (Green, 
 1969 [1919], p. 23).  
 

 Pestalozzi's Neuhof school was to fail after only one year for financial reasons but 

the value of the experiment was favourably reviewed and published by Pestalozzli's 

supporters and these reports would encourage similar experiments.    

 Johann Friedrich Herbart (1776-1841) and the ensuing Herbartian movement in 

Europe are associated with ideas and methods that were to lead to progressive education 

in North America (Pinar et al., 1996). Hilgenheger (1993) states that, "Herbart's 

analytical mode of thought begins with experience and experimentation." and that, 

"Virtue ('the strength of moral character') is the supreme purpose of education in 

Herbart's view" (p. 652). Principles such as these have linked Herbart philosophically to 

the development of outdoor education (Hammerman et al., 2001) especially with respect 

to the character building aspects of camping emphasised within school camping 

experiments undertaken in the early 20th century (Dimock, 1931; Dimock & Hendry, 
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1931).  There has been a recent renewal of interest in character education and the ability 

of camping communities to address and provide a means for delivery (Kohn, 2003).    

 The concept of social Darwinism is usually attributed to Charles Darwin but it is 

more accurate to acknowledge Herbert Spencer (1820 -1903) as the originator of social 

theories associated to the biological notion of survival of the fittest (Holmes, 1994).  

Spencer's connections to outdoor education are grounded in his personal interest for the 

natural sciences which developed through a self-regulation motivated by his direct 

experiences "roaming the countryside" as an amateur naturalist.  Based on his emerging 

theory of evolution Spencer (1850) asked a question reminiscent of Rousseau's l'homme 

natural: "Why should a child not grow spontaneously into a normal human being 

according to the laws of nature?" (pp. 208-209) According to Spencer, the stages of 

development from childhood to adulthood, exhibited all the characteristics inherent to 

Aboriginal cultures as humankind has evolved from an uncivilized state to a civilized 

one.  Spencer believed that through the course of evolution, society had "lost the 

dispositions appropriate to the life of savages and had not yet acquired those needed for 

civilized life" (Holmes, 1994, p. 540).  Spencer thereby added the weight of his social 

theories to those that were to shape the philosophies, organizational structure and related 

curriculum of camp communities. 

 William James (1842-1910), founder of the American Association of 

Psychologists (APA), was another prominent advocate for the inclusion of experiential 

education into the public school system. His theories on pragmatism and functionalism 

and their relationship to direct experience and cognition are expressed in chapters five 

and six of his, Essays in Radical Empiricism (James, 1912). His writings on educational 
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psychology speak specifically to the teaching profession regarding the benefits of an 

experiential curriculum. Here James states that through the act of "doing" students would 

learn "precision", and by the "making of things" an expression of "honesty" toward 

individual knowledge and competency. The end result of such activities would be the 

development of "self-reliance" and "engagement" with the subject matter, fostered by 

"interest" and a level of "attention" that would assure the "teacher's disciplinary functions 

[were kept] to a minimum" (James, 1899a, p. 322).  

   In his essay, On a Certain Blindness in Human Beings, he counsels students to 

look for inspiration in the magnificence of the natural world. It is here that James is 

suggestive of ideas comparable to late 20th century deep ecologists such as Arne Naess 

(1986) in his recognition of nature as a collection of biological communities possessing 

"intrinsic value", "significance" and "spirit" (James, 1899b, p. 6-8). Notable also is the 

contribution that James's thought lends to a discussion which appears later in this 

dissertation on the neurobiological and physiological connection to emotional cues 

common to both motivation and memory (Damasio, 2000).   

 It is difficult to enter into a discussion on the educative value of experiential and 

child-centred learning without acknowledging the work of the American pragmatic 

philosopher and educator John Dewey (1859-1952). His connections to contextual 

learning are numerous and I have been liberal with references to his thoughts and 

practices throughout the body of my dissertation. However, one note of interest that is 

suitable for inclusion at this point is that like Pestalozzi and later Kurt Hahn, Dewey 

entered into a pragmatic educational experiment. His Laboratory School of the University 
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of Chicago was opened in 1896 with the intent of putting his pedagogical philosophies 

into everyday school practice.  

 Dewey's outlook was that a school had to be organized as a co-operative 

community in order to develop qualities of social spirit and democratic character in the 

students. "An institution in which the child is, for the time, to live - to be a member of a 

community life in which he feels that he participates, and to which he contributes" 

(Dewey, 1991 [1895], p.224). As I will illustrate at length, this is very much in keeping 

with the social aspects of the residential camp community and leads to further 

understanding for the participant in the personal, social and physical domains.  

 The overall concept of Dewey's school is very much in keeping with a contextual 

approach to learning as he wanted "a school where some actual and literal constructive 

activity shall be the centre and source of the whole thing" and how practical activities 

would allow for "the centre of a social training on the one side and a scientific training on 

the other, all held within the grasp of a positive concrete physical habit of eye and hand" 

(Dewey, 1894; cited in Westbrook, 1993, p. 282-283).      

Ernest Thompson Seton (1860-1946) came to Canada as a young boy with his 

parents in 1866 and lived in Toronto from the age of ten. He is best known as a wildlife 

artist and nature writer but he also had a profound influence on the development of camps 

through his “Woodcraft” movement. International Woodcraft associations and camps are 

still active throughout the world today. In Canada, the advance of organized camping 

along with the early development of a camp lore can be attributed to the confluence of 

two major contributors to the field, Seton and Lord Baden-Powell of the Boy Scout 

movement. Though Seton and Baden-Powell began as collaborators, their paths soon 
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diverged as each ascribed to a model of organizational structure that was irreconcilable to 

the other.  

 Seton’s preference was towards a contemplative, self-organizing and holistic 

system that he equated with the teachings of the indigenous peoples of North America 

while Baden-Powell’s was to the traditional hierarchy and tactical aspects associated to 

the military with its corresponding overtones towards nationalism (Wadland, 1978).  

 But it is Seton who began the trend towards the imitation of a so-called ingenious 

life-style in camps for children. By 1903, there were between 50 and 60 tribes of 

“Woodcraft Indians” in the United States with associated camps modelled after Seton’s 

ideals based on the concept of pan-Indianism. Seton borrowed what he admired most 

from the traditions and cultures of many indigenous tribes from throughout North 

America and developed these into a code of ethics and behaviour (Wadland, 1978). This 

was seven years before the first Boy Scout group was formed in North America. Seton’s 

“Indians” became a standard feature of the Canadian camping scene along with his 

methodology and curriculum for the development of mind, body, spirit and service a 

prescribed in the Birch Bark Roll of Woodcraft (Seton, 1926).    

 Camping as an educative venue was of great interest to progressive educators in 

the early 20th century. William Heard Kilpatrick (1871-1965) believed camping and 

traditional schooling could benefit one another and was associated with  

early research at Taylor Statten's Camp Ahmek, in Ontario. On the educational efficacy 

of camping Kilpatrick stated:  

  
 Opposed to the school, thus variously handicapped by practices left over from its 
 past, stands the summer camp relatively free. So far it is bound by little or no 
 institutionalism. Having a new aim and located in remote quarters, it is freer from 
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 the traditional outlook of society in general. Apart from the negative demands to 
 allow no harm to their charges there are on the whole few or no insistent demands 
 made on the camp, either by parents or by society, other than the very immediate 
 one of making the youth happy. Not being counted "educative," in the traditional 
 sense, the camp is free if it will be honestly and seriously educative in the true 
 sense (Kilpatrick, 1931, p. vii). 
 

 Kurt Hahn (1886-1974) is perhaps the most influential outdoor educator of the 

20th century. Of Jewish descent, Hahn fled Germany to England in 1933. He is the 

founder of Outward Bound in 1941, as well as the Duke of Edinburgh's Award Scheme in 

1954.  He was influenced by the works of Plato, Pestalozzi and Dewey and combined 

their theories on education within an aristocratic European tradition of chivalry as 

espoused by his colleague, Prince Max von Baden (Smith, 2001).  

 Hahn was obsessed with what he perceived as widespread "social declines" due to 

the conditions of modern society. These social declines are: 

  
 Decline in fitness due to the modern methods of locomotion. 
 Decline of initiative and enterprise due to the widespread disease of spectatoritis. 
 Decline of memory and imagination due to the confused restlessness of 
 modern life. 
 Decline of skill and care due to the weakened tradition of craftsmanship. 
 Decline of self-discipline due to the ever-present availability of stimulants and 
 tranquilizers. 
 Decline of compassion due to the unseemly haste with which modern life is 
 conducted. 
        (Richards, 2001, p. I.6-7)  
 
 Hahn (1967) stated somewhat autocratically that: 

  
 I…consider it culpable neglect not to guide and even plunge the young into 
 experiences which are likely to present opportunities for self-discovery. If you 
 spare the young such experiences, in deference to their wishes, you stunt their 
 natural growth of basic human qualities which they will need for their own 
 happiness and for the service to their fellow men (Richards, 2001, p. I.9). 
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 Originally conceived a maritime training program for sailors, Outward Bound 

schools offer a physically challenging, group building, goal oriented, and practical skills 

development curriculum set in the outdoors. The culmination of the program is a 72 hour 

solo experience that demands the practical application of skills learned during the 

program while also allowing an opportunity for reflection and introspection (Smith, 

1992). Many schools internationally promote Outward Bound courses as extracurricular 

programs during the summer and winter breaks. There are currently Outward Bound 

schools in thirty-six countries with several in the United States, Canada, Britain and 

Germany.  The Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme also has a strong outdoor education 

and physical activity component combined with community work. It offers a hierarchy of 

achievement awards with corresponding educational scholarships.   

 

Outdoor and Environmental Education in Ontario:  

 The history of outdoor education between the 1960's and 1970's has been 

documented by John Passmore (1972). He was the Supervisor of Camping with the 

Ontario Department of Education from 1947 to 1948.  Later, as a professor at the 

University of Toronto, he was responsible for the university's program in outdoor 

education which has since been withdrawn as a field of study.  

 Irwin (1950) saw great promise for school camping programs in the future of 

education. Between the years 1931 and 1947 the states of "California, New York, 

Michigan, and Virginia enacted legislation which permits school districts to use public 

school funds for the establishment of public school camps" (p. 15). By 1947, over five 

hundred school boards in the U.S. were operating camping programs in outdoor 
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education (p. 155).  The golden era for outdoor education in Ontario were the years when 

William Davis, then Minister of Education under John Robarts, enacted similar 

legislation in order to provide a more authentic and practical means of delivering natural 

science education within the curricula. In 1965, amendments to the Ontario School's 

Administration Act, allowed school boards with more than 10,000 students to buy land 

and operate natural science centers with residential facilities where students could live 

and learn about the natural environment (Passmore, 1972).   

 Throughout the seventies and eighties the establishment of residential outdoor 

education centres and environmental education programs thrived within the Ontario 

schools system. Curricula at both the elementary and secondary levels were extant. When 

the NDP government under Bob Rae came to power in the early 1990's, issues pertaining 

to the environment and education were paramount. However, the abrupt rise of the 

conservative government in Ontario under Premier Mike Harris was the beginning of a 

systematic dismantling of an outdoor/environmental education curriculum that had been 

established for over 50 years.  

 In November 1995, the Ontario Minister of Finance, Ernie Eves announced a 22.7 

per cent cut in the annual provincial operating grant to schools within the province. This 

amounted to approximately $1 billion dollars. "Eves declared that boards must ' take 

every reasonable step to cut costs outside the classroom,' which 'now account for at least 

30 cents of every education dollar' (Gidney, 1999, p.242). As a direct fiscal outcome, 

environmental studies as a core curriculum was eliminated and became integrated into 

science, geography and social studies curriculum in 2000, teacher training specific to 
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outdoor education and the environment was terminated as of 2001, and school board and 

Ontario government outdoor centres began to close and their lands sold off by 2002.  

 However, the sell off of established outdoor centres and the dilution of 

environmental education was not simply a matter of budgetary constraint; it is also 

symptomatic of an underlying political agenda  linked to aggrandizing Ontario's 

academic ranking internationally (Morris, 2001).  The prevailing rationale of curriculum 

specialists at the ministerial level is currently focussed on standardization, streaming, 

specified outcomes and competition. It is a pedagogical ideology that values education 

from a geo-political perspective based on regional status and student rankings on an 

international scale (McKnight et al., 1987; Ontario Ministry of Education, 2004).   

 This move towards standardization has helped to shift focus away from outdoor, 

environmental and experiential curriculum. In today's global economy people from 

various international origins are relocating to other international centres for their 

education or professional careers. There is a perceived need for a worldwide standard of 

education such as the international baccalaureate and this has necessitated a somewhat 

inflexible curriculum to maximize teacher time and meet course content requirements. 

However, many students who receive their education in Ontario will be moving or 

returning to growing economies in other developing nations throughout the world. The 

need to implement sustainable environmental practices into these new economies is of 

paramount importance. There is simply no question that an outdoor and environmental 

component is an absolute essential especially for international curriculum standards.      

 Fritjof Capra (1999) has stated that: 
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 Being ecologically literate, or ecoliterate, means – understanding the basic 
 principles of ecology and being able to embody them into the daily life of human 
 communities. In particular;…the principles of ecology should be the guiding 
 principles for creating sustainable learning communities. In other words, 
 ecoliteracy offers an ecological framework for educational reform. (p.2) 
 

 Indeed, in light of Canada's international commitment to the Kyoto Accord and 

the scope of global concerns on environmental issues it only makes sense to assure that 

all students and teachers receive a solid grounding in ecological literacy. In Ontario, Puk 

and Behm (2001) have advocated ecological literacy as a new core curricular subject that 

would serve to promote an attitude towards lifelong learning integrated with concepts of 

responsibility to self and society within the contexts of the ecosphere and biosphere. To 

this objective with regard to outdoor and experiential education they state that: 

  
 …students should spend significant amounts of time in four different natural 
 environments: 1/rivers, ponds, and marshes, 2/ deep woods, 3/ country park, and 
 4/ urban nature. Ecology needs to be studied first hand in natural settings where it 
 exists, i.e., outside the classroom (p.7). 
 

 Outdoor centers, with a strong focus on ecological education, need to become  
 integral partners with schools, rather than auxiliary services. Students need to 
 study in natural settings, including outdoor ecological centers, as much as 
 possible. Personnel from these outdoor centers need to work within the school 
 setting on a regular basis (p.8). 
 

 Puk (2002) has put forward thirteen principles for achieving ecological literacy 

through Ontario's education system, addressing the critical aspect of current global 

environmental issues. These are: 

  
   1)  A new meta-respective "Ecological Education" should be created. 
   2)  Compulsory, discrete ecological course should serve as the school hub. 
   3)  A sequenced curriculum which should be sensitive to different age groups. 
   4)  Ecological education should be taught through experiential learning. 
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   5)  A sense of community should be developed during the learning process. 
   6)  Funding is required for the development of outdoor ecological centres. 
   7)  Teacher education should be revamped. 
   8)  Research funding for acquiring ecological literacy is critical. 
   9)  Post-secondary education must provide leadership. 
 10)  Lifelong ecological literacy is the ultimate goal. 
 11)  Funded regional ecological centres are required. 
 12) Intergovernmental and private sector cooperation must be promoted. 
 13) The reciprocal relationship between health and the environment must be  
  acknowledged. (p. 3-10) 
   
 

Many of Puk's principles are mirrored in the historical recommendations of Passmore 

(1972) which include: 

  
 1) Offer meaningful learning situations which should be an important part of 
 every child's education. 
 2) Provide an opportunity for direct learning experiences which can enrich the 
 school curriculum in all subject areas. 
 3) Stimulate students' curiosity and permit them to discover the excitement and 
 satisfaction of learning out-of-doors. 
 4) Enable pupils to develop new interests and skills which can provide a basis for 
 a lifetime of creative living.  
 5) Help them discover the important relationship that can and should exist 
 between classroom instruction and outdoor learning. 
 6) Give them a much broader knowledge of ecological principles and their 
 relationship to our quality of life. 
 7) Provide excellent opportunities to examine through personal experience many 
 of our present social and cultural values. 
 8) Help pupils to develop a better understanding of themselves, their teachers, and 
 their total education. (p. 14) 
  

 The emphasis in Passmore's day was focussed solely on students. Yet, though 

over thirty years have passed, the rationale and need for implementation has an even 

greater significance for the 21st century. In contrast to Passmore's era, Puk (2002) has 

emphasised that today's global issues demand a resolute commitment toward ongoing 

"ecological education" from all sectors of society. 
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 In the current climate it seems that strong local initiatives will be needed to not 

simply lobby but also to provide expert personnel, funding and resource facilities. 

Passmore (1972) comments that in the early years, many school districts throughout the 

province established excellent outdoor education facilities and curriculum with the 

assistance of strong local community involvement.   

 
It became very evident to me while I was traveling on my fact-finding  

 mission that one of the unusual features about outdoor education in  
 Canada is that it has clearly been a "grass-roots" development; that it has  
 come about with relatively little encouragement and support from above.  
 But there has been a great deal of interest and activity from below. With  
 certain notable exceptions, individual schools and teachers - often with a  

great deal of community support…have almost always taken the initiative (p.11). 

   

  My investigations have shown that the same holds true for the present. The 

difference is that there exists now broader collaborative efforts by like minded educators 

across the province, nationally and internationally who have been linked through 

information technology and the internet. Electronic communication has allowed once 

divergent organizations to re-group and act in consort so that up-to-the minute 

information and educational resources can be packaged and disseminated to students, 

professionals, stakeholders and interest groups. These organizations keep the pressure on 

all three levels of government and continually lobby for both financial and ideological 

support for educational services and facilities. These organizations include the Council of 

Outdoor Educators of Ontario (COEO, 2004) who work with school boards to promote 

and integrate outdoor/environmental education programs, as well as, The Ontario Society 

for Environmental Education (OSEE, 2004), Environmental Education Ontario (EEON, 
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2004a), Federation of Ontario Naturalists (FON, 2004), and Ontario Environmental 

Network (OEN, 2004). 

 Recently EEON (2004b, 2004c) published its strategic plan for establishing what 

they have designated as "environmental and sustainability education" (E&SE) into the 

Ontario school system. E&SE is defined as "the transmission, growth, and application of 

environmental knowledge across all sectors of society" (EEON, 2004a, p.1). The E&SE 

plan for Ontario includes documents for Pre K to 12 teachers and post-secondary faculty 

outlining expected student outcomes, teachers' needs in order to achieve these outcomes, 

and realistic strategies for the attainment of the stated goals. In order to achieve this goals 

EEON is recommending that: Pre K to 12 teachers receive E&SE education at the teacher 

college level, and that courses are conducted by faculty qualified to teach in the area of 

ecological literacy. As well, in-service teachers should attend summer institutes and 

conferences as part of their training in order to attain competency in the field.  

 On July 21, 2004, Dr. Tom Puk of Lakehead University, in conjunction with 

EEON and COEO submitted an application to the Ontario Ministry of the Environment 

for the Ministry of Education to be accountable under the Ontario Environmental Bill of 

Rights (MOEa, 2004).  Fourteen other government ministries currently must meet the 

requirements as set out in the bill. A previous application made in 2000 was turned down. 

Undoubtedly concerned educators will persist. In the interim many will carry on in the 

spirit of Milton McClaren, professor emeritus of  Simon Fraser University, who once 

said, "I've never known a curriculum I couldn't subvert." 
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Camps as Education Settings 
 
 Within my research efforts I've come across countless studies where research has 

been done at summer camps using camper populations as subjects. Yet, the word "camp" 

rarely appears in the titles or abstracts of peer reviewed articles. It is my contention that 

although camps are being regularly utilized to the purposes of scholarly research in 

general they are not acknowledged as being education settings or places were serious 

learning takes place. Professionals involved in the field of organized camping realize that 

camp is without question a diverse educational environment but its importance and value 

as a learning setting has not been an educational focus since the days of William H. 

Kilpatrick.  

 This attitude may be about to change. Educational programs which are delivered 

at summer or seasonal residential camps are wide-ranging in their curriculum as well as 

their student populations. There are camps for all ages, abilities, disciplines and socio-

cultural groups. Ipsos-Reid (2001) reported that forty percent of the camps surveyed in 

Ontario offer a program for special needs. 

  
 Among these camps over half (54%) report that they have program offerings for 
 campers with physical disabilities, while 37% have programs for A.D.D./learning 
 disabilities, 26% offer programs for campers with developmental disabilities, and 
 14% offer programs for mentally challenged campers with behavioural 
 disabilities. Other mentions range from underprivileged children (6%), diabetes  
 (6%) and visually/hearing impaired (6%), to young offenders (3%), Downs 
 Syndrome (3%) and cancer (3%) - (p. 33).   
 

 These camps provide assistance, guidance and instruction to help campers 

manage specific medical conditions or develop self-regulation in association with  

learning or behavioural dysfunction. However, science camps are gaining popularity in 
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Ontario as a result of increased government funding, peer mentorship organizations, and 

corporate partnerships. In spring of 2001 the Ontario Ministry of Energy in conjunction 

with the Actua network (Actua, 2004) put forward $850,000 to ten university-based 

science camps over a three year period (OME, 2001). The Actua network is national not-

for-profit organization and registered charity that represents 27 member organizations 

across Canada. The mandate of Actua is to "increase the scientific and technical literacy 

of young Canadians through the development and delivery of hands-on science, 

engineering, and technology programs" (Crombie et al., 2004, p.2).  The Actua member 

organizations are located at universities across Canada and are managed by 

undergraduate science students. Ontario's investment to Actua was through the Ontario 

Ministry of Energy in partnership with a corporate sponsor.    

 Science camps encourage young people to follow post-secondary education in 

science related subjects. Stake and Mares (2001) have pointed out that early positive 

experiences of science can influence self-confidence, values and career intentions. 

However, from the ranks of traditional outdoor camps, Ipsos-Reid (2001) reported that of 

the camps in Ontario that responded to their survey (accurate to within +/- 4.6%) only 

two percent offered programs in science. In contrast 89% reported programs that dealt 

with nature and the environment which suggests there may be some overlap in the area of 

"informal science education" (Dierking et al., 2003) given the limitations of the survey 

instrument.  

 Crombie et al. (2004) conducted a three year study to assess the effects of Actua's 

summer science camps. Over the three years they surveyed a total of 10,303 participants 

between the ages of 10 and 14 years of age; approximately 32% of the participants were 

 



 33

females representing both co-ed and all-girl camps. Their findings show that "over the 

three years, high percentages of campers (95 to 97%) rated their camp experience as 

positive to amazing", and the pre-post analysis demonstrated the camp experience " to 

increase the confidence, enjoyment, and future intentions [to pursue science and 

technology] of low confidence campers" (p. 4).   

 Much of the research on camping focuses on the perceived benefits to character 

development and constructs of the self (Marsh, 1999; Neill, 2002). These are well 

researched outcomes attributed to the social environment that the residential summer 

camp provides and is one of the main reasons why parents choose to send their children 

to camp.  

 Also, there has been a pattern in outdoor education and camping research which 

employs quantitative instruments in order that research may be validated through meta-

analysis and reliability. Suggested alternative designs for future research into outdoor 

education and camping points to the need for retrospective qualitative studies (Bialeschki 

et al., 2002; Fullerton et al., 2002; Hattie et al., 1997; Rennie et al., 2003; Walsh & 

Golins, 1976).  

 

The Hollows Camp Study: Conceptual Learning Model 

 Over a century ago Pestalozzi wrote the following, which synthesized his holistic 

philosophy of how learning takes place: 

 
 What does Nature itself do in order to present the world truly to me, so far as, it 
 (sic) effects me?  That is, - By what means does she bring the sense-impressions 
 of the most important things around me to a perfection that contents me?'  And I 
 find,… She does this through my surroundings, my wants and my relations to 
 others.  Through my surroundings [physical domain] she determines the kinds of 
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 sense- impressions I receive.  Through my wants [personal domain] she 
 stimulates my  activities. Through my relations to others [social domain] she  
 widens my observation and raises it to insight and forethought (Pestolozzi, 
 1889, p. 317). 
  

 I found a similar concept of knowledge construction and reflection in Tibetan 

Buddhist teachings where all experience is expressed as an overlapping of the physical, 

social and personal spheres: 

  
 Analyse the entire world of your experience, and you will find that it is composed 
 of three parts: there is first a great mass of objects of all kinds, which are material 
 on every plane, however high; secondly, there are vast numbers of living beings, 
 with consciousness evolved in various degrees; and thirdly, there is yourself 
 (Wood, 1925, p.3). 
 
  
 Similar conceptions of experiential education are also to be found in the learning 

models of Dewey (1997 [1938]), Lewin (1948) and Falk and Dierking (2000). The 

domains of self, society and environment, and their seemingly limitless interrelationships 

are common to human existence everywhere. My conceptual rendering of the Hollows 

Camp Study Conceptual Learning Model is the product of my personal experience as a 

long-term participant observer in the setting of a residential summer camp. The model 

came together intuitively because life at camp is about working, teaching and learning in 

a community. Learning within this type of setting is for the most part new, fun, exciting 

and challenging for the participants (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). 

     

     
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 35

    Personal  Domain 
 
 
 
                                                       
    

Learning 
through self-
realization  

 
 
 
                                                                                  
  
                                      
                     Supports                        Supports                   
    
 
              
                Supports     

Learning 
through 

Environment 

 
 
 
      

Learning 
through   

Community 

 
              Social Domain              Physical Domain 
           
  
 Fig. 2.1 Conceptual Learning Model  
  

 The model represents three inter-related domains that form a holistic context for 

learning. The physical domain offers possibilities for experiential learning, enhances 

cognitive function, health and well-being. Within the personal domain autonomy is 

encouraged in the interest of self-regulation and self-efficacy. And the social domain 

provides socially mediated learning in a convivial atmosphere.  Experiential learning is a 

series of tactile experiences. As Dewey (1997) stated “part of a continuum, a life-long 

pursuit that builds, one quality educative experience upon another” (p. 37). Contextual 

learning is linked to this experiential continuum. Individual learning moments can make 

lasting impressions. These are the layers of the learning continuum. They become truly 

educative in the existential sense when they, over time, form cognitive linkages with 
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other contextual learning moments to create broader or more holistic understandings of 

our surroundings, our interactions with them, and often the path in life we choose to 

travel. These learning contexts are more fully developed in Chapter 3. As my research 

will show, the contextual learning which takes place in the residential outdoor setting is 

applicable to a variety of curriculum, is enduring and often provides focus and direction 

for later life.  
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Chapter 3 - Learning Contexts  

 

Introduction  

 Camp is a world away from the everyday. It is a world inhabited by youth sharing 

space with many species different from our own. It is a world bounded by the openness 

of water, sky and meadow along with the closeness of fen, forest and penumbra of a 

campfire circle. It is a world of growth. Growth is all around: cattails, turtles, friendship, 

understanding, and self knowledge. In a physical, social and personal sense it is a world 

of growth and learning. In asking of those who were once a part of this world, and asking 

again of those who are part of it now, something becomes known of what happens here 

and how it is important to a lifetime of learning. 

 

Learning within the Physical Domain 

 Living in The Hollows is unlike living up in the surrounding highlands. It is 

physically different, like being in a kind of large deep bowl with steep forests for sides 

ascending right up to the rim. The sense of time is different as well. It is a tempo more 

attuned to natural life rhythms. Seemingly a world away from the accelerated and erratic 

pace of the city, the life rhythms can still be known here. The articulation of the great 

blue heron’s wing, slow and powerful like a wave upon the water, hints of their presence. 

They are revealed in the smooth circuitous paddling of the beaver and the cautious steps 

of the deer as they come to drink from the creek at the first light of dawn. They are in us 

as well but to encounter them we must take the time to stop and reflect. Here rapidity is 

measured in spontaneous moments, the explosion of a partridge taking flight, a startled 
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rabbit by the old foundation, a sudden summer storm that turns the pond like a tempest or 

the abrupt descent of a hundred Canada geese from a calm autumn sky. 

  Here, time is not measured to our sense of precision. It is more the winds, sun 

and clouds playing upon the water’s surface – these belie the timepiece and the calendar. 

Their intervals are more graceful, mirroring the moods of the day or the season. These 

and the water’s touch sustain all manner of life, from micro-organisms in a still sunlit 

pond to the old man who comes in the certainty of catching his dinner. 

 

Outdoor Settings and Experiential Learning  

 The term experiential learning is often used to describe knowledge that is 

acquired through participation in concrete activities in an immediate and relevant setting; 

it can also be known as contextual learning (Lieberman & Hoody, 1998; Falk & 

Dierking, 2000, Wapner & Demick, 2002).  Borzak (1981) states that experiential 

learning involves a "direct encounter with the phenomena being studied rather than 

merely thinking about the encounter…" (p. 9) and this clearly requires the presence of the 

learner within the locale of a given phenomenon. Dewey (1916, 1997 [1938]) advocated 

the importance and effectiveness of the experiential or context approach as have many 

educators throughout the 20th century (Whitehead, 1929; Vygotsky, 1978; Rogoff & 

Lave, 1984; Kolb, 1984; Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989; Illich, 1996; Lave & Wenger, 

1991). 

 Wapner and Demick (2002) have advocated "increasing the contexts of context" 

(pp. 9-11). Their approach to contextual learning is holistic and takes into consideration a 

variety of physical/experiential contexts: physical state (e.g., state of health) as an overlay 
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to immediate physical settings, intrapersonal sociocultural understanding as an overlay of 

intrapersonal sociocultural environment, and intrapersonal psychological state as an 

overlay to routine interpersonal contexts. This layering of contexts allows both depth and 

breadth for thoroughly exploring and reflecting on everyday life scenarios.  This is in 

keeping with approaches inherent to current trends in ecological psychology (Wicker, 

2002) and is complementary to Houle's (1980) approach which states that experiential 

learning is "education that occurs as a direct participation in the events of life" (p. 221).       

 Most authors on the subject of experiential learning imply this interlacing of the 

personal, social and physical contexts. However, a variety of authors have placed an 

emphasis on the physical setting, where one is spatially, as significant to cognitive-

emotional processes. My particular area of interest focuses on the natural setting and how 

this physical context can enhance the learning process by establishing a locus for 

affective remembrance, honest recall and the probability for the transfer of learning 

(Detterman, 1993).  

 Knopf (1987) has comprehensively reviewed literature specific to nature settings 

and has categorized these into four broad themes: nature as restorative, nature as a 

facilitator in competence building, nature as symbolic affirmation of self and/or culture, 

and nature as a stimulus to inquiry. Historically, literatures on the restorative qualities of 

nature abound. These writings express their claims within a broad group of genres that 

include essays on: the sublime (Burnet, 1978 [1684]), naturalism (Burroughs, 1912), 

science (Carson, 1956), ethics (Leopold, 1990 [1949], education (Rousseau, 1967 

[1762]), and philosophy (Thoreau, 1950 [1854]). All express the idea of an innate human 

affinity for natural settings and the capacity to offer a retreat or respite from the rigors of 
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daily life.  Park advocates, city garden movements and town planners throughout the 19th 

and 20th centuries expressed similar ideas on the benefits to mental and physical health 

that can be attributed to natural settings (Alexander, Ishikawa & Silverstein, 1977; 

Hough, 1990; McHarg, 1992; Olmstead, 1971 [1870]; Sennett, 1905). Current research in 

environmental psychology corroborates these claims.        

 The mentally restorative capacity of natural settings is especially important for 

educators to consider. The majority of western society resides in urban environments. 

Despite the convenience and opportunity offered in these settings there are the associated 

drawbacks of air pollution, noise, overcrowding, homogeneity and frenetic patterns of 

daily life. Stress and mental fatigue associated with the negative aspects of urban living 

have been shown to be detriments to cognitive-emotional function (Cohen, 1980; 

Damasio, in Johnson, 2004; Evans & Cohen, 1987; Ulrich et al., 1991; Ulrich, 1979).  

Research in environmental psychology strongly suggests that regular visits to natural 

areas have the capacity to reduce or eradicate stress and mental fatigue (Kaplan, 1995; 

Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Hartig, Mang & Evans, 1991; Ulrich, 1983). This has important 

implications for the mental and physical well-being of students and the enterprise of 

schooling.   

 

Nature Settings as Education Settings 

 I believe that the learning context provided by a classroom environment is 

essential only in that it has been institutionally engrained into the social psyche. The 

classroom environment unquestionably has its worth. However, as it is a circumscribed 

setting it requires that the corresponding curriculum be cyclical for the most part and at 
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times un-inspirational. In addition, many educators have noted that lessons learned solely 

in the classroom are often not readily comprehended, connected or applied beyond the   

academic setting into real-life situations or problem solving (Beer & Marsh, 1988; 

Lieberman & Hoody, 1998; Lucas, 1983). 

 Consider that many students and teachers in urban areas have had little and often 

no direct experience outside of artificial environments. Kellert (2002) has concluded that 

"various trends in modern society - unsustainable consumption, urban sprawl, 

biodiversity loss, chemical contamination - have resulted in pronounced and significant 

declines in the quality and quantity of children's direct experience of the natural world" 

(p. 147). Kahn (2002) believes that we take the natural environment we experience as 

children as the norm by which to measure future environmental conditions. His theory of 

"environmental generational amnesia" (p. 106) suggests that as natural environments 

increasingly become degraded successive generations come to believe the degraded state 

as the norm. With no direct past experience of an unspoiled environment it becomes 

difficult even impossible to conceptualize what a natural state is, why it is important to 

ecological health and what its connections are to the initiative of sustainability.  

 Pyle (2002) echoes Kahn in pointing out that in most urban landscapes the 

"vacant lot" now represents all that is left of accessible unmanaged natural space for 

children. He sees these open urban-locked spaces as having the potential to expand nature 

literacy in their capacity to host unstructured play and offer direct interaction with natural 

ecosystems and natural communities. Regular access to such areas can help avert what 

Pyle defines as the "extinction of experience", a condition precipitated by "local 
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extinctions [that] lead to still flatter and more depauperate environments and still deeper 

isolation from richness" (p. 312).               

 In his book The Ingenuity Gap, Homer-Dixon (2001) describes the urban 

environment as "an artificial and self-referential world that cuts its inhabitants off from 

life-giving realities beyond what is human-created" (p.91). His is an ominous message: 

we are fast "losing a sense of our place in the scheme of things; a sense of how strange 

the world is, and of the limits, ultimately, of our knowledge and control. We are losing 

the awe, the respect, and the recognition of mystery that remind us to be prudent (p.95)."  

 Homer-Dixon has specifically addressed the importance of maintaining outdoor 

and environmental education programs: 

  
 Public funding of outdoor and environmental education shouldn’t be seen as a frill 
 that can be cut when budgets are tight. It must instead be a core educational 
 commitment. The increasing disconnectedness of most of our young people from 
 the natural world – young people growing up in urban landscapes of concrete, 
 pavement, and fragments of managed nature – has practical, real-life 
 consequences. Such children, when they mature into adults, don’t have even a 
 rudimentary understanding of humankind’s intimate and infinitely elaborate 
 relations with nature. And without such an understanding, they will not support – 
 politically, economically, or socially – the protection of the natural environment 
 on which humankind’s survival critically depends. (Homer-Dixon, 2002)  
 

 A comprehensive education demands a broad base of literacy and experience; and 

with the current international momentum towards the achievement of environmental 

sustainability, outdoor and environmental curriculum should include opportunities for 

residential immersion or direct encounters (Canadian Environmental Literacy Project, 

2004; Knapp, 1998; Orr, 1992, 1994; Puk, 2002). 
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Evolutionary Considerations of Human/Nature Relationships 

          There is a natural place that is very special to me. It is a mature, predominantly 

hardwood forest on a steep hillside. A spring trickles forth year round from under the 

exposed roots of a giant hemlock tree. I visit it several times a year, and my presence 

there makes me feel connected to the life force of the planet. It never fails to evoke a 

wash of emotion in thought and feeling. I initially found my way to this place by way of a 

story told to me by an old man when I was about twelve. When I'm in this place I 

sometimes think about him or other people from my past. Sometimes I think about all the 

types of creatures that live out their lives here. Sometimes I think about the seasons, or 

the age of a certain tree, or the sounds from the highway on the wind. It is one of my 

strong connections to the natural world and a place that I go to in order to balance my 

presence within the human built environment. There is a term for the type of innate 

feelings I have towards this place; it is biophilia - a love or natural affinity for biological 

communities.        

 E. O. Wilson (1984) coined the term biophilia to express a genetic evolutionary 

tendency for humans to connect with nature. From an evolutionary perspective it seems 

to follow that humans would favour the historically natural environments that allowed 

their species to function and procreate successfully (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1982; Ulrich, 

1983). Biophilia as an innate quality in humans was explored further by Kellert (1993, 

1997) with due consideration to various "link[s] between personal identity and nature" 

(1993, p. 43). He identified nine human values rooted in our biology that reflect 

"affinities for nature that presumably have proven adaptive in human evolution" (Kellert, 

2002, p. 129). His findings are expressed in the form of a typology of assigned values to 
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nature significant to personality and character development in childhood. Kellert's 

typology is more comprehensive than Knopf's (1987) and includes the following:  

  
 Aesthetic    Physical attraction and appeal of nature 
 Dominionistic  Mastery and control of nature 
 Humanistic  Emotional bonding with nature 
 Moralistic  Ethical and spiritual relation to nature 
 Naturalistic  Exploration and discovery of nature 
 Negativistic  Fear and aversion of nature 
 Scientific  Knowledge and understanding of nature 
 Symbolic  Nature as a source of language and imagination 
 Utilitarian  Nature as a source of material and physical reward  
        (Kellert, 2002, p. 130) 
 

 He concludes that direct and ongoing experience with natural environments is an 

essential requirement for healthy development and maturation in children. Also, from an 

ecological-evolutionary perspective, Heerwagen and Orians (2002) reviewed childhood 

development studies which showed "that current neural capacities and response patterns 

have evolved as a result of -- past responses to environmental contingencies" (p. 29). The 

studies they reviewed indicate that children have adapted behaviorally based on the 

environmental challenges faced throughout human history.  

 Another way in which we have adapted to our natural environment is linked to 

our conception of physical spaces and the sensory and cognitive skills we have developed 

in order to navigate successfully. The environmental challenges faced by our hominid 

ancestors prompted the genetic development of a "survival-oriented attention" that is 

informed through an ability to "mentally create and test spatial maps that give us 

information about our surroundings" (Falk & Dierking, 2000, p. 62).  Falk and Dierking 

have noted that exploring physical environments is an important element of cognitive 

development in young children. "Neuroscience research has revealed that 'spatial 
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learning' is not just a specialized and isolated type of learning but is integrated with all 

types of learning; all learning is influenced by the awareness of space" (p. 62).   

 

Cognitive and Emotional Responses to Nature Settings  

 Our genetic awareness of space underlies the preferences that humans often 

develop for certain types of places; and physical places, having the capacity to moderate 

emotions and feelings, can directly impact learning, retention and memory. Korpela & 

Hartig (1996) found that children's and adolescent favourite places were associated with 

feelings of comfort, security, relaxation, and getting away from the stresses of everyday 

life. Place afforded an opportunity for emotional release and was often restorative. 

Natural places in particular figure prominently in the literature dealing with the 

restorative aspects of place (Hartig, Mann, & Evans 1991; Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; 

Kaplan & Talbot 1983; Ulrich et al., 1991), and some strongly suggest the capacity for 

nature settings to be powerfully conducive to attentional function and cognitive processes 

(Kaplan, 1995; Kuo, 2001; Tennessen & Cimprich, 1995). 

 The concept of environmental self-regulation considers how physical settings can 

be moderators in the process of controlling and balancing internal cognitive and 

emotional states. This implies that emotions and feelings can be affected or altered by an 

external agent such as a personal preference or dislike for particular place (Dodge & 

Garber, 1991). Korpela's (1992) study on late adolescent teens found that after negative 

emotional experiences, "being in a favourite place helped [the subject participants] to 

relax, calm down, clear their minds [and] gain perspective" (p. 253). Korpela's research 

points to the distinct capacity of physical settings to aid in the regulation of emotion. 
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Related to Korpela's (1992) findings, studies by Kerr & Tacon (1999) and Staats, 

Gatersleben & Hartig (1997) each found that people's moods and emotional states are 

sensitive to and can be altered by their presence in a particular location.  

 Korpela (2002) reviewed studies on the relationship between emotion and place 

preference in children (age range 4 to 12 years) and found that the accumulated data 

"suggested that outdoor environments have more emotional significance for children than 

could be expected from the actual time spent in those places" (p. 363). Korpela's findings 

suggest that places have the capacity to personally satisfy or provide the feeling of 

happiness and well-being. Poignant connections to physical places are thereby made and 

can fulfill or express any number of personal wants such as: privacy, stimulation, control, 

or security. Places such as lookouts, play-forts and tree-houses, forests, beaches, parks 

and summer camps figure prominently in childhood memories as favourite places (Sobel, 

2002). 

 Wells and Evans (2003) in reviewing literature on the direct effects of nature on 

children's well-being concluded "that not only do children prefer to spend time in natural 

settings, but disconnection from the natural environment negatively affects the well-being 

of children. Furthermore, the availability and use of green, outdoor spaces contributes to 

cognitive function - as well as to social interaction and social connectedness…" (p. 315). 

 Edith Cobb (1969) approached her explorations into child psychology through the 

analysis of adult recollections of childhood. Her findings showed that childhood contact 

with natural phenomena or direct experience that took place in natural settings were often 

cited as having an emotional significance that persisted into adult life. Sebba (1991) 

found that when adults were asked to name the most significant place from their 
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childhood, outdoor places were consistently mentioned. Rachel Carson (1956) referred to 

the emotions of joy and wonder, evoked through the mystery of nature, as providing an 

impetus to further discovery and learning. She intrinsically recognized that emotions and 

inner feelings were linked to cognitive processes.  Children who had the opportunity to 

partake in programs that allowed for "immersion and creative interaction" with nature 

were provided with emotional catalysts that led to the pursuit of specific goals and life 

long learning (Kellert, 2002, p.127). Carson (1956), reminiscent of Rousseau, expressed 

an understanding that many outdoor and environmental educators are familiar with - that 

children will come to know through their sense perception and their feelings:    

  
 For the child…, it is not half so important to know as to feel. If facts are the seeds 
 that later produce knowledge and wisdom, then the emotions and the impression 
 of the senses are the fertile soil in which the seeds must grow. The years of early 
 childhood are the time to prepare the soil. Once the emotions have been aroused - 
 a sense of the beautiful, the excitement of the new and the unknown, a feeling of 
 sympathy, pity, admiration or love - then we wish for knowledge about the object 
 of our emotional response. Once found, it has lasting meaning. (p. 56) 
  

 The research underlying how natural settings can affect cognition is based on the 

supposition that "exposure to the natural environment helps to maintain or restore the 

capacity to direct one's attention - to focus or concentrate" (Wells, 2000, p. 781). Kaplan 

& Kaplan (1982) suggested that prolonged "directed attention" which resulted in 

conditions of mental fatigue (an inability to focus on task, irritability, and being easily 

distracted) could be moderated by environment. They identified four specific 

characteristics of environment which were necessary in order to alleviate mental fatigue 

and restore the capacity for focus and attention, and thereby learning.  The four 

environmental characteristics are referred to as: fascination, being away, extent, and 
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compatibility. All four are inherent to natural outdoor settings and are described by Wells 

(2000): 

  
 Fascination is found in environments that draw one's attention effortlessly, 
 thereby involving 'involuntary attention' and allowing the neural inhibitory 
 mechanism underlying 'directed attention' to rest. Natural phenomena such as a 
 babbling brook, the stir of leaves, or the chirps of baby birds illustrate this 
 characteristic.  
 Being away is an experience of taking a mini-vacation from one's daily 
 concerns. This may be a brief experience, as when one takes a mental break 
 by gazing out the window, or longer, such as when one takes a walk in the woods 
 or a week-long backpacking vacation. 
 Extent is the depth or scope of the experience. An experience within which one 
 can become immersed can be said to  have extent.  
 Compatibility refers to the match between environment and one's purposes or 
 inclinations, such that directed attention is not needed and allowed to rest. 
 Although in some cases non-natural experiences may contribute to the restoration 
 of mental fatigue, these four characteristics are most commonly found in natural 
 settings. Nature proves to be the most reliable source of mentally restorative 
 experiences. (p.782)        
 

 Faber Taylor, Kuo & Sullivan (2001) for example undertook a study on children 

with Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD). Their study showed that play activities in natural 

outdoor settings tended to lower the symptoms associated with chronic attention deficit 

and allowed children to better focus on skills development. Wells (2000) did a 

longitudinal study to examine the effects of natural settings within residential 

neighbourhoods on children's cognitive functioning. Her study utilized the ADDES, a 

nationally standardized attentional capacity instrument traditionally used in the 

measurement of Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder. Wells's study evaluated 2,415 

children and youth (3 to 20 years) and additionally had 3,329 parents/ guardians use the 

same instrument to rate their children. The results of her study corroborated the findings 

of previous research involving adults in that "a child living in a place with more nature, 
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with more restorative resources is likely to benefit with respect to his or her cognitive 

functioning or attentional capacity" (p. 782) and that, "future research might explore the 

relevance of these findings to school environments (p. 792).              

 

Fostering Environmentally Responsible Behavior 

 Damasio (2000), in proving the neuro-physiological links between cognition and 

emotions has made a disquieting suggestion directed towards our fast-paced post-modern 

society. Though the human brain has a neural capacity for extremely rapid cognitive 

function current evidence shows that the brain's emotional system processes information 

at a much slower rate. As the multi-tasking demands of home, school, society and 

workplace increase in both speed and quantity there is the potential for future generations 

to become what Damasio refers to as emotionally neutral. According to Damasio the risk 

of emotional neutrality becomes greater and greater as the speed of cognition increases. 

The emotional system is a body regulatory system that builds somatic markers. These 

somatic markers allow us to have feelings and thereby encode our experiences and 

consciousness with value. The emotional system functions at a constant limit which is 

determined by its morphology. Quite simply, as the demands of modernity push the limits 

of our cognition, our emotional system will not be able to keep up.  

  
 The image of an event or a person can appear in a flash, but it takes seconds to 
 make an emotional marking. So it stands to reason that we're going to have fewer 
 and fewer chances to have appropriate somatic markers, which means we're going 
 to have more and more events - particularly in our early years - that go by without 
 the emotional grounding. Which means that you could potentially become 
 ethically less grounded. You'd be in an emotionally neutral world. 
 (Damasio, in Johnson, 2004, p. 49)   
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 This scenario has far reaching consequences and one of them is: will future 

generations have any care whatsoever whether the natural world exists or not? In order to 

counter environmental emotional neutrality allowances must be made for young people to 

have the time to make meaningful emotional connections to the natural world. Without an 

empathy for the natural environment it is difficult to later attempt to suggest an ethic 

which will lead to environmentally responsible behaviour. Environmental legislation is 

costly, a form of duress, only treats symptoms, and is often representative of partisan 

politics. The power of individual self-realization can result in widespread societal change 

but first it requires emotional conviction.     

 Physical settings do influence our emotions and thereby can contribute to 

individual self-realization. Positive experiences in natural settings can motivate 

environmentally responsible behaviour.  Studies on children and young adults have 

verified that through regular outdoor experiences as an adjunct to school classes an 

emotional affinity for nature can be developed that motivates and maintains 

environmentally protective behaviour (Hartig, Kaiser & Bowler, 2001; Heywood, 2002; 

Kals & Ittner, 2003; Kals, Schumacher, & Montada, 1999; Stine, 1997).  It is also 

interesting to note that mainstream research in environmental psychology is now focused 

on a global or full ecological perspective (Barker, 1965; Barker & Wright, 1955; Wapher 

& Demick, 2002). According to Bonnes and Bonaiuto (2003) this ecological positioning 

has resulted in a shift from a "spatial-physical environment and related place-specific 

behaviors [to] environmentally relevant behaviors in general" (p. 36). Their review of 

literature on individual behaviors influenced by an increasing public awareness of global 

environmental issues reveals many pro-environmental changes that are beginning to be 

reflected in lifestyle and cultural practices.  Media, educators, and primarily government 
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legislators, have led the drive for public acceptance and compliance with the tenets 

underlying sustainable development. But the role of education has fallen short.  

 The scope of curriculum options presented by a global concept such as sustainable 

development encompasses the domains of science, geography, economics, politics, 

management, and legislation. Sustainable development, or its euphemistic clone 

sustainability, is a diverse conundrum of massive proportion. The challenges to students, 

who will compute, analyze and deliberate this data in classrooms throughout Canada and 

elsewhere are limitless. But nature for these students will remain for the most part an 

ambiguous or unknown entity.  In the absence of any regular direct experience, the 

likelihood of establishing any kind of emotional attachment to the nature world or natural 

processes is tenuous. Without an emotional tie based on experiential episodes, cognitive 

efforts limited to the classroom may well remain disconnected from the ecological 

urgency of the current situation. What is required is a curriculum that allows for both the 

time and appropriate place for establishing vital emotional connections.  

 

Learning within the Personal Domain 

Personal Narrative 

 Seemingly mundane experiences often have a profound influence on individual 

outlook and the paths we choose to travel. In rationalizing personal experience we can 

readily associate major events as being catalysts of learning and often turning points in 

life. However, everyday patterns, events that are cyclical, ordinary or rhythmic tend to be 

overlooked as portals to a deeper understanding of the self. That which is provocative in 

life such as love and death, triumph and loss, are recognized as emotional milestones.  

Yet, that which is familiar, the people, places, events and routines known to us intimately 
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or partaken of often also have the capacity to provide significant and lasting life lessons. 

It was approximately a year after the birth of our first child that my wife and I decided to 

change the focus of our lives. We had already decided a couple of years earlier to leave 

the city and had recently moved into a new home we had built on the family farm. The 

farm is what had offered me a sense of place during my growing up years. 

One day I was cutting a trail through the forest adjacent to the marshlands. The 

trees were tall and the growth thick. Aspens, birch and willow were mixed with a 

smattering of white cedar. The work was slow going, contemplative, and I began to recall 

as a boy about twelve playing in a large meadow with great mounds of stones. I 

wondered what made me think of this.  Were the stone piles on this farm?  I had travelled 

to many farms as a boy with my father and had combed every one of them. He was a 

produce man and spent his weekends travelling from farm to farm to talk to growers 

about seed, soil and crop schedules. I continued my cutting with these thoughts in mind. 

It was deep in the forest that I came upon the first of my lost stone piles tightly nestled 

between five large cedar trees. 

The original Scots homesteaders had like all farming societies cleared these fields 

of stones for cultivation. Now they were part of the natural regeneration of tree species -

fast growing softwoods through to mature hardwoods - in the aftermath of a chaotic event 

such as forest fire, or in this case, a clear-cut. In the successional forest one or two 

species of tree will predominate for a relatively short period until succeeded by another. 

The life cycle of one species creates a favourable environment for the next.  

At the time of my discovery, I marvelled that what had been open meadow and 

scrub twenty-five years previous was now dense forest. I eventually located all of the 
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cairns. The trail is now called the “Stone-marker Trail” and winds its way past the piles 

of stones that marked the historic fields, orchards and boundaries of those first Scottish 

settlers. My learning was contextual: free-choice, linked to local history, farming 

practices, ecology and the inevitable passage of time. In this way the story of the 

successional forest can be retold not simply as a story of a forest in the ecological sense 

but metaphorically as stories of succession within our lives and the lives of those who 

came before us. How we grow, how things change, how events change us, and how some 

things endure like the piles of stones.   

 

Learning and Memory 

 In order to learn we must build upon prior knowledge and this requires the 

engagement of memory. But how do we actually learn through recollection? Dewey 

(1997 [1938]) understood learning as a universally human action of knowledge 

construction that he referred to as "the principle of continuity of experience." Dewey 

intuited that the aptitude for learning experientially was biologically based; a habitual 

human characteristic that involved the formation of attitudes governed by emotional and 

mindful approaches and responses to everyday life.  In Dewey's own words, "every 

experience both takes up something from those which have gone before and modifies in 

some way the quality of those which come after" (p. 35).  His theories on cognition 

besides being pragmatic were also very close to the mark in light of current research in 

the neurosciences. 

 Learning implies memory but memories are at times vague, imprecise or difficult 

to bring to mind and tend to fade as time goes on. The use of electromagnetic and nuclear 
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imaging technology such as functional magnetic resonance (fMRI) and positron emission 

topography (PET) has allowed brain researchers to significantly increase their ability to 

map and interpret brain/body interactions. Knowledge assumptions within the field of the 

neurosciences should be viewed as indemonstrable given the constantly expanding body 

of research. With this caveat in mind, neurobiological research assumes that memory is 

essentially a process of reconstruction as our brains do not accumulate and store exact 

copies of our experience (Damasio, 2000).  

 

Learning to Remember 

 Memory figures prominently in The Hollows Camp Study as all of my interviews 

with past participants as well as my personal narratives relating to camp phenomena are 

the by-products of subjective recall. In reflecting on the emotive power of remembering 

there were also questions as to its accuracy and I wondered how memory might actually 

be learned or improved. I happen to be married to a very talented woman who has some 

expertise in this area. She trained as a classical actor and was for many years a member of 

The Shaw Festival Theatre, in Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario. Though now many years 

since her last professional engagement she has not lost the ability to almost flawlessly 

recite passages of significant extent from a variety of plays. This is not an uncommon 

ability amongst stage actors and attests to the benefits of rote learning, semantic rhyme 

and rhythm, staging, lighting and musical cues as mnemonics. Mnemonics are devices or 

systems used to develop or improve memory. Similar types of learning stems from oral 

traditions in the repetition and cadence inherent to mantras, canticles, litanies, prayers, 

nursery rhymes and folk tales (Bettelheim, 1977; Csikszentmihalyi, 1991). Mnemonics as 
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such are venerable techniques for learning and these thoughts prompted me to consider a 

pedagogy by which memory might be developed. The classical orator, recitalist and poet 

share with the actor a well developed faculty for recall.    

 In Book 2, Chapter LXXXVI of De Oratore, written in 55 BCE, the great Roman 

orator Cicero (1986) cites Simonides of Ceos who, "first invented an art of memory"     

(p. 186).  Marcus Antonius relates a moral tale which well illustrates the efficacy of 

Simonides' method of recall. As the story goes, Simonides is engaged in providing poetic 

recitation at a gathering of wealthy and important officials when an earthquake takes 

place. In the aftermath of the disaster only Simonides survives - all others having been 

crushed beyond recognition. The relatives of the victims then implore Simonides' 

assistance in order that the dead can be properly identified. Based on his recollection of 

the places where each guest had sat during the performance he was able to provide 

information as to who was who and so give direction for the proper internment of the 

bodies. It was from this direct experience that Simonides was then able to devise a 

practical lesson for those who wished to improve their memories:  

  
 …it is chiefly order that gives distinctness to memory; …certain places must be 
 fixed upon, and that of the things which they desire to keep in memory, symbols 
 must be conceived in the mind, and ranged, as it were, in those places; thus the 
 order of places would preserve the order of things, and the symbols of the things 
 would denote the things themselves; so that we should use the places as waxen 
 tablets, and the symbols as letters (Cicero, 1970, p. 187).   
 

 Cicero is describing a mnemonic based on symbolic representations that are used 

to assist the recall to mind of specific information. Visual mnemonic systems are to be 

found in prehistoric pictographs and the iconography of many cultures and eras. This 

same type of system can be found today in the visual aids provided by computer icons for 
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the easy location and retrieval of vast amounts of stored data. Memories can also be 

triggered by sensory cues such as sights, sounds and smells that have a certain 

significance related to past personal experience. In this way a particular melody can recall 

to mind persons, places or events as can certain smells and natural odors.  

 A recurring example of this type of phenomenon takes place every spring during 

the annual tour of the camp for the parents of new campers. Visitors frequently remark on 

the nostalgic effect that the natural setting has for them. The rush of the wind through 

boughs of pine, the smells of damp earth and wildflowers, shafts of sunlight scattered 

through the trees; these all act as mnemonics through perceptual cues, the sounds, smells 

and sights that recall to mind personal experiences of homeland, childhood, or a 

particular event or outing from the past. Often it is a field trip from school or a family 

vacation that these parents can remember with great clarity. These can include 

exceedingly trivial events that they have not thought about for years, in essence forgotten 

about, only to be reminded by a sensory cue. As such, it occurred to me that a mnemonic 

might work well as a device toward triggering the recall of my research participants 

during the interview process with The Hollows Camp Study. The first question asked is 

to physically describe the setting of the camp as they remembered it. This resulted in a 

series of verbal maps, subjective in their focus, but all quite accurate despite the passage 

of ten to fifteen years in most cases. This recollection of the physical space acted as a cue 

towards remembering aspects of the social environment and related learning events. 

These episodic memories well might not have been successfully reconstructed without 

first having gone through the exercise of constructing the mnemonic induced map to cue 

further recall. As one past participant told me, "… when I got your e-mail I thought back  
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and with such clarity I can remember those experiences. I can't remember what I ate for 

lunch yesterday but I can remember the smells and the feelings of being at camp (HA, 

I#1, P31).   

 

Neurobiology, Learning and Creative Remembering 

 The process that underlies our ability to learn and remember is primordial. It is 

not circumscribed by any epistemology or pedagogical system but is deeply rooted in 

human biology and evolution (Carter, 1999; Damasio, 1999; Edelman & Tononi, 2000).  

Though learning is a process it is also a product and both are governed by complex 

electrochemical interactions that allow the brain and the body to communicate with each 

other. But unlike Cicero's example of mnemonics represented in a collection of symbols, 

neurobiological assumptions of learning and memory do not recognize the mind as a 

storehouse or library of symbols drawn from our experiences. As mentioned previously, 

in order to learn we must build upon prior knowledge and this presumes memory. But 

memories are sometimes vague, imprecise or difficult to bring to mind and tend to fade as 

time goes on (Carter, 1999). If our brains do not store exact copies of our experiences 

then why does it seem like this is the case to us?  

 Through the use of fMRI and PET scans, brain researchers have made significant 

advancements in their capacity to locate and monitor brain/body interactions that pertain 

to memory. Individual research efforts in the field of cognitive neurobiology currently 

propose that memory is essentially a process of reconstruction. Damasio (2000) describes 

the "mind" as an organism that has the ability to create images from "neural 

representations" which are then manipulated by an electrochemical process which we 
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recognize as "thought." This process influences individual behaviour by "helping to 

predict the future, plan accordingly and then choose the next action" (p. 90). Though the 

mind can create images from sensory receptors such as sight, sound, taste, smell and 

touch, the brain does not store these images like a digital camera or computer file. What 

is learned through remembering is continually being influenced by new experiences so 

memories are essentially reconstructed and reinterpreted versions of the original. 

 When recalling to mind a given object or mental image what we get is not a 

facsimile of our original encounter but one which has been tempered both by the passage 

of time and the addition of further life experiences.  However, some people have a better 

and more vivid recall capacity than others and this often has to do specifically with 

context. Damasio (2000) describes recall in relation to context as, "attempts at replication 

of patterns that were once experienced, in which the probability of exact replication is 

low but the probability of substantial replication can be higher or lower, depending on the 

circumstance in which the images were learned and are being recalled" (p. 101). In other 

words the original learning context strongly affects the ability to recall as does the 

context at the time of remembering (Detterman, 1993).     

 Edelman and Tononi (2000) take a different approach to the question of how 

human memory functions. Whereas Damasio (2000) theorizes that cognition and memory 

are based on neural representations that are changed into images, Edelman and Tononi 

view memory as being nonrepresentational. Their research suggests that memory cannot 

be based on a representational model. They reason that representation implies "symbolic 

activity" the type of which is central to the learning of our semantic and syntactical 

language skills. This type of learning is made up of signals, in essence pre-coded 
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material, which is then inputted into our brains. But the information that we receive from 

experience in the world, combinations of sensory and emotional signals, are not 

representative of any code. Signals from the world are potentially ambiguous, context 

dependant, and not necessarily open to any predisposition or appreciation of their 

significance. Additionally, the brain's structures are "not capable of a high-precision 

storage of code, [there is] no judge in nature to provide decisions on alternative patterns, 

and no homunculus in the head to read a message" (Edelman & Tononi, 2000, p. 93-94). 

 Their proposition is that memory in the brain is not based on representational 

images such as those that reside in computer systems. Memory results from a "selective 

matching between ongoing, distributed neural activity and various signals coming [in] 

from the world, the body, and the brain" (p. 95). This is the concept of a "dynamic 

nonrepresentational memory" where the action of selective matching causes synaptic 

alterations which will affect future brain responses to similar or different signals. 

Memory becomes a form of constructive re-categorization during ongoing experience 

rather than any precise replication of a previous sequence of events. The dynamics of this 

memory process is such that it can allow "perception to alter recall and recall to alter 

perception" (p. 100).  

 Whether you choose to view learning and memory as a reconstruction of 

experience based on the neural representations of previous experience; or as a dynamic 

construction and re-categorization drawn from a complex of ongoing neural signals; both 

are somewhat comparable. We learn by constructing and our knowledge based on our 

subjective experience of the world. However, this is not a theoretical license to disregard 

the reality of everyday life. As Berger and Luckmann (1967) so lucidly state, "everyday 
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life…imposes itself upon consciousness in the most massive, urgent and intense manner. 

It is impossible to ignore, difficult even to weaken, in its imperative presence" (p. 21).  

Though we interpret everyday experiences and the world around us subjectively the 

world around us has already been objectified; scientifically, socially, culturally, 

linguistically, before we have had the opportunity to engage with it.  

 The importance of "creative remembering" as it pertains to the Hollows Camp 

Study is that powerful and enduring impressions reside within the subjective 

reconstructed recollections of the past participants. These impressions, as expressed in 

the interview data, correspond to meaningful personal experiences and attest to the 

efficacy of the contextual learning. First, episodes which take place in a meaningful 

context become memorable. Second, that the learning which takes place contextually can 

often be transferred to comparable contexts or situations over time (Detterman, 1993). 

The fact that the recollections are recreations, stemming from the relativist perspective of 

the participant, does not detract from the significance of the events for them personally or 

from any of their subsequent learning outcomes. The memories of these events, though 

no doubt eroded by the passage of time, are still vivid. As such they still have a capacity 

for agency. The collective stories of the participants, however expressed, provide 

meaning and weight to the purpose of the study - to explore the learning that takes place 

within the holistic context of the residential outdoor experience. For some of the 

participants, the personal and situational interests that were initiated in these past 

experiences have evolved so as to extend into their personal lifestyle, attitudes or 

professional involvement.  
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Positive Emotions and Learning   

 Emotions are part of our subjective experience and an important factor in how we 

assimilate knowledge. Current research in the field of affective neuroscience proposes 

that there is no Cartesian-like duality that separates our reasoning from our emotions. The 

cognitive functions of the brain also include our emotions which are controlled by both 

subcortical (the ancient mammalian limbic system) and neocortical (evolutionary modern 

brain) structures. Damasio (2000) states that, "feelings are just as cognitive as any other 

perceptual image" (p. 159).  Feelings are dependant on cerebral-cortex processing and 

thereby emanate from the area of the brain acknowledged as the centre of human 

consciousness (Carter, 1999).  They are inextricability tied to our physical bodies and are 

the "neuroanatomical and neurophysiological equals of what ever is appreciated by other 

sensory channels" (Damasio, 2000, p. 159). Expressed simply, learning from the 

perspective of neuroscience takes place when our conscious self, presented with 

subjective experience, is motivated by a combination of sense perceptions, emotions and 

feelings to engage in the process of thought which then commits meaningful (filtered) 

information to memory. According to Damasio (1999), consciousness is a composite of 

neural representations that include, first and foremost, subjective feelings that originate 

from physical and emotional images in the brain. Emotions help us to assign a value to 

subjective experience (based upon primordial survival impulses within the limbic system) 

and this has much to do with what motivates us towards developing an increased interest 

that may lead to future reengagement and/or learning. As Rachel Carson (1956) so 

lucidly expressed: 
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 Once the emotions have been aroused - a sense of the beautiful, the   
 excitement of  the new and the unknown, a feeling of sympathy, pity,   
 admiration or love - then we wish for knowledge about the object of   
 our emotional response. Once found, it has lasting meaning (p. 45). 
 

 When we experience something we assign a value to it and our emotions and 

feelings play a major part in this process of appraisal. Was it fun, interesting or exciting? 

Or, was it boring, painful, or beyond our capacity? Do we want to do it again or are we 

discouraged? One on-going debate within cognitive psychology focuses on what 

encourages the enjoyment of learning and the merits or pitfalls of intrinsic motivators vs. 

extrinsic reinforcement or rewards. (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991; Deci et al., 1999; Hidi, 

2000; Kohn, 1999).  Cognitive neuroscience is currently amassing data that strongly 

suggest that motivation is triggered by physiological processes.  

 Recent neuroscientific research has revealed that dopamine neurons show a 

marked increased in firing rate activity in nonhuman primates during certain reward-

contingent learning and memory protocols (Hollerman & Schultz, 1998).  Fried et al. 

(2001), showed similar results with human subjects and state: 

  
 Accumulating data support a critical involvement of dopamine in the modulation 
 of neuronal activity related to cognitive processing. The amygdala [limbic 
 system] is a major target of midbrain dopaminergic neurons and is implicated in 
 learning and memory processes, particularly those involving associations between 
 novel stimuli and reward (p. 201). 
 

 Dopamine is one of about fifty known neurochemical moderators and is 

responsible for fixing and focusing attention, increasing the effectiveness of attention, 

and assigning an appetite value on subjectively pleasurable behaviour (Hollerman & 

Schultz, 1998).  Whether or not a subjective experience is recognized as pleasurable, 
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rewarding or fulfilling is dependant on dopamine triggering a discrepancy between 

reward occurrence and reward prediction. Fried et al. (2001) further state, "Factors other 

than learning and novelty may account for the increases in dopamine observed, 

specifically, attentional and motivational factors (p. 204). This suggests that the agent of 

motivation is neurochemically based and not a matter of either intrinsic or extrinsic 

conditions, as either one will have the potential to act as an agent toward the production 

of dopamine.    

 Play is a universally pleasurable activity and there is a broad literature devoted to 

the opinion that learning through play is fundamental to the development of human 

culture as well as personal and social learning (Cohen, 1993; Vygotsky, 1997 [1926]) 

Affective neurobiologist, Jaak Panksepp, has been researching the neuroanatomy and 

neurochemistry of play activity in rats in the interests of establishing correlations to the 

possible cognitive benefits of play to humans. Though these studies are currently "in their 

infancy" Panksepp (1998), can affirm that, "…dopamine blockade (in rats) reduces play - 

which may indicate that animals need normal levels of synaptic dopamine activity in 

order to play" (p. 294).  Toward connecting his animal research to the human propensity 

for play and learning Panksepp (1998) states: 

  
 Although cortical processes surely add a great deal of diversity to our playful 
 behaviors, especially as we develop, it is unlikely that the primal brain "energy" 
 for playfulness emerges from those higher brain functions. These energies 
 probably emerge from the same ancient executive systems that govern RAT 
 (rough and tumble) play in other species. As those primitive playful impulses 
 percolate through the brain, they assume new forms ranging from slapstick 
 humor to cognitive mirth. (p. 287). 
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 Play is an important mediator for both learning and socialization throughout life 

(Rieber, 1996) and play is fun in what ever form it takes. Hunter (1998) has commented 

"how very wide the concept of play is and how little researched is the area  

(p. 115). The influx of computer gaming into the home and academic environment has 

spurred a new interest in the phenomenon of play and how it can affect learning. Though 

seemingly antithetical to outdoor learning the underlying cognitive and emotional 

processes at work in computer generated play environments are, apart from those 

triggered by physical exertion, equivalent (Panksepp, 1998; Rieber, 1996).    

 

Motivation, Context and Knowledge Construction  

 Falk and Dierking (2000) have identified motivation, interest, knowledge 

construction and context as powerful stimuli which contribute to learning within the 

personal domain.   Motivation is often the beginning of the learning process (Herbart, 

1982, cited in Hilgenheger, 1993; Hidi, 2000). Deci and Ryan (1985) might well be 

describing a camp setting when they refer to an ideal educational environment as one that 

"provides optimal challenges, right sources of stimulation, and a context of autonomy" 

(p. 245). Camp is a learning setting that is often motivational through the fun and 

camaraderie of peer and staff interaction, interesting settings and physically dynamic 

activities.  In other words the contextual environment provides a high level of interest 

overall on a daily basis. This is a unique quality that is specific to the setting. The pace of 

learning is accelerated as personal insights, social interactions, skills development and 

orientation within the environment all take place concurrently within a compressed 

timeframe. The result is an environment of heightened individual and collective 
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awareness that often promotes spontaneity through intense levels of both situational and 

personal interest which may endure into a participant's later life (Hidi, 1990).  

 

Narrative on Affirmation of Self 

 Falk and Dierking (2000) have commented: 

  
 Given the constructive nature of learning, having a sense of self - an awareness of 
 personal needs, interests, and abilities - is fundamental to all learning. It is the 
 sense of self that serves as the primary filter of experience, enabling the mind to 
 focus on those issues and events perceived as relevant and to ignore those as 
 perceived as irrelevant. Self is the mind's gatekeeper (p. 21).      
 

 Therefore a strong sense of self will allow for the opening of the mind to a 

broader range of potential learning activities or situations. A learning opportunity is one 

thing but people must also have confidence in their inherent ability to succeed in a 

learning task. If a strong sense of self is lacking then the option for them to perceive 

potential learning situations as irrelevant becomes greater. Self-esteem, self-efficacy and 

self-regulation are qualities that must often be developed. Stimulating personal and 

situational interest is one way to achieve positive self-concept and this can be done by 

way of activities and settings designed to motivate and focus inherent abilities towards 

the acquisition of new skills and knowledge.  

 The outdoor experience offers many opportunities to explore the personal psyche 

and challenge one's self existentially. When I was a young man I had the opportunity to 

travel to the alpine countries of Europe and there I became interested in the local sports 

culture of climbing and mountaineering. Though I didn't know it at the time my interest 

would develop from a mere tourist's frivolity to a personal engagement that would 
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profoundly affect the course of my life. As an inhabitant of the low rolling terrain of 

Ontario, mountain lore evoked in me all of the childhood mystery and adventure that I 

had come to know through my boyhood travels in the nature lands of farm, forest and 

ravine. I distinctly recall my first alpine ascent. It was more of an arduous walk really. 

We had arrived in Switzerland from the north-west after traveling for days in constant 

rain under heavily overcast skies. There was no way of telling what or where the fabled 

scenery of this alpine wonderland was as everything was grey right down to rooftops. 

Undismayed, the following soggy day we trekked upwards into thick wet cloud and after 

three hours and about two thousand vertical metres our efforts were rewarded. A sudden 

epiphanic ray of sunlight parted the mists and revealed a massive dominance of rock 

towering skywards! It was a truly magnificent first sighting and after that I became an 

ardent and serious mountaineer and rock-climber. "Attention shapes the self, and is in 

turn shaped by it" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, p. 34). So it was for me. I have maintained an 

enthusiastic interest with mountain and mountain related sports ever since and in my 

professional capacity I have led hundreds of young people on rock-climbing excursions.  

 What I discovered about rock-climbing was that it was an exceptional exercise for 

the development of mind and body self-discipline and through it I learned many things 

about myself. This did not come without considerable effort but my interest and 

engagement toward my goal motivated me toward challenge and change. Physically, I 

had to become stronger, suppler and better balanced; mentally more focused; and 

emotionally, composed and confident. Nothing in my life had been so demanding of 

attention and commitment as when I was climbing. This was what made the action so 

pleasurable - purpose and value resided in the phenomenon itself - the achievement of 
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personal best. This same sense of personal fulfillment in action and thought has been 

codified by Csikszentmihalyi (1991) as "the FLOW theory of optimal experience" and he 

has drawn the same correlations specifically in his interview with a west coast climber: 

  
 It's exhilarating to come closer and closer to self-discipline. You make your body 
 go and everything hurts; then you look back in awe at the self, at what you've 
 done, it just blows your mind. It leads to ecstasy, to self-fulfillment. If you win 
 these battles enough, that battle against yourself, at least for the moment, it 
 becomes easier to win the battles of the world" (p. 40) 
 

 Bandura (1994) has expressed similar ideas as "perceived self-efficacy" which are 

"peoples beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that 

exercise influence over events that affect their lives" (p. 71). A strong sense of self-

efficacy allows for a greater capability in accomplishing personal goals or tasks. This in 

turn results in a feeling of personal well-being which is further fostered through the 

challenge of "mastery experiences" (p. 72). Bandura believes that overcoming difficult 

tasks is a way of building self-esteem and developing a resiliency to the inevitable 

setbacks in life. Perseverance in the face of difficult tasks leads to a strong sense of 

personal worth and the ability to overcome future adversity. The outdoor context presents 

broad latitude for experiencing this type of personal challenge and learning. 

 Within the majority of the research literature on outdoor education similar 

understandings of self-realization have been referenced as "self-concept" in the meta-

analyses of extant outdoor education research (Hattie et al., 1997; Marsh, 1999; Neill, 

2002). In all of these findings the effects of adventure programs on self-esteem were 

significant and "the continued gains and longevity of the follow-up effects are the most 

impressive findings" (Hattie et al., 1997, p. 70).  
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Learning within the Social Domain 

Social Learning Narrative  

 When I think about socialization at camp I often think of a boy I will call Freddie. 

Freddie was a large quiet twelve year old. His parents told me he had attended camp the 

year before and things had not gone well. He had apparently been badly teased by the 

other boys in his cabin. This year he had been urged to come to our camp and although 

reticent he had agreed to try one more time. His parents were hopeful that his love of 

natural surroundings and his interest in horses would tip the scales towards a positive 

experience. Within a couple of days it soon became apparent that Freddie was unsuited to 

the sport of riding. In fact, he seemed uninterested in any scheduled activity at camp. As 

well he was not eating any of his meals and so I decided to contact the director of his 

former camp for some insight.  

 The director of the other camp responded to my call very promptly. I was 

surprised because camp-in-session is always a busy time for any director and the needs of 

the immediate camp community generally take precedence over inquiries from the 

competition. His first reaction was to tell me that Freddie was trouble with a capital “T” 

and to get him out of camp and back to his parents as soon as possible. Freddie had 

indeed been a non-participant at his camp as well, had also refused to eat, was 

unreceptive and had eventually caused disruptions in the cabin. He had had to send 

Freddie home and Freddie’s parents had written a damning missive critical of the camp 

and its policies. He was thankful to have no part of Freddie or his parents and said that he 

felt it was his responsibility as a fellow camp director to give me the straight goods. I 
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thanked him for his candour and I wondered what I should do with this troubling new 

information. 

 Clearly, Freddie did not fit into the standard curriculum. Not at his former camp 

and not at our camp either. So what was to be done? Freddie did not seem to be a “bad” 

kid simply a strangely quiet one. He was not causing any real difficulties for his 

counsellors; he just didn’t seem to want to do anything he was scheduled for. I was 

genuinely concerned about what the other camp director had told me but I felt it best to 

make my own judgement about the situation. Our camp was very different from Freddie’s 

former one but still, forewarned is forearmed, and so anticipating a call home I began to 

keep track of what Freddie was eating at each meal and also to attend his activity periods.  

 At any given activity Freddie could be found on the periphery either writing in a 

small spiral notebook or taking inconspicuous photographs of seemingly trivial items: the 

rope swing in the tree, the archery hut when the door was open, the weir between the 

lakes. I thought back to my conversation with his former director and began to have some 

concerns about what Freddie’s intentions might be. The staff were also beginning to 

become impatient with him. Freddie’s swimming ability was marginal and as a result he 

ended up being the big chunky boy in with a class of ten-year-old girls. Seemed it was the 

luck of the draw for a guy the likes of Freddie; and not surprisingly he refused to go in 

the water. The girls all laughed at him and said they wouldn’t go in unless he did too. The 

swimming teacher was at her wits end.  

 Time moves swiftly at summer camp and Freddie was gaining a reputation with 

his peers as a "freak." It was time to talk to Freddie and find out a little about what was 

going on with him: 
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 “Hey Freddie, you haven’t been eating much.” I said. “You know, with all the walking 

you have to do around here you should try to eat some more, keep your energy levels 

up.” 

“Well, I still have some stuff I brought from home in the cabin,” Freddie said,  

“I tried the brownies, though.” 

“Yes, I noticed that. You should try the pasta too. It might turn out to be just as good as 

the brownies.” I added. 

 “Yah, the brownies were OK. Almost as good as my Mom’s, but not ‘as’ good. I could 

get you my Mom’s recipe if you want and then you would have the best brownies you 

ever tasted.” 

“That’s a great idea.” I said, “I’m always looking for better recipes for the kitchen, we 

could give her a call and get it, how about tomorrow morning?” 

“Ok, I’m sure she’d give to you.” Freddie said.  

“So, what are you writing about in your book there?” I asked. 

“I’m writing about all the things I’m doing at camp and all the things the other kids are 

doing too, like Shawn and Eric riding the horses and Rachel, Dirk and Karen tipping over 

in the kayaks and the archery competition and all the stuff around here like the trees, and 

the place in mud where you can slide...” 

I asked Freddie if he would like to be the camp reporter and perhaps make up a 

newspaper and that’s exactly what happened. Freddie told some other kids in his section 

about the newspaper idea and the next thing we knew he had organized a news crew to 

cover all events of the camp.  
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 Freddie became popular, yet he did not change. It was all of us who changed our 

attitude toward him and in so doing the curriculum flexed to accommodate this new way 

that was shown to us by Freddie. Freddie had been enjoying his time at the camp right 

from the first day but none of us could see it that way because we expected him to be just 

like everyone else. When he didn't adhere to the set curriculum he immediately became 

suspect even to his peers.   

 We all learned from this experience and became richer for it. His mother’s 

brownie recipe was as good as Freddie’s word and we still use it today. At swimming 

lessons Freddie became "Uncle Freddie". Uncle Freddie has had too much to drink; he 

trips off the dock and has to be rescued by the girls. Uncle Freddie falls asleep in the sun 

and gets a terrible sunburn. “What’s the first-aid procedure?” Those swimming sessions 

actually became memorable! 

 

Concepts of Socialization 

 Socialization can be understood as a fundamental process that begins at infancy 

and develops towards a personal concept of the self, or identity, within the broader 

context of society at large. Socialization has traditionally been viewed as the 

acculturation of an individual such that she or he learns to think and act in accordance 

with the values and principles inherent to a sociocultural group (Waksler, 1994). 

Socialization takes place through a series of life long, face to face interactions which 

enable one to learn how to relate to others, and by extension, to relate to an entire social 

universe (Berger & Berger, 1975; Berger & Luckman 1967; Mead 1934). 
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 Durkheim (1962 [1895]) envisioned society as an autonomous entity separate 

from the individual. Thus, for Durkheim: "The group thinks, feels, and acts quite 

differently from the way in which members would were they isolated…If we begin with 

the individual - we shall be able to understand nothing of what takes place in the group" 

(p. 103-104). Cooley (1922) saw the relationship between the individual and society as 

synergistic, "… we have, in a broad sense of the word, an 'organism' or living whole 

made up of differentiated members, each of which has a special function" (p. 35).  

Collectively, the social organism is dependant on reciprocal processes; an indivisible 

whole, that cannot be analyzed or understood as separate phenomena. As such, the social 

development of the individual was a holistic process which integrated both individual and 

society within their environment. This is in keeping with the collaborative group social 

dynamics inherent to Lewin's (1951) field theory and the socio-environmental influences 

expressed in the ecological psychology of Barker and Wright (1955).  From the 

perspective of ecological psychology, individual behaviours are best considered within 

the affective totality of the environment. Ecological psychology can thus be seen to blur 

across the domains of the personal, the social and the physical. Contextually, all 

surrounding influences and interchanges inherent to the setting are causal to both 

individual and social behaviour. As such, the setting itself becomes a moderator for 

modes of behaviour (Barker, 1965; Barker & Wright, 1955; Wapher & Demick, 2002).  

Behavioural changes such as these take place throughout life and occur for children, 

adolescents and adults. They are reciprocal in that all individual social behaviour is 

affected through social interaction and by this same interaction the social behaviour of 

the group also becomes altered (Damon, 1983).    
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 Who or what are the prime agents of socialization? Individual biological 

programming through gene structure underlies all social behaviour (Pinker, 2002; 

Wilson, 2000). Parents (Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg, 1981; Maccoby & Martin, 1983; 

Vandell, 2000) and teachers (Minuchin & Schapiro, 1983) are dominant adult influences. 

Peers are identified as a powerful socializing force (Harris, 1995; Hartup, 1983) and 

childhood itself has been expressed as a distinct culture (Mackay, 1973). Mass media   

(Baudrillard, 2002; McLuhan, 2003) and the Internet (Rheingold, 1994; Turkle, 1997) 

have further complicated the attempts of ethnographers, psychologists and sociologists to 

isolate any definitive agent of socialization in the era of post-modernity.    

 Human beings are naturally social creatures. Through interactions with others we 

learn a great deal about ourselves, members of our communities and our environment. 

Theories of how we learn language underlie most theories of how we learn, as language 

is learned without prior knowledge and without a curriculum. What we learn socially 

takes place through an interchange of language, gestures, and symbols (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Wittgenstein (1997) stated that: “the common behavior of mankind [is] the system of 

reference by means of which we interpret an unknown language” (par. 206), a universal 

“form of life” (par. 241).   Chomsky (1966) radically challenged learning theorists by 

suggesting that the human mind is biologically predisposed to the intricacies of language 

and grammar which endowed humans with an innate understanding of how to 

communicate successfully.  

 It is through verbal interaction, observation, feelings, emotions, and feed-back 

that we learn shared societal practices and values. The human capacity to express shared 

experience lies at the roots of all cultures and it is within distinct sociocultural 
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environments that we learn to socialize. Evolutionary biology may also play a role in the 

make up of human personality and development of social relationships. Studies in 

evolutionary biology suggest that as a rather feeble species in comparison to most others 

on the planet, much of what humans have learned about how to survive successfully has 

been due to an ability to co-operate with each other through a "higher-order 

consciousness" developed partly through "exchanges in a community of speakers" 

(Edelman & Tononi, 2000, pp. 194-195). Pinker (2002) has noted that socialization, apart 

from simply a matter of immersion and imitation, is an innate neurological process that 

allows us to learn through acculturation: 

  
 A parrot and a child both learn something when exposed to speech, but only the 
 child has a mental algorithm that extracts words and rules from the sound wave 
 and uses them to utter and understand an unlimited number of new sentences. The 
 innate endowment for language is in fact an innate mechanism for learning 
 language. In the same way, for children to learn about culture they cannot be mere 
 video cameras that passively record sights and sounds. They must be equipped 
 with mental machinery that can extract the beliefs and values underlying other 
 people's behavior so that the children themselves can become competent members 
 of the culture (p. 60).   
 

Cognitive Neuroscience and Social Behaviour 

 Social cognitive neuroscience is an emerging new discipline within the field of 

social behaviour. What we know from human social interaction is now being backed up 

with scientific data. The neuroscience approach to how social learning takes place utilizes 

brain imaging technologies such as PET and fMRI to monitor neural structures that are 

activated by socially based stimuli. Damasio (2000) describes how cognition and emotion 

are inextricably linked and that both are affected by the social environment. Emotions 

and feelings are extensions of the self and often enter into the social context. These 
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elements, cognition/emotion and inner feelings, regulate our social behaviour and often in 

the interests or benefit to the social group we are associating with. For example, in a 

camp setting …. 

     Neural research data are beginning to accumulate which show that the same brain 

structures which are important to the processing of emotion impact on social behaviour.  

Adolphs (2003) identifies three specific regions of the brain responsible for three sets of 

processes that act in consort and mediate response. In a social situation the brain's higher-

order sensory cortices first form perceptual representations based on direct experience. 

These representations are then mediated by the amygdala, striatum and orbitofrontal 

cortex to produce an emotional response, a cognitive interpretation and a motivation for 

behaviour. Finally, the higher cortical regions are engaged in: 

  
 …the construction of an internal model of the social environment, involving 
 representation of other people, their social relationships with oneself, and the 
 value of one's actions in the context of a social group (p. 166).  
  

 The research methods underlying the preceding statement are all based on 

responses to visual stimuli. Neuroscience studies show that the brain adds a value 

judgment to visual information taken in from a person's face, body posture and 

movement (Adolphs et al., 1998). These findings support those of earlier conventional 

studies (Cavior & Dokecki, 1973; Dion & Stein, 1978; Staffieri, 1967). It is generally 

understood that values assigned to visual signals are not universal but are bounded by 

cultural background and personal experience. 
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Adolescent Preference for Social Environments 

 Cultural trends such as single parent households or household with both parents 

working have resulted in less parental involvement with adolescent children. 

Increasingly, young people have turned to their peers for social and emotional support 

(Schulenberg & Ebata, 1994). Adolescents and their social world have been described by 

Hersch (1998) as a furtive community within community: 

  
 The adolescent community is a creation by default…More than a group of peers, 
 it becomes in isolation a society with its own values, ethics, worldview, rites of 
 passage, worries, joy, and momentum. It becomes teacher, adviser, entertainer, 
 challenger, nurturer, inspirer, and sometimes destroyer (p. 21). 
   

 Kaplan and Kaplan (2002) have identified a series of needs that are of particular 

importance to this community: peer interaction, self-determination, and the acquiring and 

displaying of competence and skills. Peer socialization is the first and foremost priority 

coupled with a personal freedom. These factors have also been identified by Reiss et al., 

(2000). Socialization by definition is a process whereby a multitude of faculties and skills 

are learned which allows for successful integration into a culture. Ideally, a social 

learning setting should also allow for a high degree of personal autonomy that encourages 

or forces the making of choices for one's self. Harris (1995, 1998, 2000) has suggested 

that socialization is context-specific and that peer-driven socialization is the more 

dominant force in one's behaviour modification than what is learned from association 

with parents in the home environment. Harris' group socialization (GS) theory avows that 

personality development is contingent upon identifying with and becoming a member of 

a social group to the extent that: "The shared environment that leaves permanent marks 

on children's personalities is the environment they share with their peers" (p. 483). 
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 Despite the emphasis on peer influence, Harris' GS theory also allows for 

processes that widen the differences between individuals within a group such as 

individual ability to acquire and/or display competence and strengths as well as 

weaknesses. Through this process status hierarchies are developed within the group and 

reflect group social responses that are inherent to all primate groups (Harris, 1995; 

Hartup, 1983). The theory also allows latitude for individual assimilation and 

differentiation. "Children can become more similar to their peers in some ways 

(socialization) and, over the same period of time, less similar in other ways" (Harris, 

1995, p. 467).   

 Self determination being the establishment of individual internal regulation and 

the development of personal beliefs and values may seem to be compromised given the 

primacy of peer group interaction and associated group influences. However, numerous 

studies show that "attitudes towards oneself and one's co-workers are more positive as a 

consequence of cooperative experience than competitive experience" (Hartup, 1983, p. 

153).  The social setting within a residential camp allows for individual expression in a 

socio-culturally diverse peer group where cohabitation and new experiences are common 

components. The camp in this way becomes itself a culture composed of a diverse 

population of peers outside of adult influences. Shaw, Caldwell, and Kleiber, (1995) have 

suggested that well meaning members of the dominant adult culture can often interfere 

with the normative development of autonomy.  
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Socializing in Outdoor Settings     

 Knopf (1987) notes in his review of the literature on environmental sociology that 

people who are drawn to activities in the outdoors do so because of the opportunity 

outdoor pursuits provide for sharing common interests and increased social interaction.   

In keeping with this consensus Owens (1994) found that teenagers' preference for 

particular outdoor places ranked parks or sports fields first, with backyards second, 

followed by commercial areas; and that they went to all of these places either with a 

friend or to meet with friends. My experience suggests that skate-board and snow-board 

parks can also be added to the first ranking. 

 Kaplan and Kaplan (2002) in a meta-analysis of several studies on adolescent 

preference for place found that a predilection for natural areas was lower for teens than 

that of either adults or children. They interpreted this finding as a moratorium that takes 

place during those years when peer socialization is a primary motivator of interest. It is 

during this "time out" period that adolescent needs associated to development and 

maturation through socialization take first priority and often supersede many former 

interests and activities. Natural settings are often perceived by adolescents as being 

remote, unsafe, and physically uncomfortable areas; areas not conducive to meeting 

friends and/or socializing (Bixler & Floyd, 1997). Urbanized commercial areas by 

contrast were found to be the most preferable arenas for socialization (Chawla, 1992; 

Korpela, 2002; Staats & Hartig, 2004). "Cool activities include those that allow for high 

visibility and…are school related [such as drama, clubs, band, sports, cheering] or not 

associated with school at all including employment" (Hurtes, 2002, p. 114). The place 

where you hang out, and who you hang out with, is very important to the perceived status 
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of this social group. By contrast, the perception of the natural world is often that it is "out 

in the sticks" the domain of "redneck" hunters and anglers, "hippy" environmentalists or 

birdwatchers. Undeveloped nature areas do not possess the "cool" factor associated with 

urban based action spots that can draw a crowd of "cool" people (Hurtes, 2002). 

However, Kaplan and Kaplan (2002) have noted that:  

  
 This does not mean that adolescents dislike nature but rather that natural settings 
 do not hold the powerful pull for teens that they do for those younger or older. 
 While for many teens there is some discomfort with natural places, there is no 
 indication that they would avoid contact with nature if it were the context for 
 activities that effectively meet their needs. (p. 252)  
 

 In other words, if there was a natural setting that also provided an exciting and 

challenging curriculum/activity program along with peer social interaction then the 

outdoor setting would meet the criteria of needs for many adolescents. The summer camp 

meets these social needs in a natural outdoor setting with broad latitude for curriculum, 

teaching and learning opportunities.     

 

Camp as a Social Learning Experience  

 Bandura (1997) recognized that many of the personal objectives that individuals 

seek are attained through socially mediated interdependence.  As all human endeavours 

are governed by social systems, the development of personal identity or self concept 

always takes place "within a broad network of sociostructural influences" (Bandura, 

2001, p. 12). Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001) identifies three "modes of human 

agency - personal, proxy, and collective" (p.11). Proxy agency and collective agency both 

involve interdependency with others in order to accomplish personal goals in the first 
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instance and collective goals through collective effort in the second instance. Examples 

of proxy and collective agency are represented in the data from the residential camp 

study. On the effect of shared experiences Bandura (2002) states, "People's shared beliefs 

in their collective efficacy influence the type of futures they seek to achieve through 

collective effort…" (p. 271). 

 Bandura (2002) expands his view on the social aspects of "self-efficacy," the 

ability "to influence intentionally one's functioning and life circumstances" (p.270), to see 

social cognitive theory as a common expression within differing cultures. The summer 

camp is a place where children, adolescents and young adults from many different 

cultures come together to live and learn as a community. One of the common bonds is the 

natural environment. Others are individual challenge coupled with social 

interdependence. Bandura (2002) rejects the monolithic homogeneous concepts of 

individualism and collectivism that segregate cultures and emphasis contrasts.  In his 

discussion of intracultural diversity Bandura (2002) clarifies: 

  
 There is substantial heterogeneity among individuals within both individualistic 
 and collectivist systems. There is no autonomous self unless one is living the life 
 of a hermit, nor is there an entirely interdependent self completely submerged in 
 collectivity without any individual identity or sense or personal capability  
 (p. 275- 276).   
 

 Bandura (2002) rejects the "contentious theorist dualisms that pervade the cross-

cultural field" (p. 276) and points to the "cross-cultural generalizability of social 

cognitive theory" in child development (p. 280).         

 Within a residential outdoor setting such as a camp, peer bonding generally takes 

place very rapidly.  Living accommodations are immediately communal, and in the 
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sudden absence of parental dominance the social setting provides a broad opportunity for 

autonomous behaviour. Although, within the cabin group one's personal choices can 

become very much filtered by peer influence, much of this influence is fixed upon the 

immediate necessities of day to day life. There is a recognized mutual benefit in adopting 

a cooperative approach when living in common quarters (Dimock & Hendry, 1931). 

 Sharp (1930) is credited with the first published research dissertation on camping. 

He observed, "Camping provides opportunities for activities which are themselves real-

life situations, as the campers are largely dependent upon their own efforts for their 

personal care and safety, and the care and use of equipment" (p. 41). Although 

administrators are never far away much of this statement still holds true today. The camp 

community is generational, democratic and self-monitoring (Irwin, 1950), and the 

learning setting is highly socially mediated. Brown, Collins, & Duguid (1989) have noted 

that effective learning is a process that takes place through acculturation in much the 

same way as learning to speak: 

  
 From a very early age and throughout their lives, people, consciously or 
 unconsciously, adopt the behaviour and belief systems of new social groups. 
 Given the chance to observe and practice in situ the behaviour of members of a 
 culture, people pick up relevant jargon, imitate behaviour, and gradually start to 
 act in accordance with its norms (p. 34).  
 

 The social learning setting of the camp clearly meets the criteria for what Lave 

and Wenger (1991) have described as "legitimate peripheral participation" whereby 

"newcomers and old-timers" interact so that "newcomers become part of a community of 

practice - a person's intentions to learn are engaged and the meaning of leaning is 

configured through the process of becoming a full participant in a sociocultural practice" 
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(p. 29). In this way peers and youthful counsellors can contribute to the self-confidence 

and competency of both children and adolescents within the camp community.  

 Vygotsky (1978) is well known in educational literature for his approach to 

collaborative learning: "the zone of proximal development…is the distance between 

actual developmental level as determined by individual problem solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 

collaboration with more capable peers" (p.86).  Individual learning along with social and 

personal development is encouraged and nurtured through the daily social interplay 

between peers, adults and role models within the residential camp setting.  Bandura 

(1994) affirms the benefits of social observation and social interaction which can lead to 

the mastery and an increase in belief of self-efficacy. His research has shown that 

"vicarious experiences provided by social models," combined with encouraging "social 

persuasion," in proportioned low stress environments enhance self concept and thereby 

build towards further personal successes. On modeling as a motivation and to social and 

personal learning Bandura states: 

  
 Modeling influences do more than provide a social standard against which to 
 judge one's one capabilities. People seek proficiency models who possess the 
 competencies to which they aspire. Through their behaviour and expressed ways 
 of thinking, competent models transmit knowledge and teach observers effective 
 skills and strategies for managing environmental demands (p. 72). 
 

 This describes well the roles that both more experienced peers and counsellors 

play at a residential camp. In addition, the criteria of a socially encouraging atmosphere 

scaled to a variety of skills levels prevails.  
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Socialization and Horseback Riding 

 This may seem an unusual place to introduce the theme of horses and riding but 

animals are often the beneficiaries of human emotions and feelings. Because of this they 

can also become the focus of shared human experience and a catalyst for the 

communication of common ideas which will assist in the process of socialization between 

children, adolescents and adults. Many camps offer an equestrian program as did the 

summer camp in this study. The collective experience of interaction with horses has been 

shown to facilitate socialization between genders, generations, and sociocultural 

distinction, as well as, promote emotional and physical wellness (All et al., 1999; Britton, 

1991; Fitzpatrick & Tebay, 1998). Each day within the camp setting participants had the 

opportunity to feed, turn-out, groom, receive instruction from adults and learn to ride the 

horses and ponies. The stables are thus a social gathering place where children, 

adolescents and young adults all interacted with each other through the common element 

of the animals and a collective effort towards their care.  

 Myers and Saunders (2002) discuss the notion of caring as expressed through the 

interactions of children and adolescents with animals. Through the care of animals one 

can better develop and experience a personal attitude of openness towards the needs of 

others. Caring for animals often creates a bridge towards this type of understanding to the 

benefit of broader social relationships with others throughout life.   

 Their findings are corroborated by Hoelscher and Garfat (1993) and Rochberg-

Halton (1985) who cite personal communication (talking) in the play activities between 

children and animals as an element in the development of inter-social skills. Talking with 

your horse while feeding, "tacking-up," grooming or riding is an extremely common 



 84

practice. It invariably leads to extended and animated conversation amongst peers after 

the fact and thereby becomes a vehicle for socialization both within the boundaries of the 

camp community and often beyond into home, school and community environment. 

 Animals have been shown to be of great value in a variety of therapeutic 

purposes. MacKinnon et al. (1995) reviewed eleven data-based studies on the physical 

and psychosocial outcomes of therapeutic horseback riding for children with cerebral 

palsy (CP). Their findings showed that children with mild CP demonstrated an increase in 

self-perception, social interaction and confidence, as well as improvements in social 

skills.   

 The presence of animals has also been shown to moderate the behaviour of 

aggressive, nonverbal and withdrawn children so as to allow them to socialize more 

successfully with both peers and adults (Fine, 2000; Katcher & Wilkins, 2000; Katcher, 

2002). Katcher and Wilson have specifically been studying "the effects of therapeutic 

education structured around care of animals and nature study in the residential treatment 

of children with autism, developmental disorder, attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder 

(ADHD), conduct disorder, and oppositional-defiant disorder" (Katcher, 2002, p. 179). 

Their studies over a ten year period have shown that social behaviour towards peers and 

adults improved dramatically allowing them to be "more adept in their style of interaction 

and displayed more social skills than they apparently possessed in other circumstances" 

(Katcher, 2002, p.185). Their studies are corroborated by Levinson's (1969) work with 

pets and psychotherapy for children and Redefer and Goodman's (1989) research on the 

social responses of autistic children when in the company of animals.   
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Conclusion   

 We live in an era of information overload. Making sense of everyday realities is 

often complicated, sometimes bewildering, and for many the confusion tends to 

compound with time. Attempting to define how or in what way individual or collective 

learning takes place is nebulous as we all accrue knowledge in different ways, at different 

times, at different rates and from different staring points (Gardner, 1983; Mayer, Caruso 

& Salovey, 1999).  Repositories of knowledge reside within our institutions, with our 

elders, in our social relationships, and in the media and on the internet. There is some 

degree of certainty that all learning is contextually driven and involves the interplay and 

overlapping of the three domains: personal, physical and social as expressed in the 

Conceptual Learning Model (Fig. 2.1, p. 36). The learning that takes place through the 

residential outdoor experience is holistic in this sense and the summer camp provides an 

exemplary model for a case study of this holistic learning environment. 
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Chapter 4 - Methodology 

 

Introduction 

 My role as a researcher began as a participant observer at The Hollows Camp 

almost a decade prior to any intentions of entering into educational research. This is not 

particularly remarkable as part of my responsibilities as a camp director are to engage in 

discussion, act as mentor, and reflect upon my practice. In the early 1990's as part of the 

research leading to my master’s degree I conducted both qualitative and quantitative 

studies at summer camps in Ontario. The purpose of the qualitative study was to assist in 

the development of a dynamic-based curriculum that integrated outdoor education with 

environmental education. The intent of this particular project was to engage students in 

challenging outdoor activities designed to motivate and encourage learning about the 

principles of ecology. I also designed a survey which was administered to a general 

population of 875 campers from a field of eight different summer camps. This study was 

designed specifically to determine attitudes towards nature and the environment. Now ten 

years later, my doctoral research focuses on how learning occurs within the broader 

contexts of the personal, social and physical domains holistic to the residential outdoor 

experience. 

 In The Hollows Camp Study my role as researcher continues as a participant 

observer. Van Maanen (1990) has referred specifically to participant observation as a 

"tag" for an ethnographic approach (p. 38). Bogdan and Biklen (1998) indicate that 

ethnography is sometimes used synonymously with both qualitative research and 

fieldwork.  And Becker (1980) has referred specifically to his case study research as 
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fieldwork (cited in Stake, 2000). The transitory nature of the camp community along with 

its consistent flux in generational population puts into question its suitability for 

ethnography. As such, I see my research as best fitting a case study approach. 

 

The Hollows Camp Study as a Case Study  

 Yin (1994), describes case study as an empirical inquiry that "investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident" (p. 13).  Stake (1995) adds, 

that case studies are "bounded by time and activity and researchers collect detailed 

information using a variety of data collection procedures over a sustained period of time" 

(p. 10).  Stake (2000) refines his earlier statement by clarifying that a case is a "bounded 

system [one that has] working parts, is purposive [and] often has a self, in addition, its 

behaviour is patterned. Coherence and sequence are prominent" (Stake, 2000, p. 436). 

These criteria proved useful in identifying The Hollows Camp Study as best suited to a 

case study approach. The community and its setting have elements common to 

epistemological foundations in both ethnographic and phenomenological approaches but 

the case study ultimately seemed the most appropriate.  

 The camp community although transitory is a "bounded system." Once at camp 

the participants are essentially isolated from the outside world and working collectively 

together as a community. However, in keeping with systems theory (Heylighen & Joslyn, 

1992) the community is still "open to, and interacts with [its] environments." (p.1) In the 

case of The Hollows Camp Study, these environments are the personal, social and 

physical domains within the context as a whole. 
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 A second way in which the community is bounded is in what Barker and Wright 

(1955) identify as a behaviour setting. Within this understanding the camp is a setting 

where the community members conform to a specific mode of behaviour which maybe 

different from when they are elsewhere. When in camp the behaviour exhibited by the 

residents is modulated by the social and physical setting. Aspects relating to a fuller 

understanding for how a behaviour setting affects the residential camp population are 

presented in the findings of this study.  

 The camp setting also exhibits "coherence and sequence" in its being set apart 

from familiar surroundings and the conveniences of urban life, in its interdependent 

collective and cooperative living, in its daily routines and in the shared commonality of 

experience. This in turn establishes patterns that repeat day after day, season after season, 

year after year, so as to appear a fixed point in an otherwise ever-changing world. The 

coherence and sequence exhibited within nature also call attention to the bounded and 

timeless aspects of this experience for the participants. These reflections on camp life are 

also established by the data.   

 To clarify further, Stake (2000) presents a classification of case study types.  The 

Hollows Camp Study fits into the category of an "instrumental case study." In an 

instrumental case study, the case itself is not of primary interest. "It plays a supportive 

role and facilitates our understanding of something else" (p. 437). The Hollows Camp 

Study is an exploration into the issue of how learning is enhanced through residential 

outdoor experience. Although the case itself is secondary to the issue this does not negate 

rigour. The case is still "looked at in depth, its contents scrutinized, its ordinary activities 

detailed, but all because this helps [in the pursuit of] the external interest" (p. 437). As 
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such, the study of the particulars inherent to a case is not the subject of concern within an 

instrumental case study.  How the findings can be applied to other or similar contexts is a 

matter for reflection and will be touched upon in the implications section of this study. 

 On the subject of multiple case studies Stake (2000) emphasises that single or 

multiple case studies are "questionable grounds for advancing grand generalizations"    

(p. 448) and sees comparing cases as "actually competing with learning about and from 

the particular case" (p. 444).  The Hollows Camp Study is an example whereby a single 

case can communicate and provide support for contextual learning. Although it is not 

representative of a general population it does provide compelling support for the life-long 

learning lessons that take place within the context of the residential outdoor experience. 

The longitudinal aspect of this study is significant. It shows a shared attitude towards the 

specific phenomenon expressed by a generational population spread of over thirty years.  

 The learning instances presented within the study will no doubt mean different 

things to different readers. However, in connection with Yin's (1994) definition, the 

learning which takes place within the personal, social, and physical domains is learning 

that takes place where the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident. It is the endeavor of The Hollows Camp Study to clarify this ambiguity. 

 

Traditions of Inquiry and Mixed Methods Research 

 My experience as a research member on a Social Science and Humanities 

Research Council (SSHRC) project has recently given me a fuller appreciation towards 

the pragmatic aspects of a mixed-methods application. There are clearly benefits to   

mixed-methods research designs particularly when the project is of a large scale. The 
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mixing of methods is not a new phenomenon. In 1928, Thomas and Thomas (1970) made 

the following statement:  

  
 We are of the opinion that verification, through statistics, is an important process 
 in most of the fields of study in human behaviour…What is needed is continual 
 and detailed study of case-histories and life-histories…along with the available 
 statistical studies, to be used as a basis for the inferences drawn. Statistics 
 becomes then, the continuous process of verification… But the statistical 
 results must always be interpreted in the confirmation of the as yet unmeasured 
 factors and the hypothesis emerging from the study of cases must, whenever 
 possible, be verified statistically (p. 570-571).      
 
  

 Dewey's (1997[1938]) philosophical influence on inquiry may have spawned this 

early rationale within a pragmatic paradigm. Still, in this statement you can identify the 

seeds of post-positivism.  I am well aware of the research issues within the paradigm 

debate and will touch on some points relevant to mixed methods research.  

The pursuit of knowledge has its roots in both the arts and the sciences. However, 

throughout the majority of the modern era the logical empiricism of the scientific 

tradition has prevailed creating tenacious standards for establishing reliability and 

validity within inquiry. Since the mid-20th century, research has generally been 

undertaken from one of two perspectives representative of rival belief structures or 

paradigms. The quantitative or rationalistic approach associated with the scientific 

tradition and the qualitative or naturalistic approach with the humanistic one. Though 

bridging the two is often seen as prudent (Guba 1981), the tension between these two 

schools of thought is what Gage (1989) has referred to as the “paradigm wars."   

Layton (1973) states, that traditionally the scientific paradigm has sought to, 

“discover truth by means of experimentation”; in terms of language, scientific 
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communication according to Ziman (1978), is addressed “to an actual sceptic, a potential 

critic; it must be convincing; it must be watertight [and] is best served by a very plain and 

modest style” (cited in Schrag, 1992, p. 273). Validity and reliability within this school of 

thought are established empirically and statistically measured for use in “aiding 

description, aggregation of data, replication of studies, and further hypothesis testing” all 

of which are approached from an objective standpoint (Darling-Hammond & Synder 

1992, p. 58).     

Alternatively, qualitative research does not stand objectively apart from its subject 

matter but rather is sensitive and gives credence to, “a complex, interconnected family of 

terms, concepts, and assumptions ” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p.1). Antithetical to the 

logical empiricism of the scientific tradition qualitative research does not favour one 

methodology over another. As such, methods for the collection of data are various and 

the interpretation of data is not standardized (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).  Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) characterize the naturalist paradigm as one that acknowledges socially 

constructed realities, interaction of researcher and subject, contextual constraints, 

indeterminacy and subjective biases. Morgan and Smircich (1980), state that qualitative 

research “stands for an approach rather than a particular set of techniques and its 

appropriateness – like that of quantitative research - is contingent on the nature of the 

phenomena to be studied” (p. 499).   

Unlike the representative sampling method used in quantitative studies to draw 

inferences about general populations qualitative researchers use purposive sampling. This 

is a method whereby subjects are chosen for their potential interest to the purpose of the 

study and from which interesting data might emerge (Guba, 1981).  In addition, the 
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researcher goes to great lengths to provide “thick description” (Geetz, 1981) of the 

context of the research and often requires a prolonged engagement. From the rationalistic 

perspective, methods associated with naturalistic inquiry such as, purposive sampling, 

thick description, and prolonged engagement are identified as “extraneous variables” 

which threaten if not completely destroy the “internal validity” of a study (Campbell & 

Stanley, 1963, p. 175).  

Denzin and Lincoln (2000) have commented that never before have there been so 

many paradigms, strategies of inquiry, or methods of analysis. New ways of interpreting 

multiple realities join the ranks with a remarkable number of discursive media that are 

emerging. In this arena of methods, conceptions of reliability and validity have become a 

matter of new undertakings in individual systems of rigour to express with credibility 

individual approaches to interpreting data.   

          In reference to the origins of mixed methods,  Erzberger and Kelle (2003) name 

Thomas and Thomas (1970 [1928]), Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, and Sechrest (1966) and 

Denzin (1978) as early supporters for a methodology that drew from a variety of data 

sources and strategies. Denzin's original concept for triangulation is based on "the idea 

that the convergence of results from different measurement operations would enhance the 

validity of research findings" (Denzin, 1978, p. 460). Though Denzin was clearly the 

prime mover in championing qualitative methodology, his strategy for "playing each 

method off against the other so as to maximize the validity of field efforts" (Denzin, 

1978, p. 308) can be easily transferred into a mixed methods approach.       

 A long term participant observer, I must concur with Whyte (1984) when he says 

that "only as a participant" can you "associate closely enough" with a given community 
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to "work out its structure." He further states that if his information had been "limited to 

personal interviews" then his personal understandings and subsequent analysis "would 

not have been possible" (p. 23).  As a perpetual resident within this transitory community 

I have already worked out its structure so that is not the question here.  

 My mixed-methods research strategy for The Hollows Camp Study is sequential 

and exploratory in design with three phases of data collection (Fig. 4.1, p. 94). 

Originating from my long-term position as participant observer I incorporated an 

additional research instrument, a quantitative purposive survey, to complement the 

qualitative methods inherent to participant observation and personal interviews. This 

process is representative of the pragmatic paradigm (Dewey, 1938; Howe, 1988; Maxcy, 

2003; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998) and the case study approach (Stake, 1995, 2000; Yin, 

1994) while effectively triangulating the research through mixed-methods (Erzberger & 

Kelle, 2003). 
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Fig. 4.1: The Hollows Camp Study Research Model 
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Data Collection                 

   Data collection within the first phase comes from a combination of prolonged 

participatory observation (including journaling and essay writing) and a similarly 

extended period of involvement in formal and informal discussion groups. These groups 

would meet periodically throughout the season of each and every summer and were 
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attended by my co-director along with both senior and junior staff members. This is an 

ongoing and collaborative process which was originally put into place for reasons of 

program development, risk management, quality control and client satisfaction. It is the 

routine business of staying in business and as such is a genuine pragmatic practice. 

Questions stemming from these plenary sessions along with those from personal 

experience guided the compilation of the interview guideline.  

 The interview guideline (Appendix A) was then used to facilitate a dialogue with 

past participants in a semi-structured but open-ended manner. The responses collected 

from the interviews, subsequent follow-up interviews (member checks), and a proto-

analyses of these constituted the second phase of the mixed methods strategy. The proto-

analysis identified recurrent themes that emerged from these interviews (Appendix G) 

which were then placed into the appropriate domains as per the conceptual research 

model (Fig. 2.1, p. 36). These domains: the personal, the social, and the physical, 

represent individual learning contexts that overlap within the residential outdoor 

experience. In addition, an emergent domain was designated for responses that could not 

be readily located at this point in the study within the research model. The emergent 

domain is dealt with after the collection of all the data both qualitative and quantitative 

and is discussed in the analysis section. 

 Once the interview responses had been assigned to their individual domains the 

resultant data could now be put toward the design of the third phase of data collection. 

This was a survey consisting of a Likert-scaled questionnaire of 20 questions (Appendix 

C) administered to a purposive population of 113 children who were current participants 

within the camp community. Figure 4.1 illustrates how the three sequential phases of data 
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collection converge to effectively triangulate the research design. The following three 

sections discuss each phase in more detail. 

 

Long-Term Participant Observation 

I mentioned earlier that my desire to undertake this research was based on a 

theoretical proposition arrived at through participant observation. In a mixed methods 

strategy participant observation can become as Adler and Adler (1994) have stated, "part 

of a methodological spectrum [and] the most powerful source of validation" (p. 389). I 

had a hypothesis that significant life learning was taking place within the holistic context 

of the setting. This led to my design of the conceptual model for The  Hollows Study 

(Fig. 2.1, p. 36) which bears a striking similarity to Falk and Dierking's (2000) 

Contextual Model of Learning drawn from their research on learning in museum settings. 

The Hollows Camp Study as a case study is unique in and of itself. Though I am in 

agreement with Janesick's (2000) suggestion that in case study "reliability in the 

traditional sense of replicability is pointless" (p. 394), I nevertheless feel that a 

corresponding conceptual model from an independent research context is significant and 

augments the trustworthiness of the observed phenomena within my dissertation. 

Agar (1980) has described participant observation as entering into research by 

being "directly involved in community life, observing and talking with people as you 

learn from them their view of reality" (p. 114).  Sanday (1990) has commented that "the 

researcher is the main instrument of observation" (p. 20).  And, Whyte (1984) comments 

that, "Participant observation offers learning opportunities that cannot be duplicated by 

any other method" (p. 23). Although subjective, my position is still "emic [the] insider's 

perspective of reality," as opposed to the objectivist "etic [or] external, social scientific 
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perspective of reality" (Fetterman, 1989, p. 30-32). As Curral and Towler (2003) have put 

forward, "an increase in the use and appreciation of combined research methods will 

facilitate collaboration among qualitative and quantitative researchers” (p. 522).  In an 

effort to achieve an alliance between schools of thought, the "etic" approach is also 

included in The Hollows Camp Study through the quantitative data provided through the 

survey.  

Within The Hollows Camp Study I am an inveterate participant observer. This is 

because over the years I have maintained a continuity of research and analysis that is 

"unofficial" in the academic sense but contingent to my professional practice. These 

include my personal journal, photographs, prose, essays and discussions with my staff 

and co-director. Though the research phenomenon is episodic my situated presence is 

adjunct by an interaction with camp personnel throughout the year and outside of the 

residential setting. Collectively, we agree that what we are engaged in is the practice of 

pedagogy. Van Manen (1982) defined a pedagogue as one who introduces, guides, and 

encourages young persons with respect to new experiences in real life situations. His 

particular interpretation of pedagogy is suggestive of the concepts of both scaffolding 

derived from the "zone of proximal development" theory of Vygotsky (1978) and 

Bandura's (1997) "peer modelling" which occurs throughout the personal and social 

learning contexts. In this way young people learn through role modeling, peer coaching, 

peer support and cooperative assisting. These are the quality learning experiences that I 

have observed and about which the past participants speak. The research process reported 

in this dissertation identifies and elucidates this dialectic process and documents it 

through methodology and analysis.  
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Interviews 

 Claudia Dreifus is a contributing editor for the New York Times, regular 

interviewer for The Progressive, and a Senior Fellow at the World Policy Institute of the 

New School for Social Research. She emphasises that, "The first question an interviewer 

puts forward is key to the success of the interview" (Dreifus, 1997, p. xxii).  When I 

composed the interview guideline I needed something to help me reach out and bring 

these individuals, who in some cases had not heard from me or seen the camp in ten to 

fifteen years, back to this place that I believed held some importance for them. My first 

question was a request to, "Describe the natural or physical setting of the camp" 

(Appendix A). This in every case immediately prompted a detailed verbal description of 

the camp setting that could quite literally have been rendered as maps identifying key 

structures, geographic features, favourite places, wildlife sightings and even micro-

climate. These verbal illustrations grew to encompass past events, emotional 

recollections, long forgotten individuals, and so functioned as a mnemonic trigger that 

reset the mind of the participants to a once familiar time and place.  

 As many of the interviews took place over the telephone, this technique worked 

extremely well. Interviews were prescheduled to take place during a time when the 

participants were comfortable and at home. This allowed them the opportunity to unwind 

and reminisce as with an old friend. Although to most I was an authority figure at the 

time they were pleased that I had contacted them and held an interest in their life 

experiences and how they were doing.  Some of my reconnections resulted in my 

travelling to the homes and businesses of these past participants. Some returned to visit 

the camp for their interviews. Such episodes resulted in new relationships being 
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established with these now adults, many of whom have families with children of their 

own. 

 The face to face interviews took place in both the contextual setting of the camp 

and neutral settings such as restaurants or cafes. During the few interviews (six) which 

took place at camp, there was opportunity for a walkabout which often brought forth 

outbursts of emotional and physical exuberance.  Here the mnemonic triggers of familiar 

sights, sounds, smells, and physical places bought to the surface forgotten events and 

exchanges from less complicated more care-free days. In these instances it was possible 

for me to draw out personal stories and so move outside of the interview guideline. This 

is something I was always encouraging as the guideline was simply that; an outline to 

coalesce responses for the purposes of continuity but never to restrain. All the questions 

had the option of being open-ended and if the interview turned into a dialogue so much 

the better.     

 All the interviews were subject to a follow-up session. If the first interview was 

by phone then I'd try to arrange for the follow-up to be in person or vice versa. However, 

several of the past participants were now in other countries so this was not always 

possible.  The follow-up interview serves a dual purpose. The most evident is to provide 

for a "member check" along with an opportunity to restate, revise or expand the original 

telling. This can also lead to a "thick description" of the participant's experiences; a 

fleshing out what was related in the earlier interview.  
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Survey  

 The survey's design was influenced by the responses of the first round of 

interviews combined with the recognition of common themes stemming from my long 

term participant observation. The basic principles used in the design of The Hollows 

Camp Study survey is based on a proposal by Johnson and Turner (2003). The survey  

represents the final stage in the data collection although the follow-up interviews 

continued concurrently and in the months after. The majority of the current participants 

showed a great deal of interest in the study and welcomed the opportunity to record their 

personal feelings toward camp experiences. There were four survey sessions conducted 

over the summer.  

 Counsellors distributed the surveys to the campers in the main dining hall one 

hour prior to pick-up time at the end of each two week camp session.  There were five 

tables of ten with two counsellors assigned to each table to distribute and collect 

materials and answer any questions. No time limit was imposed on the campers and 

sessions were conducted in a friendly and informal manner. All of the counsellors who 

acted as attendants were briefed prior to the answer sessions on the semantic nature of the 

questions and the attitudinal indicators presented by the Likert scale. Care was taken so 

as not to influence the campers but only to explain any questions or uncertainties. I as the 

primary researcher introduced the study but then excused myself and was not present 

during the answer sessions.     
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Triangulation  

 Triangulation is a well known validation strategy within the social sciences 

(Denzin, 1978). The term originally refers to a trigonometric calculation used in land 

surveying or navigation as a practical means for determining an unknown position. 

Erzberger & Kelle (2003) have commented that the "notion loses much of its clarity 

when transferred to the realm of social science methodology; there it changes from a 

distinct mathematical concept - to a metaphor with a broad semantic field" (p. 459). In 

order to clarify they have outlined several models for triangulation. The convergence 

model was the best fit with The Hollows Camp Study research design and allowed for the 

final modification.  

 To seek convergent or concurrent results through mixed methods research 

Erberger and Kelle (2003) say that, "In the first step, one has to deductively establish a 

relationship between one or more statements on the theoretical level [and also on] the 

empirical observational level" (p. 467). Although The Hollows Camp Study is based on a 

hypothesis, this hypothesis is nevertheless the product of an inductive process rooted in 

prior knowledge. My understandings are emergent and evolved through prolonged 

engagement as a participant observer. On the theoretical level, my primary proposition is 

that:  significant learning takes place particular to residential outdoor experience and 

continues in future learning patterns for those who have been part of the phenomenon. 

The intention of this research is to uncover the nature of this learning as it occurs within 

the physical, personal, and social contexts inherent to the outdoor residential experience.  

 There are two propositions on the empirical level, 1) Qualitative: that the 

responses of past participants will validate the primary theoretical proposition, and 2) 
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Quantitative: that current participants will support or refute the past participants in that 

similar learning patterns are taking place for them presently.  The convergence of this 

data will serve to mutually verify the research results and substantiate the primary 

proposition.  

  In the first stage of the triangulation, I as the long-term participant observer 

inform the design of the interview questions. The responses of the past participants to 

these questions in turn informs and endorses my research efforts by lending 

trustworthiness to the praxis of the research method. This praxis is centred in a prolonged 

cycle of action and reflection aided by seasonal journaling, photography, and prose that 

have chronicled many years of episodes. I also have the advantage of what I can 

specifically recall about the interviewees themselves and past events which are relevant 

to their experiences at the time. This historical awareness is not set in stone. I am open to 

revising any personal view in light of the subjective responses of the past participants. 

This is my intention as a researcher as well as being the function of the research method. 

However, my prior knowledge does allow me to confirm, as an insider, their responses 

within my purview and thereby confidently acknowledge their subjective reconstructions 

as trustworthy (Hayano, 1979). The past participants in the same way lend 

trustworthiness to my claims of prior knowledge through their mutual corroboration 

expressed in the quality and frequency of their statements.   

 In the second stage of the triangulation, the responses of the past participants  

directly inform the design of the survey. This survey is administered to a population of 

purposive subjects being the current community members. The intent of this second stage 

is to identify the level of concomitance between present and past experience within the 
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context. The question being: are the learning experiences within the camp context in the 

domains of the personal, social and physical the same or different for someone today as 

they were for someone five, ten or fifteen years ago? The overall findings will serve to 

support this premise if the responses to the survey questions tend to agree with the 

responses of the past participants to the initial interview questions.  

   The survey (Appendix C) gauges only the opinion, belief or attitude of the 

current participants. The survey represents a nonparametric research circumstance on a 

nominal scale that utilizes a series of twenty questions of which seventeen are Likert 

scaled. The Likert scaled questions measure levels of attitudinal preference on a scale of 

1 to 5 with 1 equalling no interest or agreement at all, 2 equalling little interest or 

agreement, 3 representing neutral as a point on the continuum,  4 equalling a greater 

interest or level of agreement, and 5 equally great interest or full agreement.   

 What I am testing for is the percentage frequency of individual positive or 

negative responses. As the survey questions were based on the responses of the past 

participants, the attitudinal responses of the current participants will serve to support or 

refute the claims of the former. As such, I am looking for a mean of greater than 4 in 

order to establish consensus between current and past participants.  A mean of 4 or 

greater will indicate a positive attitude toward the current participants' immediate 

contextual experiences and validate this stage of the triangulation (Ravid, 1994). 

Specifics are dealt with in the quantitative findings found in chapter six.     

 The final stage of triangulation allows the surveyed responses of the current 

participants to support or refute the primary propositions put forward by myself as long 

term participant observer. In this way data from the current participants along with that of 

 



     104

the past participants converge to support or refute my personally accumulated knowledge 

claims. The longitudinal aspect of this study is significant as it demonstrates attitude 

towards contextual elements within the phenomenon expressed over a generational 

spread of thirty years. 

 

The Participants 

 The participants for the interviews were for the most part all former camper/staff 

or staff of The Hollows Camp. The one exception is a former camper/staff member of a 

different camp who agreed to participate for a baseline opinion for the types of 

experiences that take place within the general context of a residential camp. All 

responded to the same questions as per the interview guideline (Appendix A) and took 

part in an unstructured follow-up interview.  

 The selection of the participants was purposive. Twenty-five individuals were 

initially chosen from the files of The Hollows Camp 1982-2002 according to when and 

how many years they had attended camp. It was important to have a significant time span 

between the past participants and the current participants and so a preference was given 

for those who had attended camp prior to 1995. 

 From these individuals twenty were located and contacted, two declined and 

eighteen were interviewed with follow-ups. One of the interviewees was subsequently 

eliminated from the study as the consent forms were still outstanding after two attempts 

to secure them. As such, seventeen individuals provided the qualitative material for this 

phase of the data collection. 
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 The participants in the survey were made up of campers and staff of The Hollows 

Camp during the summer of 2003. One hundred and twenty one surveys were distributed; 

one hundred and thirteen were subsequently completed and used in analysis after 

eliminating eight for missing consent forms and one child who declined to answer the 

survey at the time of administration. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

 All aspects of this dissertation have complied with and have been sanctioned by 

the ethical review committees of the University of Toronto and The Ontario Institute for 

Studies in Education of the University of Toronto, as per the Tri-Council Statement, 

Belmont Report (Government of Canada, 2003).  There are no known inherent risks to 

the participants in this study as no issues of a personal or confidential nature are of 

concern to the intention of the study.  

 All participants within this study are anonymous. The cited statements drawn 

from the transcripts of the interviewees are referred to by code (e.g. TW#1P23). The 

alpha segment refers to the individual participant, the "#" indicates initial interview (1) or 

follow-up (2), and the "P" segment indicates the paragraph within the transcript. Within 

the surveys all participants are coded for purposes of computer input only. Resulting data 

from the survey is expressed in statistics that represent the general frequency trends of the 

surveyed population only.  

 All interview participants were solicited individually by way of a letter explaining 

the nature of the study and a form asking for their signed consent (Appendix B). After 

each of the two interviews participants had the opportunity to go over the respective 
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transcripts and make comments or changes. Upon satisfaction, they then authorized their 

"member check" and full approval by signing the final release form (Appendix E). 

Participants had the option to withdraw at any time.     

 All participants in the survey were informed of the nature of the study by letter 

which was included in their camp information package. They were informed that 

participation was not a pre-requisite and given the option of signing their consent 

(Appendix D) if so desired. The parents or guardians signed the consent form for the 

under-aged participants and a further consent form asking for the signed consent from the 

under-aged participants was obtained when the survey was given (Appendix F). 

Participants were all given the option to withdraw at any time without consequence. To 

insure that they could do this without duress the timing of the survey was scheduled for 

the last day of each session one hour prior to check-out time.   

 The names of the participants are strictly confidential and will not be disclosed.  

All original files, tapes and transcripts reside in a secured area and will be destroyed after 

a period of ten years. No persons other than myself and my co-director at The Hollows 

Camp have access to the files or records. No transcribed information will be connected to 

any specific individual nor released to anyone and will be for the sole purpose of analysis 

within the parameters of this study.   

 

Analysis 

Narrative Aspects 

 Narrative is another way for making sense of prolonged observation.  Along with 

the many stories authored in the aftermath of plenary sessions, personal journaling, and 
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countless interviews there is as well the data which reside within me as my personal 

history. These personal narratives are to be found throughout the dissertation. Narrative 

allows an author the latitude to compress or elongate time and events, what Polkinghorn 

(1988) has expressed as "constructions of poetic meaning - drawing on the metaphorical 

and polysemous aspects of the original" (p. 16-17).  In this way the making of meaning 

through personal narrative is often a process of compilation; a blending for the sake of 

heuristic value. 

 As a researcher I can only take an informed approached toward communicating 

another's experience based on testimony and personal observation. Peller (1987) has 

commented that "it is not possible to be neutral or objective, to merely represent (as 

opposed to interpret) the world" (cited in Riessman, 1993, p. 8).  In the very action of 

questioning, listening and transcribing I am already involved a process of interpretation; 

editing language, idiom and nuance which is again further parsed through the various 

stages of analysis. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) have identified the distinction between 

personal story and narrative telling. They refer to the phenomenon itself as the "story" 

and the action of inquiry as the "narrative."  They further explain that "people by nature 

led storied lives and tell stories of those lives", whereas narrative researchers "describe 

such lives, collect and tell stories of them, and write narratives of experience" (p. 2). This 

partitioning will assist in clarifying what are the "storied" responses of the past 

participants within the study from the "narrative" inferences drawn from my retelling of 

their collective experiences.   

 The phenomenon of life at camp is bounded by time and space; a locus that is 

revisited in the recollections of the past participants. Their stories are a product of the 
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present and so are filtered by the passage of time and through a layering of experience. In 

keeping with this understanding, Polkinghorn (1988) emphasises that "the realm of 

meaning is not static," it is being continuously enlarged by new experiences and is 

"continuously configuring [and] refiguring" through a process of "reflection and 

recollection" (p. 15).  Personal experience "transcends us as individuals as we 

communicate our personal thoughts and experiences to others, and as we, in turn, 

participate as hearers and viewers of their expressions" (p. 16).  

 In their contextual model of learning, Falk and Dierking (2000) have emphasised 

the critical factor of time, the longitudinal perspective necessary to understanding how 

learning evolves.  Learning is inextricably linked to one's memory. Recollection in 

particular is heavily affected with the passage of time, as time is the foremost moderating 

factor in the reconstruction of dormant mental images (Damasio, 2000). Hunter and 

Brewer (2003) have stressed the importance of the temporal element to the narrative 

expression of experience. They view narrative inquiry as "a need to elucidate a 

concatenated set of temporal factors that may have small, distinct, and separate origins 

that over time come together or coalesce to create the conditions that produce the 

phenomena being studied" (p. 588).   Clandinin (1990) concurs viewing narrative as "the 

making of meaning from personal experience via a process of reflection in which 

storytelling is the key element" and it is "…temporal, past, present, and future and as in 

all storytelling is a reconstruction of experience" (p. 245).  Therefore, the influence of the 

original phenomenon and its significance to the participants becomes increasingly 

conspicuous with the passage of time.   
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 Polkinghorn (1988) states: "Human experience is a construction fashioned out of 

the interaction between a person's organizing cognitive schemes and the impact of the 

environment on his or her sense apparatus" (p. 16).  What Polkinghorn seems to say is 

that recollection expressed through story is not modified merely by an interaction 

between the social and physical domains, what he collectively refers to as "environment," 

but also by the domain of the personal which is modified by one's "subconscious." He 

continues: "The structures of cognitive schemes are layered and can undergo 

modification in the interchange with the linguistic and natural environments…Most 

often, they operate outside of conscious awareness and provide awareness with an 

already constructed meaningful experience. Narrative (story) is one of the cognitive 

schemes…” (p. 16).   

 Finally, I would like to touch upon the issue of truth value in the responses and 

stories of the past participants - my heuristic narratives included. Reissman (1993) has 

pointed out that "it is always possible to narrate the same events in radically different 

ways, depending on the values and interests of the narrator" (p. 64).  As well, it should 

always be assumed that some individuals may alter or elaborate their stories. Truth value 

is attended to by way of "member checks" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 314), full transcript 

reviews by the participants and follow-up interviews. However, what past participants 

have to say about how the camp context may have influenced their learning, life choices 

or direction over time is what is most important to this research. Whether or not the past 

participant's story is representative of the "truth" in the sense of actual certitude is of little 

consequence. What is significant is the storyteller's perception of: what learning took 

place, how it came about, and did it prove to be valuable? Viewed in the aftermath of the 
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experience, if the past participants express a collective proclivity towards the value for 

certain kinds of learning along with other shared attitudes - then their storied responses 

can be deemed as trustworthy.    

 

Thematic Analysis 

 The mixed methods research strategy for The Hollows Camp Study is sequential 

and exploratory in design. It makes use of "multiple approaches to data collection, 

analysis, and inference - employed in a sequence of phases [such that] the data analysis 

always begins before all of the data are collected" (Onwuegbuzie & Teddlie, 2003, p. 

351-352).  As a long-term participant observer and plenary leader, I came to recognize 

over time a variety of learning contexts, episodes and activities extant within the 

phenomenon of the camp setting. My filtering of this information could be seen as the 

first procedure in the analysis process.  

 As the range of this information was very broad it was first categorized 

thematically. These themes were then presented to the past participants for their 

consideration and interpretation within the process of the interviews. Their responses 

constituted a refining and expansion of the initial categorizations which were then re-

organized and substantiated by their frequency occurrence. This became the proto-

analysis (Appendix G) which was then compared to the corresponding frequency 

occurrence drawn from the results of the survey in order to support the analysis structure. 

Frequency occurrence (past participants) and numerical measurement (current 

participants) differentiates the thematic responses. This presented the opportunity to 

employ rationales from both qualitative and quantitative analysis.  
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 Narrative analysis holds an important position within the study as it is used in 

both the interpretation of my personal recollections and the storied responses of the past 

participants. In the early stages of the data analysis past participants became re-

familiarized with the context of the camp so that they could tell their stories. The 

interviews though tethered to a guideline were occasionally guided almost entirely by the 

respondent.  These responses, recollections and stories were recorded on audio tape 

which was then transcribed into text. Transcribing constitutes yet another segment in the 

analysis process. I chose to transcribe verbatim and did not employ any formulaic models 

or linguistic markers such as those proposed by either Labov (1982) or Gee (1991), as 

cited by Riessman (1993). Unlike the ethnographer who seeks acceptance into a cultural 

group I was already a long time resident of this cultural niche. I did not need to engage in 

the deciphering of indigenous aspects of language, meaning or habit. I was familiar with 

the context of the setting, cognisant of the social mores inherent to the culture and fully 

fluent in their language and modes of expression. "Participation in a culture includes 

participation in the narratives of that culture a general understanding of the stock of 

meanings and their relationships to each other" (Richardson, 1990, p. 24).  

 Van Maanen (1988) has recommended putting text into in a "crunchable form"  

(p. 131). This seems obvious and practical but it can be interpreted in several ways. My 

predisposition was to involve computer software for the "crunching" of both qualitative 

and quantitative data. As each of the transcripts was completed I would then input them 

into a software program for qualitative data analysis (MAXqda) ready for coding. I had 

previously used an earlier version of the software (winMAX) with success. MAXqda 

proved very useful at this stage for filing, categorizing and creating sequentially 
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numbered paragraphs. I found that computer software is a great tool. But text analysis is 

not a linear process, what Silverman (2000) discusses as the "realist versus the narrative 

approach" (p. 823-824), and I believe that once the organization of the data is complete 

then begins the real task of analysis. This requires a depth of familiarity with the text that 

only comes through reading and re-reading, and in this particular case, an on-going series 

of dialectic exchanges with my co-director. These discussions of the textual material 

proved a valuable asset to the process which I feel adds considerable strength in 

substantiating the findings. Our practical experience in the field is corresponding and this 

added a second collaborative dimension to the recollections drawn from long-term 

participant observation. 

 The first session of the camp season was only a few weeks away when the 

transcriptions of the first interviews were complete. The need for the survey was 

becoming imminent and my wife/co-director and I moved further into the analysis 

process. She read the transcripts aloud while and I journalized thematic reflections. We 

began the readings in the weeks before camp opened and continued on into the evenings 

after the campers were in their bunks. We read after lunch, during the rest periods and 

during any spare time we could find. In so doing we began to identify recurring themes 

stemming from the storied responses of the past participants. As the themes emerged we 

formed questions from them accordingly and then stuck them up on the cupboards and 

walls of the kitchen in our residence. And once the questions were up on the walls we re-

read the transcripts again and then "crunched" them by cutting them up, selecting strips 

of quotations from this one and that, and then sticking these up on the walls under each of 

the questions. As the strips of quotations grew below each question, we could see which 

 



     113

themes were most prominent through their recurrence. When all of the transcripts had 

been edited in this fashion and the lists of quotations papered the kitchen we arranged 

them all, questions and quotes, into the three distinct domains: personal, social and 

physical, inherent to the study's conceptual model. 

 The themes that emerged at this stage assisted in the creation of the survey and 

also constituted a proto-analysis of the existing data prior to the follow-up interviews.   

The themes were, in the personal domain: self-efficacy, motivation, discovery and self-

regulation; in the social domain: teambuilding, learning styles, scaffolding and 

community; and in the physical domain: real work/experiential learning, biological 

communities, natural settings, and living outdoors. In this way the survey was finalized.  

 The design of the survey is an example of what Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) 

refer to as "quantitizing" data (p. 126). This is a practice whereby qualitative data is 

represented by coding it numerically. These numerical codes can then be analyzed 

statistically. Sandelowski (2001) states that in quantitizing, "qualitative themes are 

numerically represented, in scores, scales, or clusters, in order to more fully describe 

and/or interpret a target phenomenon" (p. 231).  This is the case with The Hollows Camp 

Study survey. Data from the first round of interviews were analyzed for recurring 

thematic content which was then categorized according to its relationship to the three 

domains of learning as per the conceptual research model. The storied responses then 

became the source for the design of thematically corresponding questions that could be 

ranked on a Likert scale. The average score represented by the arithmetic mean along 

with the frequency percentage of responses for the overall sampling serves as additional 

support for the qualitative data within the past participant findings.  
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 The arithmetic mean reflects thematic content taken from the interviews. This, 

combined with their frequency (or percentages) of occurrence are what Onwuegbuzie & 

Teddlie (2003) identify as "frequency (manifest) effect sizes" (p. 356-357).  Effect sizes, 

originally a statistical concept, refer to the frequency of emergent themes when applied to 

quantitative data.  For example, the frequency of thematic response led to the question, 

Do you think the best place to learn about the environment is outside? as becoming part 

of the survey for the current participants. The responses to this question then became 

recorded as scores (Likert scaled) which in turn became statistics in the form of 

frequency percentages.  

 After the survey had been designed the text that papered our kitchen walls 

remained in place for the course of the summer. Current staff members and a variety of 

sessional facilitators such as music faculty would have occasion to visit the kitchen and 

were fascinated to read the questions and the responses of staff that had once been part of 

the experience as well. This never failed to trigger animated discussions which would in 

themselves have provided a rich source data for another type of interesting study.  

 The follow-up interviews were conducted during the summer and in the fall of 

2003. Once these were completed all of the original transcripts were re-read in 

conjunction with their respective follow-ups. A summary of key ideas from each 

respondent was written entitled "selections" and then from these the individual 

biographical précis's of the past participants were written.  

 The "selections" represents the fifth stage in the analysis. At this point a 

differentiation was made between what was simply a response to a question and what 

stood out as excerpts from the participant's personal life story. On the initial readings, the 
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text was first organized, categorized, and subsequently filtered to fit into the conceptual 

demands of the domains as well as the demands of constructing a survey. Now, the goal 

was to seek the personal stories that could not be easily categorized into the prescribed 

design. This is the emergent data. As the stories were first identified  and then re-read, a 

new set of themes arose and exposed a rich cache of data for further discussion with my 

co-director toward the finalization of the coding.  Life stories are a way of organizing 

experience and often express deep personal convictions on the part of the teller 

(Polkinghorn, 1988). Personal reflection through recollection allows the teller to link one 

experience to another and so create new meaning and understanding for themselves. With 

some careful analysis and cross referencing of these stories it is also possible to create 

new meaning and understanding to the purpose of the study. 

 

Limitations to the Study 

 As with all studies this one has its limitations. As a participant observer the most 

likely criticism will be that of my subjective perspective along with the possibility for a 

conflict of interest resulting from my additional position as administrative director of the 

research setting. However, having completed prior research at several summer camps I 

believe that the learning opportunities, the learning processes, and the learning outcomes 

are analogous to most camp settings. In addition, the dialectic journal, which is a product 

of on-going discussion with my co-director, acts as a control in conjunction with the 

textual data of the respondents. Both serve to moderate my personal observations and any 

inherent subjective biases. 

 Within the narrative analysis, there is no undertaking of either a linguistic or 

literary based interpretation in the coding of the transcripts (Riessman, 1993). The 
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categorization of text and its interpretation of meaning may thus again be questioned as 

subjectively biased. However, my intention in using a quantitative instrument to further 

support findings from the narrative analysis and participant observation is specific to this 

issue; this is the value of a mixed methods approach.    

 The use of purposive subjects in both the interviews and the survey may be seen 

as a limitation by those of a positivist predisposition. Purposive sampling tends to 

decrease the generalizability of findings. In the case of the past participants these are all 

individuals who are predisposed to the research setting by free choice. Their involvement 

in the camp community was a matter of personal preference and this is often expressed in 

the interview responses.  

 In the case of the current participants their true motivation in coming to camp 

often lacks certainty as their choice is strongly influenced by parental decision. The 

survey does address this area in the question pertaining to personal goals but does not ask 

the question in reference to personal choice.  

  There are many parents who believe that residential outdoor experiences are not 

appropriate for themselves or their children for a variety of reasons. Fear of nature often 

underlies such opinions. Natural areas such as dark forests or deep waters can be seen as 

dangerous places. Insects such as bees or wasps and mosquitoes that carry West Nile 

virus, leeches, snapping turtles, or wild mammals are reason enough for some to avoid 

natural places. These fears can be purely of a psychological nature or due to specific 

physical or medical issues. Concerns of hygiene, water quality, food preparation and 

allergies are again deterrents for many.  

 Situations that take young people outside of or away from the influence of their 

immediate family are often discouraged. Some parents feel children need to be taught and 
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guided by their elders and role models within their own family circles. As well, allowing 

a child to reside in a foreign place where they are in intimate contact with unknown 

influences can be seen as unhealthy or an invitation to physical, sexual or psychological 

abuse. Others feel children will learn responsibility and lasting life lessons best within a 

work environment.  

 A parallel study in a comparable setting that involved young people and staff who 

are not predisposed to the residential camp phenomenon may help to associate the 

findings to other settings.  Attitudinal responses and narrative reflections of current and 

past participants drawn from experiences such as: scientific field research trips, tree 

planting camps, the crewing of a vessel, archaeological digs or travelling youth 

orchestras, could be considered as likely research contexts which might add weight to this 

study. However, the issue of validity with regard to single versus multiple case studies is 

discussed earlier with reference to Stake (2000). In a multiple case study, my role would 

have to change radically. I would become more of an objective observer as my 

connection to the history of the site and many of the participants could not be replicated 

in a setting apart from The Hollows Camp specifically. This aspect of exclusivity could 

be considered by some as a limitation to the overall findings.  

   Finally, for educators who are concerned with specific learning outcomes and/or 

scholastic scores, there are no elements of any academic curriculum in the study. Clearly, 

it would be advantageous to the strength of my argument if specific academic curriculum 

(i.e. sciences or geography) were present within the study along with some means for the 

evaluation and measurement of the participants' learning.  This would allow the data from 

this outdoor residential experience to be more compatible with the type of data that are 

compiled within school settings.   
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Chapter 5 - Qualitative Findings 

 

Thematic Content 

 I believe that my practice as an outdoor educator has been beneficial and 

educative to the many young people who have attended our residential camps over the 

years. Through this dissertation process, I undertook to seek out and ask directly of 

former members of the camp community if now, looking back over the years to their 

camping days, they felt their experiences at summer camp had affected their learning or 

life direction in any significant way.  Recurring themes which emerged in the interviews 

were that learning in the camp setting was remembered with great clarity, that it was 

considered important and life shaping, and that it was intrinsically motivating. The 

participants spoke of the freedom they felt at camp, how authority figures played a minor 

role, and how this was personally empowering. Statements such as: "I learned because I 

wanted to…Learning was fun…I’ve carried what I learned into my adult life," are 

common throughout.  

 When speaking of the social relationships that took place at camp, the participants 

spoke of these connections as deeper, and as more meaningful than those experienced in 

other settings. Another commonly noted feature of “camp friends” was that the socio-

cultural base was broader. There was an opportunity to socialize, through the shared 

experiences at camp, with kids from different places and different backgrounds and to 

learn about their homes and customs. 

 Camp was held in a natural setting. Cabins are in the woods or by the lake. There 

is no electricity or running water except at a central area. Daily life is slowed to a walking 
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pace and mediated by the daylight, the darkness, and the weather. Presence at camp had a 

profound effect on the participants in terms of perceived benefits from contact with the 

natural world and also promoted ethical attitudes towards the environment. 

 Some of the participants told me about challenges they had faced in their lives 

such as personal struggles, socially unacceptable behaviour, or difficulties at school. 

These individuals credited their camping experience as a positive time in their lives and 

spoke of camp as “…a foundation for understanding [my] world” and “…something to 

fall back on when the hard times come.” 

 The seventeen interviews are engaging to read and rich in detail. All of the past 

participants (Appendix I) were truly excited to talk about their recollections. It was a kind 

of camp reunion, somewhat nostalgic, often funny, extremely enlightening, and for me 

personally rewarding. Though the stories of the individual participants have been 

categorized within the domains of the personal, social and physical, they cannot help but 

overlap or transcend the thematic boundaries. This is because camp is a microcosm. I 

have interwoven my analysis along with their stories based on my long-term participant 

observation. Relevant theoretical references are also included. The chapter concludes 

with a section on attitudes towards schooling, education and the remembered significance 

of outdoor education. 

 
 
Personal Domain 
 
Self-concept and Self-regulation 
 
 The notion that camp is a place to find out who you are, a place where you can 

shape your identity, is expressed by many of the respondents. Hillary expresses these 
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sentiments and describes how camp grounded her during a difficult period of her life.  

She was a camper for three years and then returned as a counselor for two seasons. 

Hillary is now married and living in Australia where she operates a Hatha yoga centre.   

  

 Hillary: The whole idea of being at camp sort of gave you permission to be 

 another person. And to experiment with a different part of yourself and live a bit 

 differently… At camp you are able to create a whole new identity and try it on for 

 two weeks and see how people react to it and how you react to it. And coming 

 home from camp you are like a different person. You see the world differently 

 (HA#1P17, 64). 

  

 Hillary said that she came to understand discipline from an alternate perspective 

at camp. Discipline became self-discipline (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991). She came to 

understand self-regulation as an enjoyable personal objective and this allowed her to 

focus her attention.  

  

 Hillary: I learned my own personal kind of discipline at camp. I was given 

 responsibility; the horses have to be fed. So it changed the way I looked at having 

 to do something. There was a greater purpose for me having to do it rather than 

 just 'You do this!' I was happy to be disciplined there (HA#1P49). 

 

There was a period of time in her teen years where Hillary described herself as “Bad 

Hillary.” 
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 Hillary: Well just typical teenage stuff. I got into drinking and drugs and stealing 

 and hanging around with some people who were willing to support some of my 

 bad habits. And I think my experiences from camp and from riding really helped 

 me through that. It gave me a foundation of understanding my world and gave 

 me something  positive to focus on while I was sort of a rotten kid…But my 

 parents never really worried about me during that period because they knew I had 

 experienced things that would bring me back to a more positive way of living 

 (HA#1P43, 45), (Vandell, 2000, Korpela, 1992). 

  

 Betty also speaks about the camp setting as an important element in her personal 

development. She spent fourteen summers at The Hollows as a camper, then CIT and 

finally as a counselor. She has now completed university and lives in Toronto where she 

is an advertising professional. 

  

 Betty: Camp isn’t a pressured place. It’s a place where you can be yourself. And 

 I think developing yourself is really important. I think it’s something everybody 

 has to go through. Being at camp allows you to learn a lot about yourself and a lot 

 about other people around you. You live together with four or five other girls for 

 two weeks. You learn to respect your space and their space. And you learn to 

 work together in activities like cabin cleanup competitions. You work together for 

 a common goal. Working with horses, it develops a skill. It’s almost like a 

 finishing skill. It teaches you that you are working with a living, breathing, eating 

 animal. And you have to learn to work together with that animal in order to 
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 achieve something (Myers & Saunders, 2002). I think my experience at camp 

 shaped me as a person…it allowed me to develop my own personality and to 

 be who I am today. Camp allowed you to be who you wanted to be 

 (BH#2P22). 

  

 Many of the participants in The Hollows Camp Study related similar feelings. 

Terry for example sees his camp experiences as having helped him in the development of 

a frank personal awareness, self control and maturation. Terry’s camping career began at 

seven when he went to his first sleep-over camp. He spent three seasons at The Hollows, 

an enthusiastic and successful counselor who was dearly loved by his campers and 

respected by his peers. Somehow, after his triumphs at camp Terry fell into an abyss of 

confusion and struggled for a time with chronic substance abuse. Through the persistent 

intervention of his family along with two of his fellow counselors from his days at The 

Hollows, Terry was able to break the fetters of his addiction and return to a healthy and 

productive life. He recently returned to university to complete his degree. When I 

contacted him he insisted we meet at camp for our interview session.  

 The day he drove in from Ottawa it was nine years since he had last been at camp. 

He said that walking through the camp again he was bombarded by happy memories. It 

reaffirmed his belief that to be in nature and away from urban centers is a very positive 

experience and affirms Korpela's (1994) notions on the therapeutic affects of nature in the 

wake of negative emotional experience. Terry speaks of the learning at camp as 

transcending all three domains.  
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 Terry: In a psychological way, for me, it was an immediate appreciation of my 

 environment and an immediate positive swing in my mood of, "Wow, this is 

 really beautiful" or "this is really exciting" or "this landscape is just burgeoning 

 with adventure and possibility". I don't know if it is so much an adaptation as just 

 a change in your mind set. A move toward this feeling of expectation and 

 excitement (TW#1P23). 

  

 Terry believes that camp provides a rich and fulfilling experience. He sees it as a 

unique opportunity for meaningful social interactions in an environment that stimulates a 

child’s innate curiosity; a place of adventure and fun that also motivates and fosters team 

building. Terry identified the key difference between camp and school was that you lived 

at camp for a period of time.  

  

 Terry: The whole sleeping over is a big part. You are with the other campers all of 

 the time. It’s sort of like being thrown into a new family. And it’s almost like a 

 make or break situation.  You know if you don’t get along with these people there 

 is really no way to escape them. They are there all the time. Underneath any sort 

 of animosities between members of a cabin, between members of a family within 

 that cabin environment there would be a certain amount of love. I guess you 

 would have these intense relationships because you were thrown together so 

 closely and there was recognition that the relationship was important. Whether it 

 was positive or negative, it was important for every member of the cabin. 

 Whereas at school you can easily get lost. And once you were gone you were 

 gone (TW#1P13). 
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 His comments brought to mind a conversation I had several years ago with the 

director of a camp for inner city youth. His program was designed for at-risk youth. He 

described the children his organization served in a most interesting way. He said, “When 

you look back at your school year book there are certain faces you remember but you 

can’t put a name to them. They were there but they might as well have been invisible. 

They are a blank. These are kids who fall through the cracks. They are not offenders or at 

least, not offenders yet.” These were the kids his organization attempted to reach. Once 

selected for the program they attended camp in the summer free of charge and came back 

for several weekends during the fall and spring. It was all about giving them the 

opportunity to express themselves, to tell their stories and spend time in an environment 

where they were accepted and valued. The community that was formed both within the 

cabin group and within the camp as a whole often allowed these kids to develop positive 

self-concept and self-regulation. The off season sessions were designed to offer continued 

support throughout the rest of the year. 

 Terry knew about falling through the cracks and in retrospect there was one 

camper in particular who stood out in his memory. I'll call him Devon. 

  

 Terry: He was this problem kid. It’s funny that I say he was a problem kid. I was 

 an eighteen year old kid at the time and he was about fourteen. He was difficult to 

 control and difficult to get to behave in terms of not disturbing the other kids at 

 night when they were trying to go to sleep. Swearing…things he wasn’t supposed 

 to do. I think Devon represented the antagonist. The counselors were the 

 established authority. They were the heroes and the protagonists. Devon was the 
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 voice of dissent. I wonder if I was too hard on him at times. I remember once in a 

 game he had knocked me down and I came after him with bloody murder in my 

 eyes. I don’t think I would have actually hurt him but it’s a difficult story to tell. 

 He loved being the star. He got his respect by standing up to us.  

 It’s like a practice life…finding out who you really want to be. Camp is an 

 opportunity to test who you are (TW#2P25-30).  

  

 It is interesting to me that Terry remembered this camper with such clarity. This 

boy had challenged him on many levels and in doing so had given Terry the opportunity 

to test and evaluate his own social skills. Terry learned a great deal about himself through 

his interactions with Devon. I was then able to tell him a bit of camp lore which he was 

unaware of. At camp there is a story about a boy - a story that is told in the cabins after 

dark - it helps keep the kids from running around when they should be in their bunks. The 

antagonist of the story is none other than Terry's nemesis the troublesome Devon. 

Uncannily, over the years since Terry's been gone the stories of his trials with Devon 

have reached mythic proportion. Devon now lives eternally in the forest of camp lore and 

terrorizes campers foolhardy enough to venture from their beds after hours. 

 
Motivation and Self-efficacy 
 
 Bandura (1994) comments that by engaging and overcoming difficult tasks one 

builds a strong sense of self-esteem and can develop a resiliency to the inevitable set- 

backs that occur throughout life. Working on a task as a member of a team can turn a 

seemingly overwhelming project into a personal accomplishment for a young person. 

Such was the case with a major project envisioned by Mick. He had gone to camp as a 
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child and was a counselor at The Hollows for two years and returned for a further season 

as the chief of staff after completing university. He is now thirty-one years old and a 

recalls the success of his trailblazing project. 

 The project was initiated because he felt there was a need for some new trails for 

biking and to allow easy access to what he considered some very interesting places at 

camp. It involved organizing camper activity groups into work teams to clear the trails. 

He was initially concerned that the kids would be disappointed if they were not riding 

their mountain bikes during the biking period. Would they be interested in trail building? 

However, as the activity grew in popularity he realized with great delight that he had 

created something which went far beyond his original intention. This activity was 

teaching teamwork, leadership skills, practical skills and delegation of responsibilities 

(Kolb, 1984; Lewin, 1951).  

  

 Mick: For them they were helping out. They were doing real work. And this is 

 the part they will remember for the rest of their lives, they helped to make a trail 

 at camp…the idea of making a physical lasting thing. They saw the end impact. 

 OK, we have finished this trail and now we can mountain bike down it.  I or 

 another counselor would do the dangerous work. Using a saw or axe. Maybe 

 some of the older kids would be allowed to use a hatchet to chop twigs. The little 

 kids had rakes and they would haul the brush off. The kids loved it. There was a 

 whole chain of command (MM#1P55-59).   
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 I think anybody, even kids, appreciate that. Everyone wants to make an impact 

 and have a lasting effect and  these kids are doing it at a young age. They get that 

 sense of accomplishment by  making a change on a physical environment. And 

 there’s the benefit (MM#2P11).  

  

 The campers learned how to work as a team and Mick believes that  

initiatives such as these can carry over into other settings later in life.  
 
  

 Mick: In their other pursuits during the rest of the year they will have that urge 

 to build something or do something that will have a lasting impact. Whether it is a 

 physical thing like that or helping somebody…having some sort of impact” 

 (MM#2P13).  

  

 Terry recalled how the raw natural environment motivated him and his campers to 

initiate a project which would last all summer long. This was a collaborative effort which 

involved campers and staff inspired by a common interest to all work together. Through 

this imaginative, unscheduled, all weather, and muddy project all who chose to 

participate learned how to work together as a team and what they could accomplish as a 

result.  

 

 Terry: I will tell you a story of a really fun time, there were so many, camp was a 

 blast. One rainy day at camp we were cutting through the clay flats toward the 

 back cabins and the water was running down in a little stream and I don’t know 
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 how it happened but it just sort of called to us. We must make a dam. We must 

 make a pond in the clay flats. It seemed like such a great idea and such an 

 interesting thing to do and we right away started plugging up the stream and 

 because it was clay it was very easy to mould a dam and the water started 

 collecting. Over the course of that whole summer we continued to build that and 

 all our free time was spent at the dam. And we really started to develop this eco-

 system. We tried to create fish habitat by putting big rocks in it. We collected 

 frogs and put them in the pond and we found they didn’t leave. We even caught a 

 fish at one point and put it in the pond. Turtles started showing up. We had a 

 really interesting thing happening with the overflow. It was constantly cutting into 

 the banks and lessening the effect of the dam. So we had to keep building up the 

 overflow so that it would keep the water deep. And eventually we thought if we 

 threw pebbles all through the overflow it would lessen the erosion. But what we 

 found instead was that it attracted crayfish. It was just fun, in terms of ingenuity 

 and interest in the natural world and how we could make it work. But also all the 

 animals we were attracting…trying to do one thing but learning something else 

 through it. It was such fun. We did it all summer long (TW#1P33). 

   

 Though there are many examples where individual motivation and self-efficacy 

are realized within the setting, in a great many instances these personal understandings 

emerge through group activities. It is through collaborative processes such as these 

whereby the overlapping of social and personal learning takes places. What Bandura 
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(1997) recognized as personal objectives that are attained through socially mediated 

interdependence.     

 
 
Memory and Learning Transfer 
 
 Carlson was a counselor at The Hollows for three seasons. He is currently a fire 

fighter for the Toronto Fire Department and specializes in teaching high angle rescue. He 

describes his job as a perfect match, one where the learning from one context 

successfully transferred to another (Detterman, 1993), and he credits his success in his 

vocation directly to his camping background. He describes camp as a place where people 

are playing and having fun. But in doing this they are gaining skills, both hard tangible 

skills and life skills, personal skills (Deci & Ryan, 1985). He believes the life skills he 

gained at camp have been of tremendous benefit to him.  

  

 Carlson: You are in the Fire Hall doing a stressful job, living with people with 

 different personalities and in order to be successful at your job you all have to get 

 along (CC#1P39).  

  

 In terms of hierarchy and command structure Carlson saw a parallel between the 

camp cabin and the fire hall. 

  

 Carlson: It’s not that far from the camp cabin to the fire hall. You have a captain 

 who is  really the head instructor or the head counselor. And you have a senior 

 man who has a lot of experience, who works with the crew. The crew is the 
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 campers. You  have the kid who has been at camp for five years in a row. He has 

 seen it, done it. And then you have the new recruit. He came on and everything is 

 very foreign. The way he learns is exactly the same as the recruit in the fire hall. 

 He is shown what to do. He learns quickly what his obligations are, what needs to 

 be done and what behaviour is expected (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1986; Lave 

 & Wenger, 1991),  Then it is very self-regulated and it is peer regulated

 (CC#194). 

  

 What follows is an affectively charged recollection of Cliff that well illustrates 

how a powerful physical and emotional experience can profoundly affect the future 

direction of one’s life.  

  

 Cliff: I remember and this is directly connected with camp and has become a 

 major part of my life. It was the Dumoine canoe trip. Felix couldn't go and so 

 you took me on as the assistant guide. And I remember just being completely 

 blown away by the little plane trip. Being a few hundred or two hundred feet 

 above a lush carpet of green, rivers, except they don't look like rivers from the 

 sky, and little lakes, moose or whatever. And then after that forty-five minutes 

 you fly over complete splendor you get to experience, pretty much one hundred 

 per cent,  for the next seven days, in a much more blown up setting, of hearing the 

 sounds, feeling the wind of the river, being there and smelling campfires. That 

 comes back to me so strongly (CW#1P34). 
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 Cliff, who is now a software designer in California, began operating wilderness 

canoe excursions shortly after his Dumoine experience. For over ten years, each summer, 

he returns to Canada to personally guide river trips for adult professionals who crave a 

connection with the natural world. My recollection of Cliff was that he became a 

different person during that first trip on the Dumoine, something that unquestionably 

affected the direction of his adult life. He was emotionally engaged, sensitive to every 

aspect of the natural surroundings and its effect on other members of the group. He refers 

to it now as an “energy change” something that occurs when you slip the boundaries of 

the familiar. He describes it as something you can feel in yourself and across the group as 

the layers of socially constructed ego begin to fall away. A trust and a support begin to 

form that is emotionally based in the context of a collective experience.  

 
 
Social Domain  
 
Cooperation and Teambuilding 
  
 Felix attended camp as a child and was a counselor for three seasons at The 

Hollows. He was also involved in the winter season programs. He is now a thirty-seven 

year old father of three who has spent the last fifteen years working in the information 

technology sector. He describes the camp community as a team environment and he has 

striven to create team environments in his professional and personal relationships ever 

since. 

  

 Felix: The community at camp was very much a team environment and I’ve 

 tried, pretty well over the last fifteen years, to build those team environments 
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 wherever I go in the relationships with the people I work with. I am very much a 

 positive person. I try to keep things up. It’s more enjoyable to work in a team 

 environment than working against people. The very act of being in the outdoors 

 with people and walking. Because I consider walking to be a very natural thing to 

 do. The whole walking and talking is a great way to build a team. You get to 

 know people. And also the whole play aspect of being outside is very important. 

 People don’t play enough I don’t think in their lives anymore. They have lost that 

 whole inner child. Which you can really bring out in the camp. In this 

 environment you are here to have fun FC#1P16, 18).  

  

 I was intrigued that Felix mentioned walking as an important feature both in his 

life and at camp. Solnit (2000) has written a marvelous account of this most human of 

characteristics. The Hollows is a large property and when we have our annual tour for 

new campers and their parents the conversation invariably turns to how much walking 

there must be. We are often asked if the campers can ride their bikes from one activity to 

another. The inference is than the period of walking is somehow time wasted and 

physically exhausting. However over the years I have had the opportunity to see groups 

of campers on the paths engaged in animated discussion about what they have just done, 

what’s coming up next or what’s for dinner? And then there is the camper, walking alone, 

head down, moving slowly. This child may appear cheerless but in reality she may be 

looking for bugs or thinking about turtles. Thus walking time is very much an animated 

time of lively thought and imagination. 
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 Felix felt that one of the things that made the camp experience unique was that 

you had to depend on others to get the job done, and it involved the older ones helping 

the younger ones. He relates that to his delight he sees this in his own family. 

  

 Felix: The older ones pulling the younger ones along. This past summer I pulled 

 them together as a team and we sailed for two weeks around Lake Ontario in a 

 25ft sailboat. We lived on the boat full time and people were amazed that my 

 crew was three children. I look at my children as a crew. We are a team  

 (FC#1P56).  

  

 This was also evident in his work groups. “Some members are strong in some 

areas and some are stronger in other areas. So if you can build a team, you can pull each 

other along toward a common goal” (FC#1P58).  

 Lynn was another participant who learned the value of teamwork. She was a 

camper for two years and then a counselor for two seasons. In our interview she said that 

she had always enjoyed being in natural environments, felt comfortable there and had 

made conscious decisions to study and to ultimately find a career in a wilderness area. 

She recently completed her Masters of Environmental Science and she told me about her 

upcoming trip to the Yukon to present findings from her research on Bison and Caribou. 

When I spoke to her several months later she enthusiastically told me that she had been 

hired by an energy corporation as an ecologist. 

 Lynn identified the sense of community and the interaction between campers as a 

key component of the camp experience.  
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 Lynn: It was extremely social. Because none of the activities are really individual. 

 You are constantly interacting with other people. You eat together, sleep together 

 and all your activities are done together (LF#1P14). 

 Lynn: It wasn’t until I got to higher grades or higher education that it [learning] 

 became group oriented…it’s never independent work anymore. It’s always team 

 oriented. You always have to work with other people. You have to be able to 

 communicate, and you have to be able to get along and figure out how you work 

 with group dynamics. And I think camp allows this, because you are building 

 socialization skills and because you are forced to be with people all the 

 time…those skills of being comfortable with other people I think are really 

 important (LF#1P51). 

 
 Part of Lynn’s job involves negotiations with residents in communities which are  
 
under consideration for future resource development. 
 
  

 Lynn: I’m part of a team, and you have to learn how to work with your team. We 

 meet with community leaders all the time in the areas we are considering for 

 resource development. There is a lot of information exchange and you have to 

 depend on your team members to get all parties on side (LF#2P11). 

  

 Karen expresses similar sentiments. She was a counselor for two seasons and 

grew up within the community that lives on Toronto Island, a natural oasis located 

directly across the channel from the metropolis. Looking across the harbor at the Toronto 

skyline the juxtaposition of these two environments is dramatic. “I grew up in a natural 



 135

area that was in the middle of the city (KE#1P19). After university she moved to 

England, where she now lives in Shropshire, England’s most rural county, with her 

husband and two children. She describes it as a place “with lots of sheep.” Karen is a 

self-employed franchisee.  

  

 Karen: My personal experience at camp and teaching at camp was that the kids 

 learn but they don’t have to. They had fun but they always learned so much while 

 they were having fun. They would learn loads without being told, this is what you 

 have to do. (KE#1P9). 

  

 Karen:  I think that camp teaches kids that sometimes they have to do things 

 that they don't like to do. Even if it is only getting outside rather than sitting in 

 front of the TV or tidying up the cabin. Maybe not every single parent makes a 

 child do that or else does it for them. But when they are at camp there is no one 

 there to do it for them. And then children who maybe don't have siblings they 

 have to learn how to share their property and share their sweets and things like 

 that when maybe they never had to do that before. It's important because it is like 

 having a family all of a sudden when maybe they didn't have one before, like 

 siblings (KE#1P47). 

 
 When asked what she learned at camp she replied what many others said. It was   
 
 patience. 
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 Karen: I think being in a camp situation is very good for everyone because you 

 have to learn how to work with other people. You have to learn how to share. You 

 have to learn how other people work. You have to learn how to get along. Even if 

 you don't necessarily get along with someone you have to deal with your 

 differences so the children are not affected. It did very definitely make a 

 difference for me because I went right on to university after it. I think it made a 

 difference as far as living with other people in a community. Going into university 

 housing you have to be more tolerant and you do have to learn how to get along 

 with people in close quarters (KE#1P29). 

  

 Again, the overlay of personal and social learning is continually taking place 

within the residential setting. This is what sets this type of experience apart from most 

others that children and young adults are generally involved in. The outdoor residential 

centre or summer camp is the place where a learning experience of this kind can be had 

in a venue that is physically safe and socially acceptable to both parents and educators.   

 
 
Peers, Role Models, and Community 
 
 Emmie was at camp for eleven years. She is one of many who came to The 

Hollows as a small child and quite literally grew up here. I am always interested to know 

what the draw has been. Emmie described camp as an oasis, “an escape that I made for a 

month” (EC#1P59). The most important aspect of the camp experience for Emmie was 

the development of meaningful relationships with her peers (Hartup, 1983).  
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 Emmie:  I think your relationships develop a lot differently when you are at 

 camp than when you are at school. You get to know them [camp friends] on a 

 deeper level. At camp you learn to socialize.  I think people who go to camp are 

 more attuned to how their actions affect other people. It’s because you live with 

 people. When you share those tiny moments with people it makes you closer. I 

 think camp has made  me a much more approachable person…a lot more likable 

 (EC#1P23, 39, 41).   

  

 At twenty years of age Emmie is in her first year of university. She describes 

herself as surrounded by people. She lives in a high density apartment and travels to 

school in rush hour by public transit.  For her the city is depressing and she marvels that 

although she sees many of the same people each day no one speaks. 

  

 Emmie: I’m not really in love with the city right now. I’m just not liking it very 

 much right now. I just feel like I am in a cage. I’m like a bat in a cage. I’m in my 

 little apartment, with my little life, in my tiny little section of this giant 

 building…part of the giant city…part of the giant province (EC#2P13).   

  

 I think Emmie expresses an all too common fear among children today. It is the 

fear of falling through the cracks that the inner city camp director spoke of. It is the fear 

that no one really cares about you and that you are invisible.  These one-dimensional, 

trivial associations Emmie experiences in the city are of great concern to her. True 

friendship requires work. As children discover, making friends is only the first stage of 
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friendship. Maintaining those friendships is often a skill that must be developed. Perhaps 

what Emmie is saying is that in her urban environment most people filter where they 

expend their energy. In the city everyone is moving at “running pace”. When you have 

the opportunity to slow down to “walking pace” there is suddenly time to make a real 

friend and have a meaningful relationship. 

  

 Emmie: You know when I first met Amanda I thought, “Oh, she is just so 

 annoying!” But now nine years later she is one of my best friends. I learned stuff 

 she had trouble with and she learned stuff I had trouble with…we both helped 

 each other along and we have a strong friendship because of that. No matter 

 what’s going on in my life I can always call Amanda and say, “What’s up?” I 

 would definitely say that my camp friends know me better than anyone 

 (EC#2P39).  

  

 Mick also talks about peer groups and notes a unique social phenomenon which 

occurs at summer camp.  

  

 Mick: It's probably the first environment where you go to where you are not 

 supervised by older adults. The supervisory group is teenagers, older kids 

 (MM#1P5). …it is essentially having peer leadership as opposed to having an 

 authority group. You still have authority in the leaders but it is as if you end up 

 having more of a sense of a decision making process because of that. You tend to 
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 peak up more. You tend to contribute more because it is someone who you look at 

 as more of an equal than as an objective leader (MM#2P7). 

  

 Many adults did not have an opportunity to attend camp as children. The 

suggestion that an older teen can adequately fulfill the role of leader, teacher or surrogate 

parent can be difficult to accept. I recall one incident in particular involving an eight year 

old first time camper. The family did not visit camp prior to the season and so the 

introduction was on check-in day. From the mother’s perspective there were scores of 

inadequacies. There was no electricity or plumbing in the cabins, her child would have to 

walk on dirt paths to get to meals, there were no adults anywhere; everything was wrong 

and she became hysterical in the true sense of the word. She told us she could not 

possibly leave her child at camp. We spent some time outlining the program, asked her to 

speak with the other parents present, assured her that the cabin counselors had been 

campers here for many years and had a proven record of success. 

 Her son did not share his mother’s concerns. He had moved into his cabin and 

was enthusiastically discussing “fun camp stuff” with his new bunkmates. After a lengthy 

conversation in the office we were able to pinpoint the mother’s major concern. She felt 

that the supervisors, she referred to them as the teachers, should be adults somewhere 

within the thirty to forty year age range. It was clear by her public outbursts that this 

woman had personal issues and it could be easy to dismiss her as unbalanced. Eventually, 

her concerns were quelled and her son did remain at camp. However, we continue to use 

this incident as an example in our staff training sessions. The notion that a young person 
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can be a positive role model is often difficult to accept for those who have not had 

experiences such as those offered within a camp setting.   

 Many participants felt that the opportunity to make friends at school was limited 

by the fact that your classmates were all the same age. But at camp it was possible to 

interact with those of different ages. Alison was a counselor for two seasons. She now 

teaches English riding at a stable in Toronto. She described camp as a place where one 

could enjoy many freedoms which did not exist in other settings. 

  

 Alison: I think that allows kids to let down their guard and socialize better. As 

 opposed to when you are in school you are in the same class with the same 

 people. You aren’t going to have a grade three in your grade ten math class. You 

 get to be a kid, run around, lie in the grass and play in the mud (AF#1P18/19). 

  

 The young staff at a summer camp can often be brilliant role models for the 

campers and in this regard Ron was an outstanding example. Ron was a counselor for 

four years and also spent time in the shoulder seasons assisting with camp maintenance 

and program development. He was an elite class triathlete who competed successfully on 

numerous occasions at the ‘Ironman” competitions in Hawaii, as well as many other 

major North American events. He is now thirty-seven years of age, married and the 

owner of a private fitness studio in Montreal which specializes in bicycle training.  

  As a young person Ron was incredibly dedicated to his sport. He possessed 

extraordinary self-regulation and motivation, and was able to balance a rigorous daily 

training schedule with the demands of his camp obligations. Ron is an exemplar of the 
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“autotelic self” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, p. 67-68), one who thoroughly enjoys engaging 

in goal oriented personal challenge.   He remembers that some of the campers and staff 

held him in high esteem. He was the real thing - the “Ironman” - and this tag had a 

distinct “cool” factor attached to it. Ron recalls that many of the campers began to display 

similar disciplinary traits in the activities that they were engaged in; what Bandura (1994) 

has described as modeling. During those summers when Ron was a member of the 

community the campers initiated the triathlon event as an all camp activity for the special 

event day which takes place every two weeks.  Everyone had a role to play, athlete, 

coach, timer or spectator. As the seasons went on I noticed campers who had in previous 

years chosen to watch became the ones who stood at the far end of the lake, braving 

leeches as they waded in to complete the swim phase of the event. I remember one boy, a 

bit overweight, not the athletic type.  But there he was proudly exclaiming, “I’m actually 

doing this! I’ve watched for three years and now I’m doing it.” 

 
 
Socio-cultural Diversity 
 
 Ron did not attend camp as a child and so the decision to accept a position as a 

summer camp counselor 500 kilometers from home was a bit scary. He said that had his 

friend Cliff not chosen to come, he probably would not have accepted the offer:  

  

 Ron: I can’t say that I would have made that move if I wasn’t going there with a 

 close friend. Probably at that time, fear of the unknown would have been a greater 

 setback (RC#1P25).  
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 For many children being away at camp can initially be frightening. Homesickness 

often affects children for a brief period of time. Again it is Bandura (1994) who describes 

the personal and social benefits derived through the development of self-efficacy and 

self-regulation. The intrinsic rewards of personal success, of learning to function in a 

community of your peers, and an appreciation of the natural world are for most camp 

participants well worth any initial anxiety. Ron believed that the natural setting was in 

part responsible for allowing campers to let down their guard and go with the flow.  The 

combination of nature and a social environment of peers reduced initial stresses (Korpela 

& Hartig, 1996) and allowed new ways of learning to become possible. The emotional 

connection one experiences in this environment is positive and energizing: 

  

 Ron: All of a sudden you are living with six strangers. I remember some of the 

 campers were coming from South America. It’s amazing the different cultures 

 you can bring into that environment. People are traveling from thousands of miles 

 away to this remote place and then they are sort of thrown into this cabin with 

 other youngsters of a similar age. And it is amazing to see how quickly the 

 relationships can develop. As a counselor you are in this cabin and it almost 

 seems like within minutes of the kids interacting with each other they are out and 

 ready to take on the world almost (Bandura, 2002). But today in society nobody 

 talks to each other. You can be standing beside each other and nobody says 

 anything (Putnam, 2000). But here the kids are sort of thrown into this 

 environment where they just willingly start to develop relationships (RC#1P31). 
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 I would suggest that the speed with which these relationships form and their 

intensity can be linked to the context in which these children find themselves. The setting 

of the camp, this “being away” affords a freedom to grow personally and socially. The 

campers have the opportunity to grow and learn assisted by those only a few years older 

than themselves. This learning experience also extends to the young people who are the 

counseling staff. For them, camp is an opportunity to try on the role of teacher, mentor, 

role model, and to see how it fits assisted by the senior staff and administration of the 

camp (Bandura, 1994; Vygotsky, 1978). 

 Many international families send their children to Canadian camps. I have often 

been asked why these parents elect to send their children so far from home apart from the 

obvious reason of language improvement for non-English speakers.  I use here as an 

example a family of three Italian sisters who have come to camp for the past five years. 

The two older girls have now joined the counseling staff. This past summer they returned 

with an article which had been written about them in their local newspaper, Voce. It was 

an interest piece which recognized the achievements of young people in the community. 

The adventure these girls embarked upon each summer has given them much more that 

language proficiency. They have experienced not only the immersion into another culture 

but immersion into a physical and social environment that is primal to all human society.  

  

 The Voce interviewer: We ask the three girls’ parents how this adventure began. 

 “We wanted our daughters to learn a foreign language and to become open-

 minded” they said. As very experienced travelers themselves who deeply know 

 the Anglo-Saxon culture they “appreciate very much the great attention this 
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 culture gives to children’s upbringing and education.” When the girls made their 

 very first travel the parents admitted to being a little worried but the three sisters 

 were so enthusiastic that their parent’s fears were swept away. Chiara who is 

 now seventeen is a counselor at The Hollows Camp; she teaches how to build 

 tables, kitchens and swings, the way boy-scouts and girl-guides do. Giorgia is 

 now fifteen and she’s a counselor in training. She’s going to follow her sister’s 

 steps. Sofia is the youngest sister. She’s only ten and she enjoys herself in this 

 enchanted world. Giorgia says most of all they find a lot of new friends with a 

 different mentality, and they can practice a lot of activities dealing with nature. 

 We ask the girls if there is something they want to say to their peers who are not 

 so confident with travel. They say: 'Every experience you make is worthwhile and 

 useful. Just do it!'  (Appendix H). 

 

 Often when one travels to another country the goal is to see new things and to 

experience a different culture, returning home refreshed by new experiences. However, 

sometimes when we arrive at our destination we find ourselves curiously isolated from 

the environs. We see the sights and may deeply appreciate them but often it is from the 

tour bus window guided by the interpretation of the tour guide. Even when we travel as a 

small group this sense of being on the outside and looking in can still exist. We are like 

Cliff flying over the splendor of northern Ontario in the little plane. But he landed and 

experienced first hand, “in a much more blown-up kind of way” what it was to live in the 

wild.  I believe that the campers who have come to The Hollows over the years have had 

the same kind of “blown-up” experience.    
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 Mick also mentions that camp offers the opportunity for kids to interact with 

those from different social, cultural or economic backgrounds. Something they might not 

otherwise have the opportunity to do in their everyday situations:  

  

 Mick: Well you have taken everyone out of their sort of traditional role and put 

 them somewhere completely different. They aren't with their traditional peer 

 group. They are sort of pulled out and mixed together. So everyone starts fresh. 

 Some people revert to their traditional hierarchy. I mean there is the kid who gets 

 picked  on. Maybe because he's a little wiener I don't know. But people do get a 

 fresh start. People who may have a certain stigma attached to them don't have 

 that in  the camp environment. Not a lot of people come to camp with previous 

 friends. You might know one person. Or you are recommended by a buddy. But 

 it's usually an amalgamated group from different backgrounds (MM#1P68).  

  

 Each and every year families from many different cultures are choosing Ontario 

as their new home. The summer camp for them represents an archetype of the Canadian 

mystic and something that should be experienced by their young sons and daughters new 

to Canadian culture. The residential outdoor experience for these young people provides 

a marvelous introduction to the language, social customs, foods and natural landscapes 

intrinsic to the province. Benefits are also realized by the young people born and raised 

here. As we often say to prospective parents who enquire where the majority of our 

campers come from, they come from around the world and around the corner.   
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Physical Domain 
 
Sense of Place and Ecological Ethic 
 
 Over the years, camp community life has offered me rich insights into many 

aspects of human nature.  It has also allowed me to witness the positive influences that 

contact with the natural world can have on the development of young personalities. The 

awareness that comes from residing in a natural environment where one may come to 

recognize the order, chaos, and diversity within non-human communities often leads to a 

better understanding of one’s own place in the world.    

 Christie was a long time camper and seasoned member of the out-tripping staff at 

a well known girls' camp in Algonquin Park. I thought it would be interesting to include 

her in the study to see if she had similar recollections stemming from her camping 

experiences. Christie believes that living in a natural environment,  especially going on a 

canoe trip, changes the way you view the world.    

  

 Christie: Living in an urban centre or just living in a home of any variety, there 

 isn’t a very strong connection between the natural world and what you are doing 

 because it doesn’t really have much relevance on it. Whereas, in a camp setting, 

 especially in a canoe trip setting, then it is everything. You wake up and look at 

 the sky. You don’t wake up and look at your watch. Living outside often makes 

 me more patient. Like I said, different things start to matter. The weather matters 

 more than what time it is. For me I find that I slow down and I talk more quietly. 

 And maybe sometimes I listen better. I went on a long trip last summer and 

 sometime near the end of the trip you get into these funny routines. And I would 
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 get to the campsite and it would be late, darkness would be falling and I would be 

 hungry. And I would say, ‘I’m not doing anything until I have a chocolate bar.’ 

 And that is not something I would feel entitled to do in the city when I had a 

 bunch of important things that needed to happen. It is a liberty to rank things as 

 you feel they are truly important. And what ends up being truly important in a 

 natural setting is different from what ends up being really important [in the city] 

 (CB#1P22-22).  

  

 Eileen has a similar recollection. She was born and educated in England and came 

to camp as a counselor for two seasons. She is currently teaching middle and upper 

school history and politics at a private girls’ school in Bermuda. She described the camp 

as a totally different environment; a special place, a unique place, a place to be treasured 

and enjoyed. 

  

 Eileen: I found it very interesting the feeling that for two weeks you were pretty 

 much cut off from the outside world. I found getting messages from home  very 

 powerful. I know now living in Bermuda talking to friends and family at home 

 every day by e-mail, the connection is so instantaneous it’s unbelievable.  But at 

 camp you were really shut off from the outside world for two weeks. You  know 

 when we would show the kids a video it was almost unnecessary. It was like an 

 interruption into a separate world really. In terms of the cabin with no electricity it 

 was really the basics. And then that feeling when the children left and we had that 

 weekend off…there were weird things like getting in a car, or putting a bit of 



 148

 make-up on, it was very strange. A very weird transition. And it wasn’t altogether 

 pleasant actually when you had that weekend away. You just kind of felt a bit 

 false; you know (EM#1P26), (Wells, 2000). 

  

 We were recently approached by a media firm with a proposal which they 

claimed would increase camper enrolment and put smiling faces on all of our campers. I 

guess the inference was that they were not smiling before. They proposed to place 

webcams throughout the camp so that the campers could be captured doing fun activities. 

Streaming video images would then be made available to parents through a password 

protected online site. In this way parents could “virtually” attend camp everyday along 

with their kids. The proposal also advocated a two way e-mail system which would 

ensure daily interaction between parent and child.  

 We were shocked by the proposal. To us the idea undermined everything the 

residential outdoor camp experience stands for; an opportunity to develop independence, 

to grow as a person, to develop an appreciation of the natural world and to recognize the 

importance of one’s family. Time is something we lament we have all too little of. Camp 

gives us that luxury and to edit and display that process is to turn the magical into the 

mundane. Needless to say, we turned down the offer. 

 These further camp recollections from Hillary are reminiscent of Rachel Carson's 

(1956) lyrical descriptions of nature. Camp was a safe and comfortable place for her but 

there were also wild and magical places where her imagination could take flight. 
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 Hillary: I can remember so clearly. I have a terrible memory but I can remember 

 camp so clearly. The causeway between the two ponds that separated these two 

 totally different worlds. There was a natural environment that was accessible to us 

 where we could swim and kayak and then there was this sort of wild, turtle pond 

 that was very mysterious to me. I loved it. I can remember really beautiful cabins 

 that were small and really simple but very, very comfortable. It was homey and 

 you created your own little family in your cabin when you stayed there. I loved 

 that. And I can remember the trail up to the pool and of course the barn. My 

 favorite place to be. I remember it as giving me a taste of nature that didn’t feel 

 wild and dangerous but allowed me to explore the magic of nature that was 

 different even though I was brought up in the country. The forest always seemed 

 very magical to me. And all the things going on in the wetland (HA#1P3).   

  

 Betty returned to camp for her interview during a summer session. Before we 

talked she took the opportunity to walk though the camp, visit familiar places and spoke 

with some of the current staff and campers. The campers she remembered were now staff 

members. She said that sitting on the dock with her feet in the water brought back great 

memories. 

  

 Betty: Just the smell of the lake and seeing the fish jump out of the water. It was 

 a great, great feeling. Something I haven’t felt in a couple of summers. I had my 

 feet in the water and I saw Glen’s head pop up [Glen is a giant snapping turtle]. 

 It just made me think of all those summers when the Glen story was being told. 
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 He would rip your toes off. Then you wouldn’t be able to walk around because 

 you wouldn’t have any toes. Put a hole in your canoe and so and so forth 

 (BH#1P15). 

  

 The story of Glen is a favorite at camp. Even parents report sightings of him. It is 

one of several stories which have been passed down with gruesome delight from one 

generation of campers to the next and I like to think it is suggestive of an innate human 

propensity towards a love of nature (Kellert, 1983; Wilson, 1894). 

 Betty believes that it is very important for children to have the opportunity to 

experience the natural world and thereby develop an appreciation of it and a desire to 

protect it. She said that she was taught to respect the lake and the lands. She has strong 

recollections of kayak excursion to the beaver habitat above the marshes. Once they got 

close to the source they would park the kayaks, and carefully walk through taking not to 

disturb the eco-system. “How many kids would have the experience to do that?" 

(BH#2P40), (Hartig, Kaiser & Bowler, 2001). 

 Carlson was only six years of age the first time he went to camp and he recalls 

feeling a bit uneasy. 

  

 Carlson: I remember being put on a bus for two and a half hours and then getting 

 off in this sort of foreign place where I didn’t have parents. I had someone I knew 

 from my street where I lived but no real connection to anything or anyone. So I 

 would say the first impression was one of intimidation and of fear (CC#1P9).  
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 He had lived in an urban environment and he suddenly found himself in this 

“completely foreign world”. However he quickly became comfortable in these new 

surroundings. He attributed this to: “some really wonderful leaders, wonderful people 

who would orientate me to new activities and to new landscapes and new environments” 

(CC#1P15), (Vygotsky, 1978; Korpella & Hartig, 1996). 

  

 Carlson credits his camp experiences as motivators for his adult appreciation of 

natural environments (Scott & Willits, 1998). He says that he gravitates to activities 

outside of urban areas. The appreciation he feels has resulted in a desire to preserve and 

protect the great spaces which he enjoys so much (Kals, Schumacher, & Montada, 1999).  

 
 
Exploration and Discovery 
 
 Like her friend Eileen, Susan was also born and educated in England. Her father 

was an international correspondent which resulted in frequent moves for the family. 

Although her parents were stationed in Canada at the time she was only “home” during 

school holidays. The Hollows was chosen because of her interest in horses and to give 

her the opportunity to make friends in Canada. She attended as a camper for two years 

and then as a counselor for three seasons. She encouraged friends from England to join 

our staff and a group of them came to be affectionately known as “The Brits”. Susan 

spent several years in the British Navy and is currently a middle school science teacher in 

England. When asked what drew her back to camp year after year from so far away she 

replied. “I loved the people. The experience was brilliant. I think everyone left camp with 

a little more self-knowledge” (SP#1P61).  
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 Susan felt that the camp offered a tremendous range of things to learn. She 

identified the physical setting as the impetus for learning through exploration (Knopf, 

1987).  She described this type of learning as seeing and doing rather than hearing and 

listening or what is known as experiential learning.  Susan’s response to the question: 

What are your recollections of the physical setting of the camp? - was of great interest to 

me. Her account was incredibly detailed, like a mental map. Our interview was conducted 

by telephone, but it was almost as if she was here and we were walking through the 

grounds together with her pointing out various places which triggered memories of camp.  

  

 Susan: Wooden gates with wooden fencing at the entrance to the camp. Gravel 

 drive, big converted barn, dining hall on the main floor, upstairs arts & crafts and 

 drama. Clip board on the side of the barn. Don’t ask me why I remember that. 

 Indoor staircase up to the top and then a staircase outside. When you stood on the 

 outdoor staircase you would see the lake with the dock and then the marshland 

 around the lake with a path around the lake. And then a field where the archery 

 took place. Then the huts were nestled in what I would call the woodlands. Some 

 huts were visible from the lake. It was a lovely view, quite expansive. Then as 

 you went down and followed the road right round the lake, the tennis court 

 was set back in. It was quite natural. It wasn’t ugly; it was set naturally into the 

 surround. Then the path that led up to the barns was through the woodland, 

 quite narrow. You had the three huts at the front of the camp. The huts were 

 wooden, very simple and unobtrusive. As you come into the camp it looks  like a 

 building and you can’t really see anything and then as you go around the 
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 building and look down on the lake you realize suddenly how big the camp 

 is. And you start to think, where is everything? My first real thought was, I 

 want to go and explore (CP#1P13-19), (Kahn, 2002; Sobel, 2002).  

  

 As a teacher Susan emphasized her belief that learning in a natural setting allows 

for a more meaningful interaction between teacher and student (Knapp, 1998; Lieberman 

and Hoody, 1998). She wants her students to know her as a real person. “Not a distant 

figure who talks at them” (CP#2P18). Susan felt that she learned a great deal at camp. 

She attributes this wealth of learning to the sense of freedom she felt and the fact that it 

was all so much fun (Deci et al., 1999).   

 
 
Restorative Qualities 
 
 Throughout the research findings past participants have described the camp 

setting in a variety of heartfelt ways such as, “an oasis,” “a treasured place,” “a little 

green jewel,” “Shangri-La,” “paradise,” “where I would hide-out for a month.”  Stillman 

(1977) states that, “As stress levels within a culture escalate, so does the significance 

attached to natural environments as places of solace” (cited in Knopf, 1987, p. 787). 

 Jack told me that he remembered the camp as incredibly beautiful. “There was 

harmony. Because you were in a beautiful setting, a fantastic environment.” He said that 

when one was given the opportunity to live closer to nature, get back to basics and live a 

simpler lifestyle, “It alters your perspective  on what is important in life, what we take for 

granted, where the really important things lie” (JB#1P8, 21). 
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 Felix expressed concern that urban Canadians have lost touch with the natural 

world. His concern is that most people and especially children are far removed from 

natural outdoor spaces such as forests or marshlands or have never even been to such 

places (Wells & Evans, 2003). Felix believes that contact with natural environments is a 

vital part of one’s childhood. Pyle (1993) has expressed this same idea as a lack of direct 

personal contact with other living species within the daily lives of urban children. Pyle 

labels this misfortune as “the extinction of experience,” (cited in Kellert, 2002, p. 14) a 

situation whereby relentless urban sprawl has eliminated or severely restricted access to 

natural spaces. So much so, that the citizens of our cities and suburbs have become 

unaware and unappreciative of the natural world and natural processes, the foundation of 

all biological life.  

  

 Felix: There is the whole spiritual feeling of well being that comes out of being 

 outside. And if you have never been exposed to that nature at a young age you 

 may not know later on in life to go outside and get this exercise and to relax and 

 get the balance in your life that you need to be a whole person. The benefit is the 

 release and the joy of going out there (FC#2P25).  

  

 Cliff believes that having had this opportunity to make a personal connection with 

the natural world gave him something to fall back on when as he describes, "the rough 

times come" is in keeping with the cognitive and restorative benefits of nature as 

described by Wells (2000).  Cliff also believes that these “away” settings allow children 

and adults the opportunity to form more meaningful relationships and to consider social 
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issues from a different perspective. He saw the campers change when they were on the 

canoe trip and he sees the same patterns replicated in the group dynamic on the adult trips 

he organizes.  

  

 Cliff: You have a whole new learning environment that you aren't used to. You 

 are learning new skills that you probably didn't know too much about. Paddling, 

 camping or the white water stuff. And you are basically dependant on someone 

 else. It usually takes about three or four days before they crack and then they are 

 so happy. They are so happy to give it up and just enjoy the experience rather than 

 trying to control everything. It’s an incredibly human thing. And I’m sure that 

 nature makes a huge part of it but it’s also being free from the city (CW#1P38). 

  

 In the follow-up Cliff describes what he sees as the "city self" or the city persona 

that people have. With his adult trips he noticed a pattern of behaviour. On the last day 

people, who had just had this fantastic experience began fighting over petty things. And 

so he tried to figure out what was going on. "People have to put back on their 

psychological clothing of who they are and they get back into the control…they are going 

to drive the car and go back to their life" (CW#2P3). 

 Alison describes many of the people she comes into contact with at the urban 

stables where she teaches riding lessons as caught up in what she describes as “cityness”. 

She believes that growing up in the country gave her an appreciation of rural areas. 

Without that exposure the effort required to get out of the city becomes overwhelming 

and so the park fulfills the need for green space. 
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 And people will sit on the benches and look at the horses like they were foreign 

 elephants…like they were things you had never seen before. For me it’s just a 

 horse but for them its, Wow, a horse!  It’s always packed there. Once some people 

 were trying to feed the horses branches from a tree. They don’t know any better. 

 It just seems that our society is craving something (AF#2P21, 26). 

  

 When kids come to summer camp they experience a new environment where 

there are challenging things, like windsurfing or just sleeping in a cabin in the upper 

bunk. You get a whole new perspective on who you are and what you can accomplish. 

Cliff believes that it is crucial for children to have the opportunity to "experience the 

freedom of the connection with nature and the whole new social self that they become” 

(CW#2P3). 

 

Reflection 

 Recently the holistic context of the camp setting was again a life marker for 

Terry. It emphasized for me the extraordinary significance that natural settings can have 

in the consciousness of an individual. Indeed, I myself gravitated back to the natural 

lands in order to become a camp director after ten years of a successful, but what I also 

recognized as a personally stressful, career in the city. In celebration of his upcoming 

marriage Terry chose to have a gathering of friends and family join him for a day of 

organized activities at the camp. He said he wanted to re-live the fun and adventure of his 

camp days again at the beginning of this new era in his life. 
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 The gathering was not a pre-wedding party in a traditional sense but a full day of 

rigorous, rough and tumble games in the woods and meadows. Everybody participated in 

their own way. Athletic young men, middle aged fathers, grandfathers and even an infant, 

all thoroughly enjoyed themselves. As I spoke with some of the participants that 

afternoon I became aware of the love, friendship and support that existed between Terry 

and this assembly of “campers.” Perhaps for Terry this day was an affirmation that he 

still possessed the spontaneous enthusiasm of the successful and dearly loved counselor 

from his camping days.  Now he offered the experience to those he cared most about in 

his life. As such, I saw this day as Terry’s gift to his fellows and a testament to the 

recuperative powers that flow from nature and activities in the outdoors. Through this 

event my narrative and the implication of this dissertation comes full circle.  

 

Outdoor Education 

Heuristic Narratives 
 
 I believe the data speaks of the residential outdoor experience as generically 

relevant to the enhancement of any educational curriculum. Schooling is much more than 

the accumulation of facts and information. It is a platform for learning about oneself, 

communicating with others, celebrating socio-cultural diversity, cooperation, developing 

mutual respect and taking responsibility. The erosion of residential outdoor programs, 

related facilities and teacher training is readily apparent and our education system is 

already poorer for it. As contemplation I present two heuristic narratives drawn directly 

from my participant observation. The Narrative of Ian is uncannily allegorical within the 
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context of the discussion but what is more disquieting is its warning for the future of 

education. The Narrative of Piero serves as a counterpoint to the first narrative.   

 

The Narrative of Ian   

 Several seasons ago we were approached by Ian, a young man recently graduated 

from university. His field was science and Ian was considering a career in teaching. He 

wanted the opportunity to design and teach an ecology program outdoors and offered to 

come to camp as a volunteer. He said he loved the idea of being outdoors all summer. 

Coupled with the hands-on teaching experience it would be his summer vacation. All he 

would require would be food, lodging and lots of camper students. It sounded like a 

wonderful idea and a winning situation for all concerned. I gave Ian a camp tour and used 

the opportunity to go to many of the interesting natural areas to point out particular 

ecological features. We both looked forward to the upcoming summer season. 

 I saw Ian several times after that. He spoke with great enthusiasm about the 

exciting projects he had planned. I was curious to hear the details. Indeed, I questioned 

him several times but he remained enigmatic. In good faith I decided to wait until the first 

day to see what he would do.  

 Scheduling is a free choice process. The campers all choose their activities and 

the logistics of having fifty children plan the day is quite daunting. The programming 

staff takes a sign-up sheet to the cabins each night where the selection process occurs. 

Flashlights stream down from the bunks and campers crowd excitedly around the sign- 

up sheet. “I think I will go kayaking in first, I ride in second…maybe then free swim, 

ropes and archery in fifth. No…wait…arts & crafts!” 
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 Each morning the completed schedule is posted in the dining hall. A very 

respectable number of campers had selected Ian’s ecology option. His classes were full 

and he would be teaching three periods that first day. I was really looking forward to see 

what he was going to do. 

 After breakfast Ian announced that his activity would meet after cabin clean-up 

back in dining hall. As the rush of campers left the hall for their cabins Ian told me that 

he would require a monitor for his program. I agreed to sort that out for him; but why a 

monitor?  

 When I later returned for Ian’s period I entered into a darkened hall. The curtains 

were drawn shut and the campers were all sitting around the glow of the monitor. Ian was 

there with his laptop conducting a virtual tour of the Savanna biome. I was dismayed. 

Why were they sitting inside looking at a screen when they could go outside and explore 

first hand a temperate deciduous biome? Some of the kids looked interested however 

quite a few were fidgeting. 

 The next day the sign-up sheet told the tale. The numbers for ecology were way 

down and several days later there were no sign-ups at all. “Don’t go there,” it was 

whispered. All of the staff felt badly about the response to Ian’s program and offered 

helpful suggestions but Ian remained steadfast and passively resistive.  

 Things worsened for Ian. As he was not able to draw anyone to his program the 

rest of the staff coped with the overflow in their periods. As he was unreceptive to their 

ideas they eventually dismissed him entirely and the programmers took Ian’s period off 

the sign-up sheet. He was then scheduled in different activities around camp to assist 
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where he could but Ian was now wholly uncomfortable with peers, campers and his 

surroundings. It seemed for Ian that out-of-doors was out-of-place. 

 

 Deconstructing the Allegory 

 Camp is a people place. As such, there is an unspoken understanding that a certain 

level of accord exists among staff, among campers and between staff and campers. 

Esteem is something that is available to all members of the community. However, it is 

something that is earned through the development of one's individual character, along 

with cooperation and teamwork. The importance of teamwork and the setting's capacity 

to encourage this behaviour has been emphasized again and again in the stories of the 

participants as well as the relevant literature.  

 Ian arrived with a rationale and a curriculum firmly in place. He was coming to 

camp as a teacher and he was very clear about what a teacher was supposed to do. He did 

not place any value on the input from his peers or even the directors as he did not see the 

need. He believed he had all the elements in place: students, classroom, the necessary 

tools and a program of study.  This may be acceptable in a classroom environment but I 

would suggest that teaching and learning at camp is different. Teaching and learning at 

camp takes place in an incredibly diverse and capricious social and physical space, and 

the possibilities expand as a result. However, in this particular setting Ian was unable to 

recognize that he too could learn; from his peers, from his students and from the 

biological community that surrounded him.   

 Overwhelmingly, the literature and data propose that experiential activities can 

break down hegemony that often exists between teachers and learners. Here was a young 
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man who assumed the posture of “teacher” and in so doing lost an opportunity to explore 

how to engage his student/campers within the context. His approach could easily be 

dismissed as top-down but this was not the case. He sincerely wanted to do a good job 

and believed he was offering an important program. He was simply modeling his own 

teachers. His learning experiences had not included group dynamics in an authentic 

setting and so his understanding of an appropriate lesson plan had become lackluster, 

narrow and confined. Even when immersed in a stimulating and contextual environment 

he could not recognize the possibilities it presented. He loved being at camp and 

expressed on many occasions how beautiful he found the natural surroundings but he was 

oddly unable to include these in his curriculum. It was not his fault that he did not 

recognize the fit.   

 Many camp directors are emphatic that the video and CD player have no place at 

camp. I think what they are actually saying is that a break from technology can offer a 

kind of personal awakening through the opportunity to actually experience daily life in a 

simpler and more basic fashion. Teachers require ideas more so that tools. Ian found 

comfort in his tools but he had no imagination. Though he was living in an environment 

ripe with possibility and challenge he could only focus on that which was familiar to him.  

 Ian is a result of an educational system that currently limits student and teacher 

access to authentic learning environments. The focus is towards best use of class time in 

an effort to have all students meet curricular expectations within their stream. As such, 

teachers no longer receive standard training in outdoor or environmental education and 

residential outdoor programs are few. Natural outdoor spaces are undervalued as an 

educational resource and so it follows that these spaces in their natural state are 
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undervalued by society at large. How can we seriously discuss environmental issues such 

as waste disposal, water and soil contamination, urban sprawl and species depletion when 

natural outdoor spaces are considered only as commodities for further development? 

When outdoor programs are revived, and I believe this will be the case, they will be 

delivered by seasoned teachers possibly unfamiliar with appropriate curriculum and 

uncomfortable within the curriculum setting. They will be just like Ian and they will 

likely be just as ineffective.  

 

The Narrative of Piero 

 The Italian girls for many years had told us about their friend Piero. "He is 

fantastic! He is so creative! It is so wonderful that now he will be coming to camp!" Piero 

would be teaching the environmental program.  

 The environmental program had evolved over the years into an activity known as 

Survival. The premise was that the campers were stranded and there was an immediate 

need for food and shelter. This game was wildly popular and lessons in biology and 

ecology could easily be imbedded into the play. However it wasn’t until the arrival of 

Piero that it reached its zenith. 

 Piero could only come to camp for three weeks. I found myself in a familiar 

situation. Like Ian, he was going to run the environmental program. Like Ian, I again 

knew nothing of what he actually planned to do. The morning after his arrival Piero came 

into the kitchen and asked if he could please have some things for his program - oranges 

and bananas - and it would really wonderful if he could have a melon.   
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 Signup for Survival that first day was respectable but I expected this given its 

promotion by the Italian girls. However, the numbers of campers who attended in the 

ensuing days grew even larger. Piero would make his announcements at breakfast, 

“Everyone should come to survival. Yesterday we saw two hummingbirds at our feeder.  

Today we will cook. Maybe we will see the fisher. Tomorrow we start to build. We need 

all the help we can get. So, come to survival!" 

 In the days that followed all that could be heard around camp was news of the 

building. In the forest, campers had been busy constructing observation blinds from 

deadfall and leaves. The fruits from the kitchen had been set out to attract animals, birds 

and insects. Impressions had been made of their tracks and scats had been collected and 

identified. There were also observation stations in the marshes. Turtle shells had been 

found.  

 The next day it was very hot and as I waited at the Survival area I could hear 

singing. Soon an excited group of campers arrived marching and singing in long pants 

and long shirts. Piero was at the lead. He gave me a nod but otherwise paid no attention 

to me. All his focus was towards the game with his campers caught up in play. The group 

marched on to an area where cedar trees which had been downed in a storm were now 

being been sawn and stacked. Everyone teamed up and began lugging and sweating the 

sawn logs down to the waterfront. Once on the beach Piero gave a short lesson on knots 

and lashing with cord and then everyone got to work tying the logs together into a raft.  

 The early morning heat next day promised another scorcher but Piero was in high 

gear. “Today we will sail,” he said. A great crowd had assembled on the beach and 

everyone then pushed the raft into the water. It was beautifully buoyant. A mast and 
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rustic sail were made allowing the raft to make many historic voyages through the 

marshes in those last weeks of camp. Tales of Darwin, the Galapagos and Thor 

Heyerdahl were told around the campfire. The Survival raft became the means to access 

secluded habitat unexplored until then and the game of learning continued.  

 After camp had closed for the season and Piero had left with all in floods of tears 

promising to e-mail and begging that he would return, the raft was still on the beach. As 

the month of September wore on the beavers prepared for winter causing the water level 

to rise. One day the raft came lose and floated rudderless up and down the lake at the 

whim of the winds. A new family came to see the camp late that month. Of all the things 

we saw on our tour what the children kept coming back to was that raft. Could they sail 

on it when they came next summer? What other things would they be building? Piero’s 

curriculum had the power to capture the interests of these newcomers even in his 

absence. He was a true pedagogue who used imagination to guide and encourage his 

students to fashion tools of learning for themselves. He was engaged, and engaging, and 

motivated his learners to seek out and explore the possibilities of the natural world 

around them.  

 

Reflection 

 Piero was a playful person by nature but he had also experienced the integration 

of play and learning in association with his school curriculum. Piero had the benefit of an 

education system that took into account national values for natural and cultural heritage 

sites. In Italy Piero experienced regular residential outdoor education programs, field 

trips and cultural excursions throughout the entirety of his pre-university schooling. He 
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graduated from secondary school with an international baccalaureate which suggests that 

international standards and outdoor education are compatible within a funding formula; 

provided there is a political will. The leaders of the European Community are very much 

aware of the natural areas that have been lost due to over-population, war, industrial 

development and pollution. In countries with limited natural resources it has become a 

political imperative that what still remains must be conserved. The role of education in 

ensuring the establishment of sustainable practices and environmentally responsible 

public attitudes is not underestimated within the European Community (Collins et al., 

1996).     

 What can be learned from the narratives of these two young men who came to 

camp with similar aspirations but who experienced such polar results? Piero was like a 

magician who used the natural environment as a stage for the campers to play, envision, 

explore and learn. They built a raft that allowed them to sail away from a desert island or 

embark on scientific voyages of discovery. The building had required teamwork, 

diligence and patience. The weather had been hot but no one complained. Many campers 

would rather miss a meal than end the activity period before the task at hand was 

complete. There was an aura of mystery, excitement and camaraderie. Piero became their 

friend and their leader. But Ian was never able to make those kinds of connections. After 

the fiasco of the virtual Savannah tour he did set up blinds to view wildlife and stations to 

catch bugs – but he had lost the moment. He did not know how to play and he did not 

want to be in the game. 
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Experiential Learning 

 Overwhelmingly the participants within the study responded that they learned best 

by doing.  Their most memorable school lessons were tactile, involving experimentation, 

trial and error, combined with social interaction. The learning which they could readily 

recall was acquired through physically and emotionally engaging curricula.   

 I asked the question: Do you think it would be a good idea if the standard 

curriculum in schools incorporated certain aspects of camp life?  Mick, Hillary, Karen, 

Eileen and Carlson all spoke of the benefits of field trips which involve a residential 

component: 

  

 Mick: Yes. I was in an enriched science program in high school where we did 

 about a week every year where we would go to environmental conferences or 

 biology field trips. We went to the Boyne River Natural Science School. For a 

 week we would do data. Things like e-coli samples from water, biological 

 samples such as leaves. Physical, hands-on data collection makes a huge 

 difference. Being out there wading through a lake or a river, studying the 

 eutrophication of a lake was a massive one we did. We were looking at a lake 

 that was full of phosphates and nitrates and was dying. And seeing that and 

 collecting the data is a lot better than talking about it in the classroom. We also 

 did a conference at the Leslie Frost Natural Resources Centre. A larger group 

 went there. We did geology there where they have all sorts of rock faces and we 

 collected rock samples (MM#1P42, 49).  
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 Mick’s experiential engagement with the subject matter has allowed him to 

successfully retain the knowledge and enthusiasm for the lessons of that day over thirteen 

years ago.  Contextual involvement in authentic or concrete learning activities augments 

the ability to retain what was learned at the time (Knapp, 1998). Karen’s experiences at 

the Island School are similar.  

  

 Karen: Oh loads of things. We did pond life. We learned about birds. We did 

 things like snowshoeing because we quite often went in the winter. We had so 

 much fun. I just loved it. It was really good socially because we got to meet other 

 people from other schools. It's funny because when you are at school or at 

 university you often think what impact is this going to have on my life.  Am I ever 

 going to use this again? Going into the sciences you did learn things that are 

 applicable to your day to day living rather than some of the stuff you were forced 

 to learn. I can still remember learning about pond life and the life cycle of frogs. It 

 sticks in your memory because you had to go into the pond and fish them out. 

 You learn so much more when you are feeling things and getting to touch them 

 rather than just learning from a textbook. One of the best things we did at the 

 Island Public School we did drilling of the ice and we got to see the different 

 layers of ice. And the animals still actually stayed alive even though the water 

 was frozen. Different densities of ice…and things like that because I was never 

 very good at science, with the mathematical side. But because I learned it though 

 nature and things that you could see and actually touch it made it much easier for 

 me to apply it when I had to go back and learn theories etc. Things from that still 
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 stick in my mind from it. When I am trying to figure out a theory, in cooking 

 even. It was fabulous. I loved it (KE#1P31). 

  

 Outdoor education teaches in context and as a result future associations to the 

original context will enhance a broader understanding of related issues and possibly 

through association, non-related issues, such as Karen’s cooking. Dewey (1997 [1938]) 

described experiential learning as involving the observation of surrounding conditions 

combined with a prior knowledge for happens in similar situations. Learning takes place 

through the process of putting together what is observed and what is recalled and making 

a connection. 

  

 Hillary: One hundred percent!  Every student is different but for me I feel that 

 my camp experience was more enriching than my school experience. And that 

 includes Hollows Camp and going up to Dorset [Leslie Frost centre]. Any time I 

 got to learn outside of the school I learned more and I became more 

 passionate about what I was learning. Maybe that comes from being kinesthetic 

 a little bit more. When you go to the Planetarium or the Science Centre to be able 

 to try things and touch them that made learning a lot more real (HA#1P66),  

  

 Clearly Hillary is a sensory person. However, tactile engagement with the 

subject materials is what experiential learning is all about. Experiential learning 

involves using all of our senses in an authentic context to gain a fuller 
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understanding of the world we inhabit through individual action and reflection, 

co-operation with others and interconnecting with communities beyond our own.   

  

 Eileen:  I remember with geography…I was never interested in 

 geography…but I loved the field study trips where you got to put on your 

 “wellies” and start to measure the level of the water in the bog.  With science, 

 physics and biology I am the kind of person who needs something tangible. I am 

 not too good at acceptance of forces and what not.  I just kind of need something 

 to hold on to. We took a group of students to see rocket launches. You know, go 

 to the science museum and see how things work…I am much more into that than 

 sitting in the classroom. It's getting dirty if you know what I mean. Its funny I was 

 in the staff room today and we were talking. I was talking to the physics teacher. 

 And I said, "God I hated physics." I can only remember one thing from 

 physics. We had this machine which you had to put your hand on and it and it 

 made your hair stand on end. (laughter) That was me and physics. (EM#1P51) 

  

 Ivan Illich (1996) commented that learning was not solely the result of instruction 

and was often enhanced through a socially unrestricted participation in a meaningful 

context.  This is in keeping with type of learning that often takes place through social 

interaction outside of the classroom during field trips or residential outdoor programs.   

  

 Christie: A friend of mine is at a camp in Haliburton right now and she gets 

 school  children up pretty regularly. She says it’s a pretty amazing experience to 
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 take kids out of their comfort zone and have them learn something in an 

 environment that is completely “other’, but with their classmates. I feel that 

 would be a really exciting experience because they could all get to know each 

 other in a totally different context. So I think it would be something useful. 

 Especially in the current era where everything is based on test scores. It would be 

 a nice way to have an alternative evaluation  system. Maybe not every kid 

 performs amazingly on a math test but maybe they can really help pull people 

 together in a tough situation. I don’t think the only thing you are learning in 

 junior and middle school is academic stuff. And I think sending kids to a camp 

 would be a great way to recognize that (CB#1P50) 

  

 Christie said her only “other” experiences were day trips to “a couple of outdoor 

centres - We never got to go to one of those retreats where you get to go for a couple of 

days and experience things with your classmates” (CB#1P29).  

 

Learning in Context 

 Liebermann and Hoody (1999) suggest an agenda for educational reform based on 

using the environment as an integrating context for learning. My research findings mirror 

their findings. Contextual learning enhances the overall school experience and allows 

students, who might not otherwise be able or willing, to express their interests and 

understandings.  

 As an educator who has taught almost exclusively in outdoor environments I was 

determined to include a field trip in the third year environmental course which I taught 
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for the Division of Environmental Studies at the University of Toronto. I arranged for the 

students to spend a full day at the camp. They were briefed in advance about the physical 

site, its ecological significance, and recent changes locally which might impact the 

property in regards to residential and industrial development, landfill, factory farming 

and commercial growth. 

 The question posed to the students was, “What would be the most appropriate 

future use for this parcel of land? Students were asked to assume character roles 

representing three interest groups: 1) Non-government organizations and local area 

residents, 2) Municipal officials, local and provincial government, 3) Planners and 

developers, business and commercial. It was suggested that the students do some 

preliminary research on land use and development and the groups were set in advance. 

However, students were free to choose which role they would like to play. 

 Upon arrival at camp the three groups were each given a camp map, a local area 

top-sheet, and a survey of the lots and concession grids. Three hours were allocated to 

explore the property. I also mentioned they might be fortunate enough to encounter some 

locals during their wanderings that could provide valuable information. I got to have 

some fun too playing one of the locals. 

 After lunch we assembled in the main building for a “town hall” forum where 

each group would present their case and debate the issues at hand. I had arranged for the 

Mayor of an adjacent township to preside as moderator. The following week’s written 

assignment was a letter to the editor expressing the student’s recommendation for future 

use of the property based on the role they had played in the exercise. 
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 The day was an incredible success. The quality of the writing assignments was 

extremely high and the feedback was most gratifying. At the end of the year I asked 

several of the students to get together for an informal discussion about the course in 

general and for feedback to assist in course planning for the next year. Conversation 

turned almost immediately to the field trip. The comments were familiar: “It was the 

highlight of the year - We need more trips like that - It gave us the opportunity to work as 

a team.”  The reflections of one student were particularly amusing and echo the 

sentiments of Felix, “…in an environmental course like this too often the vast majority of 

students come from an urban or suburban setting and don’t actually know what nature is. 

The University of Waterloo has a similar program…the people who take it end up 

deciding they know how to run a farm without ever having seen a cow.”  

 Cliff and Terry speak of how their schooling fell short of their expectations. The 

context in which education was delivered was for them unsatisfactory emotionally, 

intellectually, physically and spiritually.  

  

 Cliff: Learning is amplified in the natural environment where there is less of a 

 knowledge based talk-at structure…where there is more of an integrated activity 

 and social based structure. What I would say about my university education and 

 maybe even high school…I had a near death experience, it took four years and I 

 got a diploma… I was dying as an emotional person, as a social person, as an 

 intuitive and nature connected person…I was dying in the environment of only 

 knowledge based learning… (CW#2P22). 
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 Terry: I actually just took a general sociology course last semester and we did a 

 section on education and it really opened my eyes about how narrow minded our 

 educational system is and how much of a problem that is. People learn in very 

 diverse ways. Yet systematically we are only teaching them in one way. And that 

 only shows strength in a fraction of the population. And I think the more diverse  

 we make our educational system the more it will benefit our children and  our 

 population. Every person is going to  have their strengths and weaknesses  and the 

 more diverse our educational system is the more of those strengths we are  going 

 to reach and I think it is very important that not only do we recognize strength that 

 are going unnoticed but that the children recognize their strengths  and come into 

 their own. Then the confidence can build. Children who might not do as well 

 in the established school system when they get out into the woods or doing 

 something like that all of a sudden they can find, "Hey, I am good at this." I 

 think it's enormously important (TW#1P55).  

 

 Betty: Everyday is a learning experience. Everything you do is a learning 

 experience, but it is a different type of learning. I just feel from my personal 

 experience primary school and high school was always school. But you can do 

 home learning and travel instead. So I really feel there is a need for different types 

 of learning (BH#2P60). 

 

 Eileen describes her role as a teacher akin to that of the camp counselor. She said 

that she felt a keen sense of responsibility for the camper’s well-being but she also came 
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to realize that just because she was an authority figure it was important to have fun with 

them as well.  

  

 Eileen: I think working at camp has helped me to see the big picture. You can’t 

 just see one side of the child. They aren’t just academic, or musical or artistic. It’s 

 interesting to see kids who are quite quiet in the classroom taking the lead because 

 they are in a different environment, their environment so to speak (SM#1P37).  

  

 She told me a story of a trip she had taken her students on where this rapport 

happened for her. It was a PGL holiday. Peter Gordon Leisure is a well known British 

camping organization. 

  

 Eileen: The camps are run by counselors. We took a group of students 

 kayaking and we stayed at the camp. It was just like being back at [Hollows] 

 camp for me. It was fantastic. We would literally turn our kids over to the 

 counselors who would organize the activities. They were in charge of safety and 

 we were just part of it. Some of the songs we were singing and some of the stories 

 and some of the stupid stuff…so much was coming back to me…and my kids saw 

 Miss E doing dizzy sticks (laughter) I just threw myself back into it and I was 

 basically eighteen again. It was great (EM#1P41).   

  

 The comments of Cliff, Terry, Betty and Eileen support my premise that 

contextual learning is a vital component to a rich educational experience. Cliff said that 
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the natural environment amplified learning. Terry lamented that although people learn in 

diverse ways our school system does not cater to these diversities. The present system is 

missing the boat with a lot of kids. Betty adds that schooling can take place completely 

outside the classroom. It can also happen very successfully through home schooling. 

Eileen’s comments are from the perspective of a teacher. She believes teaching in a 

different setting allows her to be more effective. It enables her to see different sides of 

her students and equally important, perhaps more so, it allows her students to see her in a 

different light.  

  

 Carol first went to camp when she was three. She was a camper at The Hollows 

for two years, a CIT for one season and then a counselor for another year. As she had 

chosen to spend so many years at camp I asked her to tell me about some of the important 

things she had gained from her experiences.  

  

 Carol: Well I think it always made me much more aware of the natural 

 environment. You slow down at camp and that can be taken back to your regular 

 environment… When I look back on things I did as a kid and see how they 

 affected me, I can say, Oh Wow! I’m glad my parents made me do this because it 

 did this for me. If you had asked me these questions a few years ago I don’t know 

 if I could have answered them (CS#1P25, 78). 

  

 Some of the most powerful lessons in childhood are not immediately 

recognizable. Often the benefits are recognized much later in life. As parents we have 
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hopes and dreams for our children. We want to see them succeed and be happy. We want 

to provide enriching experiences for them. However, sometimes our desires do not 

coincide with the choices of our children. I recall a discussion with a parent who was 

extremely dissatisfied with the program. His daughter was an avid rider and participated 

enthusiastically in this aspect of camp. However, to all other activities she was lukewarm. 

I could not agree with his assessment that she had basically done nothing except ride. 

Spending time with friends, relaxing and slowing down was what she wanted to do. 

MacIntyre (1984) would have suggested that what was in play here was confusion 

between “goods internal” and “goods external.” I would argue that although the camper 

had experienced a good time at camp, her father agreed on this point, she had made a 

conscious decision to not take advantage of the goods external choosing rather her own 

personal preference. Our society tends to value that which can be measured. Outcomes 

are often not readily evident and require the passage of time in order to show their 

inherent worth. The freedom to make choices is a gift we can give our children (Falk, 

2001). 

 

Curriculum as a Commodity 

 Puk and Behm (2001) have emphasized the critical need to ensure that current 

students and the general public become ecologically literate. In order to become life-long 

learners continuing education programs need to be appropriately funded. Outdoor centres 

need to be established or fiscally retrofitted and funding formulas involving all levels of 

government and the private sector must be implemented. 
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 Education has increasingly become commoditized due to ubiquitous funding 

issues. Public education is a particular product and those who seek alternatives must pay 

for the privilege of choice. Schemes behind the content, packaging, delivery and 

distribution of the educational product are the subject of ongoing debate. Irrationally, as 

local, national, and global environmental issues affect our lives publicly funded outdoor 

and environmental education programs are denigrated. Outdoor education and field trips 

are becoming exclusive commodities. Mick, Jack and Carlson comment: 

  

 Mick: They didn't have the funding to send the whole school so they sent the 

 ones who were achieving. But in hindsight I think they should have sent the kids 

 who haven't gone out to the country before. Maybe kids who aren't achieving 

 should be sent. I think everyone should go each year for a week or so. I went to a 

 middle class school in north Toronto and a lot of the kids had cottages and had the 

 opportunity to be out there. But there are schools in Toronto where kids have not 

 had that opportunity. 

  

 Jack: I think it’s a crime if these programs are lost. I think it’s something which 

 should  be given free. Especially for people from deprived backgrounds who 

 wouldn’t necessarily have that from other environments (JB#1P62). 

  

 Carlson: It’s very important and unfortunately people in economic situations that 

 can’t provide it for their children on their own, those children suffer. Well, if not 
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 suffer, they have less options growing up without that. They aren’t going to fare 

 as well as they might (CC#1P106). 

 
 
Collaboratively Funded Outdoor Education Projects  
 
 Eileen told me of teaching placements in Bolivia that were offered to her and her 

colleagues through World Challenge, an international Christian organization. Similar to 

Europe’s Comenius projects, Canada’s own Katimavik and Actua programs, or the Duke 

of Edinburgh Awards, these types of charitable organizations involve collaborations 

between local communities, levels of government, industry and commerce. They offer 

students at the middle, secondary and post-secondary  

school levels the organizational support for ambitious undertakings in order to learn 

experientially. 

 

 Eileen: It's called World Challenge and it is an organization which is run 

 independently. They come to the school and they offer it as an extra activity. And 

 the students raise the funds to go on this trip over eighteen months. One of their 

 responsibilities is to open a bank account and to raise money for the trip. The trip 

 is about two thousand pounds and that's a lot of money. And some of the money 

 goes into the community action that they do out there. Over the eighteen months 

 they have set goals. They have to have raised so much money by such and such a 

 time.  So it's not just a trip…there is a whole eighteen month build up to it. The 

 teachers very much go along as figures of help and support but it is really the kids 

 who are in control of the whole trip. It is really quite phenomenal. I was quite 
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 disappointed…I started working with a colleague of mine and then got the job in 

 Bermuda and left before it happened. But I got an e-mail from her the other day 

 and she said it was absolutely fantastic (EM#2P14). 

 

 However, programs such as the one Eileen describes are not universally available 

to all such students. Programs are for the most part limited to the academic achievers, 

those who are most motivated, or those students or schools having access to financial 

resources. As Mick pointed out, in his school only the top achievers were selected for the 

residential science trip which had such a lasting impact on him.  “Imagine never having 

been to the north and studying geology never having seen the Precambrian shield. 

Imagine how it would blow your mind to be able to go out there and take some rock 

samples (MM#1P85). 

 

 It is a vicious circle. If a young person has never had a taste of the opportunity to 

learn outdoors then there may be no desire for it and correspondingly no perceived value 

towards the experience. This rationale holds for educational decision makers and 

educators as well. Puk (2002) as such has emphasized the need for teacher education and 

new partnerships to be developed between educational institutions and government, 

community, industry and commerce in the interest of furthering “ecological literacy.”  

 

Indemnity Issues  

 There is always an element of risk involved in any school outing (Thule, 2004). 

Regardless of how careful the planning, questions pertaining to safe transportation, 
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adequate training and supervision, weather, terrain, equipment and types of activities all 

entail a risk factor. The repercussion of a calamity that occurs on a school trip can often 

have far reaching consequences to future or related programming across the board. 

 Health issues such as the drinking water incident in Walkerton, Ontario (CBC, 

2004), has impacted on all provincial outdoor facilities. The fallout from the Walkerton 

incident was a quick response from the provincial government that resulted in an Act of 

Legislation that stipulating an immediate and substantive upgrading of drinking water 

systems at all “designated facilities” (MOEb, 2004). Mandatory compliance with no 

grandfathering, no time allowance for phase-in, and no cost subsidies forced the closure 

of many outdoor centres around the province in 2004.   

 Generally, operating costs for outdoor facilities and school boards have increased; 

the result of risk management schemes, higher insurance premiums, legal consultation 

and/or litigation, and compliance to a variety of government regulations. In addition fear 

of risk itself has in many cases limited the scope of the programs offered to students in 

Ontario; Susan describes similar scenarios in England. 

  

 Susan: Outdoor education centres have become a little less appealing because 

 there have been a couple of accidents…a girl drowned, and a couple of other 

 incidents…the Health and Safety stuff you have to go through now before you 

 can take kids anywhere is massive. I think they are just trying to get kids back 

 into just the local area. It's no problem if they are in the school grounds to get 

 insurance. We are really lucky in the new school where I am now they have a 

 natural bit of woodland and a reserved area with a pond. So hopefully when we do 
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 the environment section of the syllabus we will take them out. But not all schools 

 are like this. In central Portsmouth which is obviously a city, there are schools 

 that barely have a playground. Its tarmac and it's a shame really (SP#2P6) 

 

Reflection 

 Experiential learning and its association to outdoor education has a long history. 

In one way technology has expanded our knowledge base and allows a seemingly 

unlimited access to information. However, we still require tactile, authentic experiences 

in order to truly know and make sense of the world. Opportunities to learn outside the 

classroom have been seriously eroded in recent years. The Leslie Frost Centre and the 

Boyne River Natural Science School both mentioned in these findings are now 

disenfranchised as are many other publicly funded outdoor education facilities. Many of 

the study participants spoke of their personal recollections of field trips and school 

excursions and described them as highlights of their educational experience. The findings 

show that the participants speak with a fondness and clarity of their memories of outdoor 

excursions and related experiences. In this regard every effort must be made to develop 

alternatives to this deficit by way of new outdoor programming as a core component of 

the school curriculum and new partnerships with organizations able to provide learning 

settings in natural areas. 
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Chapter 6 - Current Participant Findings 
 
 

Introduction 

 In this chapter I review the quantitative findings of the current participants and 

relate them to examples from both the literature on contextual learning and the voices of 

the past participants. Though I have categorized the findings into the domains of 

personal, social and physical, the data is nevertheless inter-contextual, over-lapping each 

of the individual domains such that one informs the other. The resultant data of the 

current participant findings indicate that the survey responses of the current participants 

support the storied responses of the past participants and visa versa.  

 

Description of Survey Participants  

 Tables 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3 provide a demographic snap-shot of the survey 

participants. The ages of the participants ranged from 8 to 19 years with 70% of those 

surveyed being between the ages of 10 to 14. Males represented 20% of those surveyed 

while 80% were female. Fifty-one percent of the current participants were in the last 

three years of elementary school. Tables 6.4 to 6.20 express the attitudinal preference 

towards learning experiences at camp within the three learning domains common to each 

of these groups. An alpha designation of Per (personal), Soc (social) or Phy (physical) 

identifies the domain represented by each table. The weighting of each domain by 

question is approximately 50% personal, 25% social and 25% physical.  An interpretation 

of the survey findings with related theoretical references, responses of past participants 

and recollections from participant observation accompanies the frequency tables where 

appropriate. The rank of “3” represents neutral as a point on the continuum and is 

considered null. Therefore only the rankings of “4” and “5” are used in calculating the 

percentage frequency of positive attitude toward each question.    
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Table 6:1 Age of Current Participants    
     
           
Years   Frequency Percentage  Cumulative 

Percentage  
8  2 1.8 1.8 
9  9 8.0 9.7 
10  12 10.6 20.4 
11  24 21.2 41.6 
12  22 19.5 61.1 
13  10 8.8 69.9 
14  11 9.7 79.6 
15  7 6.2 85.8 
16  4 3.5 89.4 
17  8 7.1 96.5 
18  3 2.7 99.1 
19  1 0.9 100.0 
Total  113 100.0  

 
 
Table 6:2 School Grade of the Current Participants 
  
     
           
Grade  Frequency Percentage  Cumulative  

Percentage  
3  1 0.9 0.9 
4  6 5.3 6.2 
5  10 8.8 15.0 
6  21 18.6 33.6 
7  22 19.5 53.1 
8  15 13.3 66.4 
9  8 7.1 73.5 
10  13 11.5 85.0 
11  2 1.8 86.7 
12  9 8.0 94.7 
1st year university  5 4.4 99.1 
2nd year university  1 0.9 100.0 
Total  113 100.0  
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Table 6:3 Sex of Current Participants  
           
Sex  Frequency Percentage 

  
Cumulative  
Percentage  

male  23 20.4 20.4 
female  90 79.6 100.0 

 
 
 
Findings for the Personal Domain 
 
Table 6.4 Per   
  
Q4: When I'm living at camp away from home I feel? (stressed "1"- relaxed "5") 
 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
2  3 2.7   2.7  
3  22 19.5   22.1  
4  44 38.9   61.1  
5  44 38.9   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 0.8  4.1   

 
 Findings indicate that 77.8% of the current participants felt emotionally very 

comfortable in the camp setting. Table 6.4 supports Korpella’s (2002) findings that place 

has the capacity to personally satisfy or provide the feeling of happiness and well-being. 

Past participant Hillary: "It was homey and you created your own little family in your 

cabin when you stayed there. I loved that" (HA#1P3).  

Susan adds:  

 ...when you are in a beautiful setting you kind of feel like you are part of 

 something bigger. I certainly remember from my experience as a staff member 

 kids when they first came in could be quite hyper and unruly. It has a relaxing, 

 calming effect on people. I remember you would sit around the campfire, and you 

 are in this beautiful setting and you can't help but be calmed” (SP#1P23). 

 



 185

Table 6.5 Per 
 
Q6: Do you think camp life lets you be the real you? (not really "1"- very much "5") 
 Std.   Cumulative 
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent 
1  1 0.9   0.9 
2  1 0.9   1.8 
3  20 17.7   19.5 
4  36 31.9   51.3 
5  55 48.7   100.0 
Total  113 100.0 0.9  4.3  

 

 Of the total surveyed, 80.6% of the current participants felt that camp offered 

an opportunity to be free from stigmas associated with family or social relationships 

in the home or school environment. Deci and Ryan (1985) have referred to an ideal 

learning environment as one that provides optimal challenges, right sources of 

stimulation and a context of autonomy.  

Past participant Terry: 

 It's like experiencing life outside of life. If you have an unpleasant time at 

 camp you probably won't go back the next year. And so it's almost like you 

 can test yourself. Even if you do go back a whole year has passed and so 

 you can re-invent yourself. And I think that is an important process in 

 growing up…finding out who you really want to be. Camp is an opportunity 

 to test who you are (TW#2P30). 

Table 6.6 Per 

Q8: How much do you think you learn by doing things yourself? (not much “1”- a lot “5”) 
 

 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
3  9 8.0   8.0  
4  38 33.6   41.6  
5  66 58.4   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 0.6  4.5   
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 Of the current participants 92% felt they understood more when they learned  

experientially. Dewey (1997), Kolb (1984) and Illich (1996) all advocate the value 

of experiential learning. This is what the past participants had to say about learning 

experientially. Mick: I learn best by doing. I don't think I learn by reading” (MM#1P70). 

Susan: “Quite often I like to be shown something, and then try it out myself. If it doesn't 

work, then explain perhaps how I could do it better, or keep trying. It’s a combination of 

things. I have to do it to learn it. I can't just watch it” (SP#1P54). Hillary: “I usually learn 

things best by doing them. I do a lot of reading but then I like to apply anything that I 

have read. Feel it out and try it on and see how it fits with my other beliefs and other 

ideas I am working with. I definitely learn best by doing” (HA#1P59). 

Table 6.7 Per 

Q 11: Lots of physical activity makes me feel… (uncomfortable "1"- really great "5")  
 
 Std.   Cumulative 
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent 
1  1 0.9   0.9 
2  1 0.9   1.8 
3  9 8.0   9.7 
4  42 37.2   46.9 
5  60 53.1   100.0 
Total  113 100.0 7.5  4.4  

 

 Of the current participants surveyed 90.3% enjoyed the physical and emotional 

benefits of natural exercise. Apart from physical education programs there is a need to 

supplement the inactivity of classroom learning with learning activities that are dynamic 

and physically engaging. Evidence from participant observation at the camp is consistent 

in showing that through the simple act of walking 10K each day for one month allows 

obese children to lean out and lean children to build muscle. This physical change has 
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contributed significantly to emotional well-being through improvement in self-concept. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1991) and Hattie et al. (1997) have linked improvements in self-

concept, self-regulation and self-efficacy to physically challenging activity. 

Past participant Ron: 

 
 For most of these kids I would imagine they are being driven around all day. 

 [In their home environment]. Driven to school, either by parents or on a 

 bus…that's their routine…they are sitting for most of the day. From the car 

 to the classroom…and with the way the physical education program is today 

 they are lucky if they get one hour of physical education a week. Unless 

 they are voluntarily enrolled in some sort of sports activity then they are not 

 doing anything. And then all of a sudden they come to camp and the whole 

 routine becomes physical. Nobody is taking them to the activity. They have 

 to get themselves there. They have to walk there - when I was in the cabins 

 with the campers. My impression was that that wasn't a complaint. It wasn't 

 a concern to them that they had to walk to breakfast and to walk back 

 (RC#2P5,7). 

Table 6.8 Per 

Q12: How much physical activity do you do throughout the year?  (not much “1”- a lot “5”) 
 
 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
1  1 0.9   0.9  
2  2 1.8   2.7  
3  16 14.2   16.8  
4  44 38.9   55.8  
5  50 44.2   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 0.8  4.2   
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 Of the current participants 83.1% felt they were physically active throughout the 

year. This may be reflective of the specific population in that the young people who 

choose to attend camp are those who enjoy physical activity. Correlation could be made 

with Q17. 

Table 6.9 Per 

Q13: Do you think the best way to learn is while you're having fun?  
(not really “1”- absolutely “5”) 

 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
2  1 0.9   0.9  
3  3 2.7   3.5  
4  21 18.6   22.1  
5  88 77.9   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 5.5  4.7   

 

 Of the total surveyed 96.5% of the current participants felt learning and fun made 

a good mix. This was the highest frequency percentage recorded within the study. Fried 

et al. (2001) are currently conducting neurological studies investigating the links between 

dopamine reward and cognitive processing. Learning through play has also been seen as 

fundamental to personal and social learning by Cohen (1993), Csikszentmihalyi, (1975), 

Vygotsky (1997) and Rieber (1996).  

Past participant Emmie says: 

 I love going on trips with kids because they relax with you and you can be 

 more yourself and allow your personality to come through. They are just 

 having fun. The benefits are always there. I see it very clearly in the 

 classroom with children who are not necessarily academic and they are often 

 rather rebellious. But you get them out on a field study trip or you get them 

 in a museum or doing something where they are interactive you see a 

 completely different side to them (EM#1P20). 
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Table 6.10 Per 

Q14: Did you have any personal goals when you came to camp? (yes - no)  
 Std.   Cumulative  
Response  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
yes  93 82.3   82.3  
no  20 17.7   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 3.8  8.2   

 
 
Table 6.11 Per 
 

Q15: Did you achieve any of your personal goals while at camp? (not really “1”- absolutely “5”)  

 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
1  12 10.6   10.6  
2  1 0.9   11.5  
3  12 10.6   22.1  
4  31 27.4   49.6  
5  57 50.4   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 1.3  4.1   

 
 Within the findings 77.8% of the current participants indicated that they achieved 

their personal goals. A correlation could be made to Q6 relating to how the camp setting 

may allow the emergence of self outside of any compounded social stigmatization. 

Hurtes (2002) has noted that activity areas which offer social interaction and high 

individual visibility are considered “cool” by a majority of adolescents. The opportunity 

to display competency in a low stress setting may contribute to the achievement of 

personal goals. Long-term participant observation has allowed me to understand that 

what is ultimately learned or recognized through the process of personal achievement is 

something that often requires a passage of time. Though a young person may not be 

capable of expressing themselves fully as to the potential of the phenomenon they are still 

aware that something tangible or intrinsically valuable has taken place. This is the reason 

they choose to return to camp season after season. 
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Findings for the Social Domain 

Table 6.12 Soc 

 Q5: Does living in cabin help you learn to get along with others? (not much “1”- a lot “5”) 

 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
1  1 0.9   0.9  
2  3 2.7   3.5  
3  12 10.6   14.2  
4  55 48.7   62.8  
5  42 37.2   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 0.8  4.2   

 
 Eighty-five point nine percent of the current participants felt that the residential 

atmosphere allowed them to learn tolerance, patience, and the value of teamwork and 

cooperation. Bandura (2001) has identified three modes of human agency, personal, 

proxy and collective, within Social Cognitive Theory. Along with the development of self 

concept which takes place through personal agency within the social setting, proxy and 

collective agency both involve interdependency with others to accomplish both personal 

and collective goals. 

Past participant Katie: 

 I think being in a camp situation is very good for everyone because you have to 

 learn how to work with other people. You have to learn how to share. You have to 

 learn how other people work. You have to learn how to get along (KE#1P29).  

Betty adds: 

 Being at camp allows you to learn a lot about yourself and a lot about other 

 people around you. You live together with four or five other girls for two 

 weeks. You have to learn to respect your space and their space. And you 

 learn to work together in activities like cabin clean-up competitions. You 

 work together for a common goal. And I think that is something everybody 

 needs (BH#2P22). 
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Table 6.13 Soc 
 
Q10: Do you think older kids make good teachers? (not really "1"- absolutely "5") 
 
 Std.   Cumulative 
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent 
2  4 3.5   3.5 
3  24 21.2   24.8 
4  47 41.6   66.4 
5  38 33.6   100.0 
Total  113 100.0 0.8  4.1  

 

 Findings indicate that 75.2% of the current participants felt that older peers made 

good mentors and role models. Harris (1995) has stated that the environment shared by 

peers is the environment that makes the greatest impression in the long-term. Bandura 

(1994) has emphasized the importance of positive role models in the development of 

personal efficacy.  

Past participant Terry said:  

 I found that to be a role model was a powerful feeling… but I was always the kid 

 who didn't want to see other kids getting picked on when I was young and as a 

 counsellor to be able to be a role model and to see that kids all get along and to 

 discourage anybody picking on anybody and any kind of meanness (TW#1P36). 

Betty recalls: 

 …one of my last years here as a counsellor one of my campers went to the 

 bathroom and all of a sudden I heard screaming…like she was going to 

 die… and she had menstruated for the first time and she had no idea. Her 

 mother had never told her about that. That to me is really wrong - So I had 

 to take on the role of a parent and explain what menstruation was to this 

 young girl who was probably only fourteen” (BH#1P37,39). 
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Table 6.14 Soc 
 
Q16: Do you feel you learned any useful things from other kids at camp?  

(not really “1”- absolutely “5”)  
 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
1  8 7.1   7.1  
2  1 0.9   8.0  
3  23 20.4   28.3  
4  44 38.9   67.3  
5  37 32.7   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 1.1  3.9   
 
 
 Findings indicate that 71.6% of the current participants felt they learned 

something from their contemporaries. This is the lowest frequency percentage within the 

study and is indicated by a mean of <4. This is a finding where the current participants 

are not in agreement with the beliefs of the past participants. This may reflect a lack of 

co-operative or teambuilding skills which have yet to be developed. It may also speak to 

the presence of a powerful role model and mentor in the figure of the cabin counsellor. 

Past participant Emmie says: 

 Terry taught me to treat the campers as equals. Terry and Ken both taught 

 me that. What I always respected about them was that they never talked to 

 me like a little eight year old. They talked to me on the same level as they 

 would anyone else. And they wouldn’t belittle me in any way and that’s 

 what I try to do with my campers. Show some authority but don’t make 

 them feel like mice (EC#1P82). 
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As well, it may represent a maturity level that does not yet recognize the contributions of 

one’s peers.  

As past participant Carol comments: 

 When I look back on things I did as a kid and see how they affected me I 

 can say oh wow I'm glad my parents made me do this [go to camp] because 

 it did this for me. If you had asked me these questions a few years ago I 

 don't know if I could have answered them (CS#1P78). 

Table 6.15 Soc 

Q18: Do you miss watching video or going shopping while at camp? (not much “1”- a lot “5”) 
 
 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
1  25 22.1   22.1  
2  28 24.8   46.9  
3  24 21.2   68.1  
4  26 23.0   91.2  
5  10 8.8   100.0 
Total  113 100.0 1.3  2.7   

 
 Of the current participants, 31.8% felt they missed the shopping mall or video 

media. Despite a mean of 2.7 this still suggests agreement between the current and past 

participants as 46.9% of those surveyed felt these types of activities were not missed 

while in the camp environment. It should be noted that during the tenure of the past 

participants videos were shown as part of the scheduled programming and additionally 

during inclement weather. This was not the case for the current participants. Hurtes 

(2002) and Staats and Hartig (2004) have noted the appeal adolescents have for the social 

atmosphere of the shopping mall. However, Kaplan and Kaplan (2003) have pointed out 

that the social interaction within the camp setting would satisfy seeking this type of 

stimulus in a setting such as a shopping mall or video arcade.  
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Past participant Felix: 

 If you look at urban children who spend all of their time in an urban 

 environment, they walk down their street and go into their school, they go to 

 the shopping malls, they never get a chance to be out in nature and to be  

 comfortable in nature and have this interaction with nature. To feel at home 

 out there and to have the comfort and if you have never had that chance then 

 when you do go outside then you aren't going to feel comfortable. Going out 

 into nature is a form of stress relief that I think people need in their lives 

 (FC#2P31). 

 

Findings for the Physical Domain 

Table 6.16 Phy 

Q7: How important is it for you to spend time outside the city?  (not important “1”- very important “5”) 
 

 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
1  4 3.5   3.5  
2  5 4.4   8.0  
3  22 19.5   27.4  
4  29 25.7   53.1  
5  53 46.9   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 1.1  4.1   

 

 Of the past participants 72.6% felt it was important to go beyond the boundaries 

of urban development. Wells & Evans (2003) found that children prefer to spend time in 

natural settings and Sobel (2002) points out the importance of childhood secret places. 

Past participant Katie: 

 Well I grew up in a nature area that was in the middle of the city. And then 
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 moving to a suburban area I found that the lifestyle was completely and 

 utterly different. I much prefer to live in the country. People are less 

 stressed. Their priorities are different. They don't have to get from A to B as 

 fast as they can. They are more inclined to smile. They are friendlier. More 

 manners. More eye contact. City life is different. I would rather live outside 

 where there are trees and places where you can go and get away from cars 

 and smog and people (KE#1P19, 21). 

Christie adds: 

 …you are living in a small draughty cabin out in the middle of this incredibly 

 beautiful setting - if they [campers] want some time to think or they want to 

 go on a little adventure then they can just go and find themselves a nice little 

 rock somewhere and go and hang out and no one will bother them. Kids don't 

 have that freedom in the city. You don't encourage a kid to go and find 

 somewhere to hide out if they feel like it. You want to know where they are 

 all the time (CB#1P14). 

Table 6.17 Phy  

Q9: Do you think the best place to learn about the environment is outside?  
(not really “1”– absolutely “5”) 

 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
2  1 0.9   0.9  
3  6 5.3   6.2  
4  31 27.4   33.6  
5  75 66.4   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 0.6  4.6   

 

 Within the survey 93.8% of the current participants believed that learning in the 

outdoors would enhance their knowledge about the environment through direct 
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experience. This is a significant finding. There is increasing evidence to show that there 

are very real possibilities for greater attentional focus in natural settings (Kaplan, 1995; 

Wells, 2000). Falk and Dierking (2000, 2001), Leiberman and Hoody (1998) and 

Passmore (1972) have emphasized how learning in an appropriate context can enrich 

school curriculum in all subject areas. Exposure to learning in natural areas can lead to a 

life-long practice of responsible environmental attitudes (Hartig et al., 2001; Kals et al., 

1999).  

Past participant Carlson relates: 

 .…when I have time off I generally gravitate to a natural environment where I 

 can participate in activities like mountain biking. This weekend I was in 

 Algonquin Park snowshoeing...it has given me a greater appreciation for the 

 natural world and the conservation of it. For someone [like myself] who lives  

 in an urban environment there is a need to lessen the impact, to preserve these 

 great spaces that I enjoy so much. So I think being introduced to it at a young 

 age and having it become such a big part of my life, I do take that into 

 consideration (CC#1P17,23).  

Lynn recalls: 

 I don't remember at what point in my life I said I really want to be a part of 

 the outdoors and I really want to do wildlife studies and conservation. But I 

 think it goes both ways. I went to camp because I had an interest in that 

 whether I realized it or not. But being in camp and being outdoors 

 reinforced how much I enjoyed that aspect of life. Just being outside and 

 enjoying nature and being away from the city and the cars. And having a 

 chance to see what is out there that you wouldn't see if you didn't go to 

 camp (LF#1P36). 
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Table 6.18 Phy 
 
Q17: Living outdoors 24/7 makes me feel… (uncomfortable "1"- really good "5") 
 Std.   Cumulative 
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent 
2  3 2.7   2.7 
3  9 8.0   10.6 
4  51 45.1   55.8 
5  50 44.2   100.0 
Total  113 100.0 0.7  4.3  

 

 Agreement to this question was reflected by 89.3% of the current participants. 

This is similar to the response to Q11 on physical activity. Wilson (1984) coined the term 

biophilia to express the genetic disposition of humans for natural environments. Kellert 

(1993) has suggested that during the middle years (6-12) children become more 

comfortable, familiar, and appreciative of nature and the other-ness of biological 

communities.  

Past participant Felix: 

 We are biologically programmed to be outside…in a green environment 

 with blue skies overhead…over the last two or three hundred thousand years 

 our programming biologically has made us up to be comfortable outside. 

 Only in the last few thousand years have we been inside buildings and been 

 forced to learn in this manner. I don't see there is a big benefit to being 

 inside. Being outside is great. It's much more natural and it puts people at 

 ease. We aren't programmed to sit inside and be still (FC#2P9). 
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Table 6.19 Phy 
 
Q19: How much do you think you know about the environment? (not much “1”- a lot “5”)  
 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
2  9 8.0   8.0  
3  43 38.1   46.0  
4  46 40.7   86.7  
5  15 13.3   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 0.8  3.6   

 
 
 Of the current participants 54% felt they knew a lot about the environment and 

this represents the second lowest frequency percentage in the study. This is not surprising 

given the depreciated state of outdoor education and environmental education within the 

public school system. Puk and Behm (2001) and EEON (2004) have clearly delineated 

the current state of affairs and made thoughtful suggestions for the attainment of a 

widespread ecological literacy in the future.  

Past participant Ron relates: 

 …after I came back from camp, there was a course we took called ‘outdoor 

 activities’. We went up to Camp Nominique. That course has actually been 

 cancelled now which is too bad. It was a great way for the people in your 

 year and your class at university to get together and go out in the wilderness. 

 You had all these different activities from orienteering to canoe tripping to 

 rock climbing. You got the chance to go out for four or five days with your 

 class. You got the chance to develop good relationships with the students in 

 your year. And they took that course away. It was costing too much to get 

 all the teachers up at the camp. I was told that it was financial (RC#1P35). 
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Table 6.20 Phy 
 

Q20: Does living close to nature at camp make you want to learn more about the environment? 
(not really “1”- absolutely “5”)  

 Std.   Cumulative  
Ranking  Frequency Percent Deviation Mean Percent  
1  2 1.8   1.8  
2  7 6.2   8.0  
3  26 23.0   31.0  
4  43 38.1   69.0  
5  35 31.0   100.0  
Total  113 100.0 1.0  3.9   

 

 Within the findings 69% of the current participants felt that the residential 

experience in nature encouraged them want to learn more about the environment. 

Although this is somewhat low, I feel that once again the passage of time is necessary in 

order for a young person to become fully cognizant of the learning continuum inherent 

within experiences (Dewey, 1997; Falk and Dierking, 2000).  

Betty says: 

 I think my experience at camp allowed me to appreciate nature. It allowed me to 

 realize that there was something other than a concrete jungle. I looked forward to 

 getting away from the city because I had never spent a summer in the city for as 

 long as I was at camp. And the first summer I actually spent in the city…I 

 couldn't stand it. I think being in a natural environment allows children to develop 

 an appreciation for what else is in this world (BH#24). 

 
Conclusion 
 
 The intention of this dissertation has been to discover the nature of learning 

within the physical, personal, and social domains inherent within the summer camp as a 

research setting. On the theoretical level, the primary proposition of The Hollows Camp 
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Study is that significant learning occurs through residential outdoor experience and that 

this learning endures within the present day context of the camp setting and within the 

life lessons of those who have been part of the phenomenon. The mixed methods 

approach was used to identify the level of concomitance between present and past 

experiences within the context. The question this method addressed was: Are the learning 

experiences at camp within the personal, social and physical domains the same or 

different for someone today as they were for someone five, ten or fifteen years ago? The 

findings show that the responses of the current participants indicated within the survey 

are in agreement with the responses voiced by the past participants. 
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Chapter 7 - Reflections and Implications 

 

The Research Question Answered 

 How is learning enhanced through regular participation in residential outdoor 

experiences?  Within this dissertation I have presented the recollections, responses and 

reflections of members of the Hollows Camp community past and present. They along 

with the setting of the camp provided the conditions and field laboratory upon which the 

conceptual model for learning within a residential outdoor experience (ROE) was 

designed. 

 The camp and its community as a model of this experience embody three inter-

related domains within which contextual learning occurs: the physical, the personal, and 

the social. These three learning domains were first recognized intuitively through my 

personal involvement as a co-director of the camp and also as a long-term participant 

observer. The theoretical interpretation of my practice is the process and product of this 

dissertation.   

 Initially the three domains of the physical, personal, and social were approached 

separately in the interests of accurately reviewing and categorizing textual material and 

additionally for precision in data collection and analyses. However, the findings of the 

study have established that the overarching learning context is the residential outdoor 

experience itself. The three spheres of influence transcend and overlap within the ROE  

to form a holistic context and this expands the possibilities for learning retention and 

learning transfer.  The camp community and setting have presented an ideal model 
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through which to better understand how learning inherent to ROE can adjoin traditional 

learning environments such as the school. 

 The natural physical domain of the outdoor setting offers many opportunities for 

experiential learning. It has been shown to enhance cognitive function and attentional 

capacity through the reduction of personal stress while at the same time promoting 

physical health and well-being through natural exercise. Outdoor environments and 

activities are shown as sustaining throughout adult life as well.  

 Within the personal domain, development and maturation of the individual is 

augmented through autonomy and the discovery of new interests and talents which often 

leads to a greater sense of self-concept, self-efficacy and self-regulation.  The fun, 

adventure and excitement inherent to learning within the ROE have also been associated 

with neural chemical responses, such as dopamine reward, that can amplify intrinsic 

motivation and thereby promote learning.  

 The significant social component within ROE allows the opportunity for young 

people to freely express themselves in a public forum while also learning to negotiate 

with their peers and experience successful compromise in a conciliatory manner. The 

benefits of co-operation and teamwork are readily understood through experiential 

episodes. The presence of positive role models can act as an exemplar or assist in the 

attainment of personal goals. The residential aspects encourages learning that is socially 

mediated in a convivial atmosphere of interdependence.   

  The restorative qualities of regular school outings in natural settings would do 

much to allow students to achieve their best through a curriculum that offered direct 

encounters with phenomena combined with a socialization that did not recognize age 
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barriers. The Hollows Camp Study clearly indicates that all participants: children, young 

people and adults, learn lasting lessons and enjoyed a shared camaraderie as well. As 

such, outdoor education programs and particularly those with residential options allow 

for the traditional barriers that often exist between students and teachers to be relaxed.  

 The Hollows Camp Study revealed a high reported instance of learning transfer to 

later life situations that can be traced back to the learning experiences that took place at 

camp. This supports the literature on learning transfer as the learning contexts presented 

in the camp setting are amorphous, equally encompassing the personal, social and 

physical domains. The Hollows Camp Study findings show that a unified learning 

context such as exists within a ROE has the capacity to successfully transfer to many 

later-life situations.  

 Conversely, the learning context of the classroom is circumscribed and focused. 

The lessons learned in this setting are often not easily transferable beyond the subject 

matter or the academic setting into real-life situations. Imbedding a generous time 

allowance for learning opportunities outside of the physical space of the school would 

relieve much of the monotony that tends to build through a constant cycle of sedentary 

classroom activity. Homogeneity may provide a means for meeting curriculum 

expectations but unfortunately this approach mirrors the least creative elements of our 

institutions.  Pathways to enthusiasm and dynamic learning activities can be re-

established through the inclusion of outdoor environments within the standard 

curriculum.  
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Responding to the Call for Research in the Field  

 The Hollows Camp Study has responded to the call by other researchers in the 

outdoor education field to address certain gaps in the research literature to date. Neill 

(2002) expressed the need for research into the area of post-experience ratings of staff 

and participants involved in residential outdoor programs. Hattie at al. (1997) asked for 

further research to determine if outdoor experiential programs had a major impact on the 

lives of participants and if that impact was lasting. The Hollows Camp Study satisfies 

these requests and adds weight to the argument that ROE does impact on the lives of 

participants in all three learning domains. The study also corroborates Hans (2000) who 

found that residential and semi-residential programs were more effective than programs 

that did not take the participants out of familiar settings.  

 The study also fulfills the call for alternative research designs and for more 

retrospective qualitative studies (Bialeschki et al., 2002; Fullerton et al., 2002; Rennie et 

al., 2003; Walsh and Golins, 1976).  The mixed methods approach of The Hollows Camp 

Study has attempted to satisfy both research traditions in order to further the recognition 

of outdoor education as an important element within the current movement towards 

establishing life-long learning and ecological literacy as a societal convention.   

 

Without ROE Where Are We Going? 

Social Implications 

 The notion that camp is a place to find out who you are and a place where you can 

shape your identity is expressed by the majority of the research participants. Findings 

from The Hollows Camp Study show that ROE can increase personal understandings 
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towards ideals associated with community. Ideals of community suggest an individual 

and collective concern for others along with a sense of self as a contributing member. 

ROE offers opportunities for young people to develop a positive sense of self both as 

individuals and as recognized and valued members within a larger community. 

Additionally, the residential component presents the prospect for a deeper and more 

personal appreciation for the differences of others, the acceptance of these differences, 

and broader possibilities for the establishment of mutual respect and cooperation.    

 Physical and psychological bullying, ethnic intolerance, contentious competition, 

bloodshed and murder are sadly becoming commonplace within Ontario’s youth culture. 

So much so, that schools and classrooms are no longer immune, even from the most 

atrocious examples of brutality and criminal behaviour. A comprehensive school 

curriculum must not only address and discuss social issues of this magnitude but must 

also have the means to work towards eradicating such issues within a pluralist culture. 

Living, learning and working together in the outdoors is a universal bonding experience 

for all human beings.   

 The findings show that the community interaction that takes place within the ROE 

allows young people to learn through experience, cooperation, patience, tolerance/respect 

for difference, and the value of themselves in conjunction with others for mutual 

contributions to their community. Nothing that is delivered in a classroom can reproduce 

the kind of social community building that takes place within a ROE. Even special travel 

programs or student exchanges are limited to a select body of students whereas ROE are 

designed to be inclusive of all students and also reach those students who might 

otherwise opt-out of extracurricular activities. For these reasons I would argue that ROE 



 206

should become a core component of the standard school curriculum throughout the 

elementary, middle and secondary school levels.       

 

Implications for Ecological Literacy 

 Experiential learning and its association to outdoor education has a long history. 

In one way technology has greatly expanded our possibilities for accessing information 

and virtually experiencing worlds we could never dream of ever entering into. However, 

there is still a need for young people, indeed all age groups, to engage in tactile and 

authentic experiences in order to truly know, value, and make sense of the world.  

 Opportunities to learn outside the classroom have been seriously eroded. Many of 

the participants within The Hollows Camp Study spoke of their personal recollections 

from school field trips and residential excursions and described them as highlights of 

their educational experience. The findings show that the participants speak with a great 

fondness and clarity for their memories of ROE and related experiences. The loss of 

outdoor and environmental curriculum, provincially funded residential outdoor centers, 

and teacher education in outdoor and environmental programming is regrettable given the 

findings of this dissertation. In this regard ever effort must be made to remediate this 

deficit in our schooling by introducing innovative outdoor programming as a core 

component of the school curriculum; and work to establish new partnerships with 

organizations able to advance learning opportunities in this regard. 

 The findings showed that only about half of the current participants who are now 

students within the education system felt they were reasonably well informed on 

environmental issues. This is not surprising given the depreciated state of environmental 
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education within the public education system. The findings also indicate that the ROE is 

perceived as the best way in which to learn about the environment. 

 When I lived in Toronto I often took the scenic drive up Highway 11 to The 

Hollows. Once past the northern city limits I would immediately see an expanse of farms 

and woodlands punctuated every fifteen minutes or so by a small hamlet or rural town. I 

remember key locations on the way where you could stop and enjoy local products. At 

the dairy you could buy old cheddar cheese and ice cream. The fruit and vegetable stands 

further north offered local apples, berries and an abundance of fresh produce from the 

neighbouring fields of the Holland Marsh. 

  However, make the drive today and the view is a continuous suburbia of town 

homes, big box stores, gas bars, franchised fast-food shops, cinemas and malls. There is 

no longer a physical distinction between one town and the next or any real indication that 

you have actually traveled anywhere different from the place where you began. The dairy 

is long gone and though vegetables are still grown in the marsh there is only one small 

vendor in town who still sells these. Produce in the local grocery store chains comes 

primarily from the United States even though many of the items are grown right at the 

outskirts of town.   

 Within the dissertation I have shown of the pressing need to mandate ecological 

literacy within the provincial education system. Governments locally, nationally and 

internationally articulate the necessity of achieving sustainable practices. There is no 

question of the need to educate in this vein, only the political will to do so. 

 I believe that in order to actually achieve the establishment of ecological literacy 

and related ethics in the interests of a sustainable future, people and especially young 
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people, need to experience landscapes other than those that are human built. The 

implication is that if we do not establish an environmentally literate citizenry then our 

society will see neither the need nor the value of supporting environmental initiatives. 

Development trends will continue to serve an ignorant public by gobbling natural systems 

and replacing them with moribund artificial landscapes. As the participants within the 

study have stated, it is easier to understand something when you have had a direct 

experience with the subject matter. If ROE were to be made widely and regularly 

available there would be a good chance that the experience would engender an innate 

desire to protect the biological community. Learning would be cumulative; each ROE 

would build upon the former. Tactile experiences inherent to the ROE would assist in the 

shaping of an ecologically literate student body.   

 

Implications for Special Interest Groups 

 The findings of the study indicate that learning while having fun was the most 

prevalent, memorable and efficacious feature of the residential camp. This is not 

surprising when you consider that play is common to all ages, reduces stress, can reveal 

new pathways for problem solving, and provides a foundation for future learning.  

 Education is no longer the exclusive domain of school-aged children and young 

adults. Life long learning is now a reality brought to the forefront of Canadian society 

due in part to socio-cultural diversity, an aging majority, equal opportunity issues, and the 

continual growth of information technologies. In a rapidly changing social and 

technological milieu the mandate for those who provide education is expanding. ROE can 

offer pathways to learning that will enhance and facilitate any curriculum socially and 
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intellectually. Seniors, new Canadians, the physically and emotionally challenged are all 

candidates for such educational options in the near future. Government cannot assume the 

entire burden but they can assist the process by allowing incentives that will encourage 

partnerships between school boards, corporations and/or local interest groups.  

 Currently, Ontario's outdoor education facilities have been seriously undermined 

due to lack of government conviction and associated financial support. More research 

into the field of outdoor education should be pursued with a focus on nature therapy for 

stress related syndromes, as well as for the enhancement of cognitive function for seniors 

or those with attention deficits.  The ROE offers excellent socio-cultural interaction for 

new Canadians and ESL can be augmented by the universality of the natural 

surroundings for the building of vocabulary. Field research facilities for science students, 

programs for seniors, inclusive programs for the physically challenged or the 

underprivileged are all valid reasons to press for the general acceptance and expansion of 

ROE as a core principle in an era of global environmental responsibility. 

 

Future Research Considerations 

  Education should be considered as something that is not delineated by a 

pre-determined time in one's life. Additionally, educational settings beyond those that are 

school-based or limited to institutional surroundings should be widely acknowledged. 

Learning is a continuous process and this is undoubtedly the understanding that is 

currently being reinforced in the minds of young students. Realistically, considerable 

barriers to outdoor education presently exist with regard to accessibility and facilities due 

to short-falls in public education funding. However, if the concept of life-long learning is 
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to be readily accepted and palatable then learning settings must also become holistic in 

the sense that cognitive energies are allowed free exchange within the learning domains 

of the personal and social within distinctive physical surroundings. Curricula must not 

only offer a diversity of subject matter, it must also tap into the experiential possibilities 

inherent to individual intelligences, local environments and the socio-cultural milieu. 

 The idea of Chautauqua is an appealing one. Historically, Chautauquas began as 

summer Sunday schools in the mid 19th century. These local learning assemblies had 

blossomed by the early 20th century into eight week summer events encompassing the 

arts, sciences, humanities and theology. There is still a Chautauqua that takes place today. 

It is devoted primarily to music and the arts and is held each summer season at Lake 

Chautauqua, New York.  

 The original Chautauquas were community gatherings open to everyone and often 

included the attendance of noted speakers, artists and educators of the times. Chautauquas 

provided these rural and often isolated communities with the occasion to indulge in 

cultural and erudite activities surrounded by the natural countryside. They provided an 

educational episode within the everyday lives of the participants, and these acted as 

catalysts to broader discussion and debate within the communities throughout the year 

which encouraged further learning to be pursued.  

 The concept of Chautauqua is intriguing and one I would like to explore through 

my future research. Parents of campers often tell me that they would like to attend camp 

so that they too could have a carefree, invigorating holiday where they would learn 

something new. I think what these parents are really expressing is a desire to engage in 

something personally meaningful that is apart from the conventional. They see in the 
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camp experience the opportunity for a little adventure close to home where they can meet 

new people, partake in a simple lifestyle, and escape for a time from the urban landscape 

and its associated anxieties. Like students at their school desks these adults feel restrained 

by their daily routines and have a desire to participate in the phenomena of the ROE that 

is so enthusiastically described by their children.   

 The idea of Chautauqua could provide the underlying concept for a contextual 

learning experiment where young people and adults, or young people of different ages, 

could interact with each other to the mutual purposes of socialization and education. My 

research shows that the ROE offers an excellent platform where contextual learning can 

be experienced. A research-based exploration into the theory and practice inherent to the 

Chautauqua could provide insights into ways of designing and implementing future ROE 

or related curricula applicable to the development and intensification of ecoliteracy, 

scientific literacy, and social capital.  

 The participants within The Hollows Camp Study expressed overall that they felt 

relaxed and comfortable in the natural environment. Our communities are predominately 

urban and so the urge to venture into the outdoors is often superceded by more sedentary 

activities that often do not have the capacity to renew us either physically or emotionally. 

Both young people and adults are increasingly under the influence of environmental 

conditions that can lead to expressions of negativism, road rage for example, or 

environmentally related stress that can be physically or emotionally debilitating. As 

Ontario’s population ages health issues will compound. What is already a major concern 

and strain on the province’s health resources will only increase. ROE can ameliorate 

some (if not many) of these heath issues as they pertain to individual life-style. Further 
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research might include: explorations into the restorative qualities attributed to outdoor 

experiences, correlations between natural settings and cognitive function, and therapeutic 

applications for outdoor activities. 

  On a final note, analogous to the issues discussed in regard to school curriculum 

and outdoor education, the Ontario Camping Association (OCA) has identified a need for 

increasing public awareness on the educative aspects of residential camp programs. For 

select schools and resolute school boards camps are presently filling the gaps left by the 

closure of provincial outdoor centres. But many parents and educators are not familiar 

with the personal, social or environmentally educative benefits inherent to organized 

camping. There is as well, an increased demand for academic credits to components of 

informal education programs. Issues such as these along with perceived risk factors  

associated to outdoor living and outdoor activities have resulted in the decline of camper 

and camper/student enrollments overall.    

 The circumstances such that the camping industry might well consider the value 

of on-going projects in educational research as a means toward the enlightenment of 

parents, education of teachers, aiding the protection of camps as natural resources, and 

encouraging widespread support for a provincial heritage. Through the development of 

research partnerships between the OCA and Ontario universities comprehensive research 

projects could be undertaken at camps throughout the province. In addition, to providing 

needed research findings, these partnerships would give Ontario university students the 

opportunity to be outdoors and interact with young learners while engaging in the 

practice of teaching and learning through ROE. 
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Epilogue 

 For over twenty years both my personal lifestyle and professional endeavours 

have involved a substantive commitment to the development of youth, outdoor education 

and conservation activities. In 1980, my wife and I made a conscious decision to change 

the pace of our lives. We relocated to the family farm in order to raise a family. We 

maintained our health and well-being through farm work and vigorous outdoor activity. 

We began an outdoor centre and summer camp so that we might pass on our love and 

enthusiasm for nature and outdoor pursuits to others. In so doing, we were also able to 

insure the preservation of the wondrous natural lands that have been my childhood 

inspiration through a practical and sustainable land use. Living close to nature has been a 

gift to our family. I have no doubt as to the power of nature to promote and sustain all 

life.    

 My experience in providing ROE to countless young people over the years has 

been an extraordinary learning experience for me and has also been a source of personal 

fulfillment. It is not often that a teacher has the opportunity to re-visit former students to 

see how they got on in life or to know if their particular contribution was in anyway 

remembered or cherished. The dissertation process was my impetus to locate and speak 

candidly with these now adults about their true feelings and recollections from their 

personal experiences within our camp. Personally this was my attempt to better 

understand what I was actually doing, if it was of any value, and if it was making a 

difference for someone in some way. I know now that my efforts have been well 

worthwhile. It has been my great honour and privilege to meet and speak with my former 

students and to have them tell me – yes, it made a difference! My intentions are to carry 

on in both practice and research with my new knowledge. 
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Appendix A 

Guide for Interview Questions 
The purpose of these questions is to help participants express their thoughts and feelings about how their 
involvement in the residential camp community has influenced: their personal development, their 
appreciation for the natural world and their perspectives toward future learning. 

1 Describe the natural or physical setting of the camp. 

2. Describe the social setting of the camp. 

3. Do you recall how you felt, any impressions or recollections, the first time you came to camp? 

4. Are there differences between the social environment of school and that of the camp? 

5. Do you think the natural setting of camp has anything to do with your answer for question 4? 

6. Did you have to learn to adapt to the natural setting of the camp? 

7. Does living closer to nature trigger any thoughts about how we as a society lead our lives? 

8. Can you relate any of (the above response) to other aspects of your everyday life? Have you changed any 
personal patterns or attitudes as a result? 

9. Do you feel (the preceding) has furthered your learning in anyway? If so, in what way? Perhaps you can 
think of a story from your own experience to illustrate what you mean. 

10. Have you communicated any new understandings fostered at camp to friends or classmates? 

11. Do you feel that any learning experiences that took place at camp has assisted you in learning in other 
places or other circumstances’? 

12. Did you go to a camp with your school? 

If no - Are there any courses at school that in any way duplicate the types of learning or social interaction 
of camp? (i.e. field trips, group projects, labs, outings) 

13. At school, have you ever gained an interest in a subject beyond your assignment? Was this connected in 
any way to a field trip? 

If yes: How often do field trips take place? How do they work for you in terms of understanding the 
subject? Is this understanding connected in anyway to where you were or the interaction with your friends 
at the time? Did you make any new friends on the trip? Did you learn something new? If I asked you the 
same questions but about camp, how would you answer? 

14. Just as we learn to adapt to social structures at school, are there any ways you feel you’ve learned to 
adapt to the social setting of the camp? Has this been useful to you elsewhere? 

15. Who are the authority figures at camp and how do you respond to them’? 

16. I like to think of a camp counselor as someone who is learning. How would you relate this idea to some 
of your own experiences? 

17. Have you gained any insights into concepts of what might be considered good parenting through your 
experiences at camp? 

18. When you learn a specific skill or develop a talent while at camp, how does this come about? (Trial and 
error? “Taught” in a traditional manner by an instructor? Takes place as a collaborative or team effort?) 
Elaborate or narrate an experience. 

20. Do the expectations of camp community life (things like duties, routine, responsibilities, awareness of 
others, cooperation) transfer to your everyday life during the rest of the year? 

21, What is it that draws you back to camp year after year? 

22. Do you think it would be a good idea if the standard curriculum in schools incorporated certain aspects 
of camp life’? Elaborate. 
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Appendix  B 

front page 
Letter of Request Camp Community Interview 2002/2003 

Date: January 31, 2003 

From: Stephen Fine, PhD candidate at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of the University of 

Toronto (OISE/UT) and Co-Director of The Hollows Camp Ltd. 

Dear Hollows Camp Community Member, 

I am currently working towards my PhD in Education and plan to interview former camp staff as part of my 
research. The purpose of the interviews is to gather opinions based on camp experience as to how learning 
through social interaction may have contributed to personal development, an awareness and respect for the 
natural world and establish a precedent for life-long learning. I believe the social and natural setting of the 
residential summer camp is an ideal model for making comparisons with the types of learning that can 
often occur within outdoor education programs in general. 

One of my primary intentions in undertaking this research is to address the current systematic dismantling 
of outdoor education programs within Ontario schools. I believe outdoor programs are educative, 
motivational, and essential to any comprehensive schooling. Information obtained through personal 
interviews with individuals such as yourself may further the purpose toward a re-evaluation and 
reinstatement of these programs. 

As such, I invite you to become a participant in this research project. Approximately 25 people are being 
asked to participate and your name was randomly selected from a pool of former camp community 
members. The interviews will be conducted throughout the fall of 2002 and into the summer of 2003 either 
at The Hollows Camp or at a setting of mutual agreement. Interviews will be approximately one hour in 
duration. I would also like the opportunity to meet with you on a second occasion to verify your comments 
as per transcripts of the first interview and make any adjustments. Should the study be published, you as a 
participant will remain anonymous. All participants will be referred to through the use of pseudonyms. 
Your participation is strictly voluntary and you may withdraw at anytime without consequence. 

Interview participants will only be known to myself and Hollows Camp co-director Janet Fine and my 
thesis supervisor Dr. Erminia Pedretti, OISE/UT. Records will be retained at The Hollows Camp and all 
data resulting from this study will be treated with strict confidentiality as is the protocol for all personal 
records held by The Hollows Camp. Records will be retained for 10 years after the completion of the study. 
A summary of the results of this study will be available to participants upon request after completion. 

Please sign the form on the back of this letter if you agree to participate in the interview. Your cooperation 
will be very much appreciated and may contribute to forwarding outdoor education in Ontario schools. 
Should you have any further questions or concerns, please call me at (905) 775-2694 or email at: 

 sfine@oise.utoronto.ca.  My PhD supervisor is Dr. Erminia Pedretti and can be contacted at: 
epedretti@oise.utoronto.ca 

Sincerely, 

Stephen Fine 

Doctoral Candidate, OISE/UT and Co-Director, The Hollows Camp Ltd. 

Presented in duplicate. Please sign the form on the back, retain one copy and return the other to: 

The Hollows Camp, 3309-13th line. RR#3, Cookstown. ON LOL 1LO 

 

mailto:sfine@oise.utoronto.ca
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Appendix B 

back page 

 

Camp Community 

Interview Consent Form 2002/2003 

 

I, _____________________________________________________have read the consent  

 

letter on the opposite side of this form and agree to participate in the Camp  

 

Community Interview conducted by Stephen Fine under the auspices of OISE/IJT.  

 

I understand that I may withdraw from participation at any point. 

 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Signature         Date 

 

Would you be interested in receiving a summary report of this research study? 
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Appendix C 

THE HOLLOWS CAMP SURVEY ON LEARNING AT CAMP 

JULY/AUGUST, 2003 
 

I) Your age in years _________ 

 

2) The grade you are going into at school _____________ 

 

3) Check one of the following: Female _______ or Male _______ 

 

Please circle one number only for each question or statement. 

 

4) When I’m living at camp away from my home and family, I feel... 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 stressed   relaxed 

 

5) Does living with kids in a cabin help you learn how to get along with others? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not much    a lot 

 

6) Do you think the life-style at camp allows you to be the real you? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not really    very much 

 

7) How important is it for you to spend time outside of the city? 

 1  2 3 4 5 

 not important    very important 
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8) How much do you think you learn by actually doing things for 

yourself? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not much   a lot 

 

9) Do you think the best place to learn about the environment is 

outdoors? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not really   absolutely 

 

10) Do you think older kids make good teachers? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not really   absolutely 

 

11) Lots of physical activity makes me feel... 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 uncomfortable   really great 

 

12) How much physical activity do you do throughout the year? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not much   a lot 

 

13 Do you think the best way to learn is while you are having fun? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not really   absolutely 
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14) Did you have any personal goals when you came to camp? 

  I (yes)   2 (no) 

 

What were some of these goals, if any? 

________________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________________ 

 

__________________________________________________ 

 

15) Did you achieve any of your personal goals while at camp? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not really   absolutely 

 

16) Do you feel you learned any useful things from other kids at camp? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not really   absolutely 

 

What were some of the things you learned, if any? 

___________________________________________________ 

 

____________________________________________________ 

 

____________________________________________________ 

 

17) Living in the outdoors twenty-four/seven makes me feel... 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 uncomfortable   really great 
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18) Do you miss things like watching video or going shopping while you’re at camp? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not much   a lot 

 

19) How much do you think you know about the natural environment? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not much   a lot 

 

20) Does living close to nature, like you do at camp, make you want to find out more                 

      about the natural environment? 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 not really   absolutely 

 

 

The End 
 

Thank you for your participation! 
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Appendix D 

front of page 
Letter of Request Camp Community Survey 2003 

Date: Summer 2003 

From: Stephen Fine, 

Co-Director of The Hollows Camp. 

PhD Candidate, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education 

University of Toronto 

Dear Hollows Camp Families, 

I am currently completing my PhD in Education and will be conducting a camp 
community survey this summer to further inform my research. The nature of the survey is 
to gather opinions on how learning takes place in a camp setting. 

One of my primary intentions is to address the current dismantling of outdoor education 
programs within the publicly funded school system. I believe outdoor programs are not 
simply frills but rather, constitute valid and exceptionally important elements to a 
comprehensive program of schooling. Information obtained through this survey as part of 
overall study may further the purpose toward re-evaluation and the reinstatement of 
outdoor education programs in Ontario schools. 

The survey will be conducted during the summer season of 2003 at The Hollows Camp. 
All members of the 2003 camp community, staff and campers, are invited to participate. 
This will entail filling out a questionnaire on the last day of each camp session. No names 
are required. The information obtained from the survey will be confidential. All 
participants will remain anonymous. Involvement in this survey is strictly voluntary and 
your child may choose to not answer any question or withdraw at anytime without 
consequence. 

Please sign the accompanying form if you agree to your child’s participate in the survey. 
A copy of the questionnaire is available for review. Your cooperation will be very much 
appreciated and may contribute to forwarding outdoor education in Ontario schools. 
Should you have any further questions or concerns, please contact me at (905) 775-2694 
or email at sfine@oise.utoronto.ca My U of T supervisor is Dr. Erminia Pedretti and can 
be contacted at: epedretti@oise.utoronto.ca 

Sincerely, 

Stephen Fine 

Co-Director, The Hollows Camp 

Doctoral Candidate OISE/UT 
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back of page 

 

 

Consent Form Camp Community Survey Summer 2003 

 

 

For Parent/Guardian 
 

I, ____________________________________________________________agree to the  

 

participation of my daughter(s)and/or son(s)____________________________________ 

 

in the Camp Community Survey conducted by Stephen Fine under the auspices of  

 

OISE/UT at The Hollows Camp. I understand that she/he may withdraw from  

 

participation at any point. 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Parent’s/Guardian’s Signature        Date 
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Appendix E 

Full and Final Release 

 

 

The Hollows Camp Community 

Survey on Learning at Camp 
 

 

I _________________________________________ have had the opportunity to review  

 

the transcript of my original interview with Stephen Fine. I have also participated in a  

 

follow-UI) interview where I had the opportunity to comment, reflect and/or expand upon  

 

my original responses. In reviewing both transcripts I am confident that they are accurate  

 

and do not misrepresent or misconstrue my responses in any way. As such, I give consent  

 

for my comments as transcribed to be used within the context of the OISE/UT - Hollows  

 

Camp Study. 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature 

 

___________________________________ 

Date 
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Camper Consent Form 

Survey - Summer, 2003 
 

 

Dear Hollows Camper, 

 

During the school year I study at the University of Toronto where I am completing a PhD 
in education. One of the things I am working towards is to have more outdoor programs 
included in the subjects you study at school. 

 

You can help me do this by answering some questions about what and how campers learn 
things at camp. 

 

I have already asked your parent(s) or guardian if this is OK and they have said you can 
answer the questions if you want to. 

 

There are no right or wrong answers, you don’t have to put your name on the survey and 
you don’t even have to answer all the questions if you don’t want to. 

 

However, if you would like to answer the questions on the survey please print your name 
and then sign below: 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Print name here     Sign name here 

 

___________________________ 

Todays date 
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Appendix G 

 

Themes from Interviews with former staff/campers 

Used to design the “Learning at Camp” survey 
 

Transcripts of the interviews were reviewed in order to establish common themes. In 
keeping with the intention of the thesis proposal these themes were collected under the 
titles of environment, learning and community. These titles now are expressed as the 
Physical, Personal and Social domains respectively. The themes are not necessarily 
exclusive to a particular domain and so may fall into one or more of the three domains. 

The thematic questions, which are listed below, were drawn exclusively from the 
interview data. 

 

ENVIRONMENT (Physical Domain -Learning through the environment) 

7E How important do you think it is to get out of the city? 

9E Do you think it is important to learn about the natural environment by actually 
spending time in it? 

17E Do you enjoy living in the outdoors? 

18E Do you miss TV and the computer when you are at camp? 

19E Do you think you know about how our environment should be protected? 

20E Do you think it is a good thing to live a simpler lifestyle sometimes? 

 

LEARNING (Personal Domain - Learning through self-realization) 4L Do you think 
going away to camp is a scary thing? 

6L Self-actualization. At school you may feel that you get labeled. Does camp give you 
the opportunity to get rid of that? 

8L Do you think camp gives you the opportunity to explore things? 

8L Do you think you learn best by doing things? 

8L How do you think you learn best? 

8L Do you like to work on your own or with a group? 
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8L Did you plan or participate in any project or activities at camp because they interested 
you that were not part of the camp curriculum? 

11, 12L Do you think there should be more physical activity at school? 

13L Do you think you learn better when the lessons are fun? 

13L Fun and learning seem to go together at camp. Do you think the same thing happens 
at school? 

14, 15, 16L Do you think competition is a good motivator? 

 

COMMUNITY (Social Domain - Learning through community) 

4C Do you think it is hard to adapt to being away from your home and family? 

SC Do you think you become closer with the friends you meet at camp? 

5C Do you think you make friends with people you might not make friends with at 
school? 

SC Do you like to make friends with kids of different ages? 

SC Do you think it is easier to make friends at camp than at school? 

5C Do you think living with different people helps you to understand better how to get 
along with people? 

1OC The authority figures at camp, or the teachers, are older kids. Do you think you 
learn as well from someone who is close to your age? 

 

EMERGENT 

Do you think your experiences at camp have given you ideas about what you would like 
to do in the future? 
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Those three sisters travelling to Canada 
Translation by Laura Del Favero  

 
 It’s 2003 and foreign countries are now really near to us: It takes only two hours to reach the 
Eiffel Tower, three hours to be underneath the pyramids in Cairo, and only eight hours to admire 
the Maya’s towers in Mexico. Even if travels are often uncomfortable, we can decide to go abroad 
for reasons like learning a foreign language, working, studying, and, of course, enjoying ourselves. 
These are very common desires, but they can be considered as strange when they arise in an eight-
year-old. And they look even more strange if they arise at the same age in three sisters. This is 
exactly what happened to Chiara, Giorgia and Sofia G-------. 
 They cross the ocean every year to join the Hollows Camp in Ontario, where they usually 
stay for a month. They enjoy the Canadian nature; they face different activities and learn to speak 
English. English is no longer a problem for them. "English is not a problem but rather it’s a mean to 
communicate –Giorgia says-. We’ve always been able to communicate. Sometimes we use 
roundabout expressions, or gestures, or Italian words. Some of them are similar to the English ones. 
And sometimes people guess what we want to say." The three sisters have never had problems in 
communicating, but maybe they missed home at the beginning, we said. "We never thought about 
our parents ‘cause there are always so many things to do here! –the three sisters say- And we are 
always completely immersed into the Canadian atmosphere!" 
 Chiara, who’s now seventeen, is a counsellor at the Hollows Camp: She teaches how to 
build tables, kitchens and swings, the way the boy-scouts and girl-guides do. Giorgia is now fifteen 
and she’s a counsellor in training. She’s going to follow her sister’s steps. Sofia is the youngest 
sister. She’s only ten and she enjoys herself a lot in this enchanted world. 
 We ask Elena and Gianni, who are the three girls’ parents, how this adventure began. "We 
wanted our daughters to learn a foreign language and to become open-minded." they say. Elena and 
Gianni are very experienced travellers and they deeply know the Anglo-Saxon culture. They also 
appreciate very much the great attention this culture gives to children’s upbringing and education. 
Some Canadian friends helped Elena and Gianni to find a good camp for their daughters.  
 The Hollows Camp is a member of the Ontario Camping Association, one of the best 
Camping Associations in Canada. When the three girls made their very first travel, Elena and 
Gianni were a little bit worried, but the three sisters were so enthusiastic that their parents’ fears 
were suddenly swept away. The three sisters are now in Canada, and they keep in touch with Italy 
only by e-mail.    
 We ask them what is it so special in Canada to be so happy to go there. Giorgia says that in 
Canada they can taste a special food to cook on the fire like the Peanuts (a white chewing food), but 
most of all they find a lot of new friends with a different mentality, and they can practice a lot of 
activities dealing with nature. They are very happy to bring to Canada the Italian culture. In their 
view cooking is something Italians can do better than Canadians: "Sometimes we’re tired to eat 
Canadian food, thus we buy some food and we cook it for all the people. We cook pasta, pizza, and 
vegetables. The other people seem to appreciate our way of cooking.". 
 We ask Chiara, Giorgia and Sofia if there’s something they want to say to their peers who 
are not so confident with travels. They say: "Every experience you make is worthwhile and useful: 
just do it!". 
 
Dated: July 23, 2003 
 
VOCE, 23 luglio 2003 
Anno X n.28, p. 10 
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Cast of Characters  
(The past-participants in order of appearance) 

 
Currently resides, years as a camper “C”/ years on staff “S”, occupation, age, children 
 

Hillary: Australia, 3C/2S, owner of yoga centre, 32 years old  

Betty: Toronto, 10C/4S, advertising director, 27 years old 

Terry: Ottawa, 3S, student, 30 years old 

Mick: Collingwood, 3S, regional sales manager, 31 years old  

Carlson: Toronto, 2S, firefighter, 31 years old 

Cliff: California, 2S, software designer/seasonal wilderness leader, 37 years old 

Felix: Toronto, 3S, computer technician, 39 years old, three children 

Lynn: Calgary, 2C/2S, ecologist, 27 years old   

Karen: England, 2S, self-employed, age 33, two children  

Emmie: Toronto, C9/S2, student, 21 years old 

Alison: Toronto, S2, riding instructor, 25 years old 

Ron: Montreal, 4S, owner fitness club/seasonal wilderness leader, 37 years old, one child 

Christie: Toronto, 4C/4S, student, 24 years old 
 
Eileen: Bermuda, 2S, teacher, 29 years old 
 
Susan: England, 2C/3S, teacher, 29 years old 
 
Jack: England, 1S, university administrator, 30 years old 
 
Carol: Toronto, 4C/S2, Canadian Forces recruitment officer, 26 years old  
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