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Abstract
As of 2012, colleges and universities in the United States had established 191 outdoor orientation
programs (OOPs) and this was increasing at the rate of approximately 10 per year. The situation
in Canada has been strikingly different. Little information is available regarding OOPs at
universities in Canada and this is true for information available online and in the literature. This
study used an environmental scanning (ES) approach to identify information related to OOPs at
universities in Canada. During the 2015-2016 academic year, approximately 20% (n=21) of the
universities in Canada used OOPs, however only 573 students were participating in Canadian
OOPs (COOPs) during the 2017-2018 academic year. The common objectives of COOPs were
to: (1) facilitate peer relationships and bonding; (2) connect students to place; and (3) promote
student development. The COOPs described in this study represent an underutilized opportunity
for a holistic approach to student development and orientation at universities in Canada.

Keywords
Outdoor Orientation Program, Environmental Scan, Outdoor Education, Adventure Program,
Led Outdoor Activities
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Chapter 1 : Introduction

Global dropout, or departure rates, of 20%-40% for first-year students enrolled in higher
education has been a mutual concern for the students, institutions and greater society (da Silva &
Ravindran, 2016). In Canada, individuals who have been unsuccessful in completing their postsecondary endeavors typically earned less income, achieved lower health outcomes, had
decreased civil engagement, and increased utilization of social assistance compared to those who
completed their studies or training (Shaienks, Gluszynski, & Bayard, 2008). Research related to
student success (Westrick, Robbins, Radunzel, & Schmidt, 2015), student development (Astin,
1984, 1993,1999; Long, 2012), and student retention through to graduation at the post-secondary
level (Braxton, 2019; Torres, Jones, & Renn, 2009; Tinto 1975, 1987) has been well established
in order to address this mutual concern.
Student success and development have been driven by a focus on the improvement of
grades and graduation outcomes for many decades (Yazedjian, Toews, Sevin, & Purswell, 2008;
Little, 2019; Westrick et al., 2015). Canadian graduation rates for post-secondary students have
been higher when compared to the United States (Childs, Finnie, & Martinello, 2017), with an
average departure rate closer to 20% (Shaienks et al., 2008). In fact, according to Statistics
Canada (2017a), the proportion of Canada’s population graduating from post-secondary ranked
first among the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development countries.
Nonetheless, retention and attrition factors for Canadian post-secondary institutions have become
more important since the mid 2000’s (Albert, 2012) with the introduction of the Youth in
Transition Survey (Childs et al., 2017), which is a national longitudinal survey that examines
patterns and influences with respect to education, training and work (Statistics Canada, 2016).
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Beyond academic improvement, non-academic factors like social development have
shown to be critical for the success of higher education retention strategies (Little, 2019;
Lotkowski, Robbins & Noeth, 2004). Furthermore, academic factors like student grade point
averages (GPA) coming into post-secondary institutions have been shown to be statistically
irrelevant in predicting retention and graduation rates (Shinde, 2010). Three statistically relevant
predictors of retention identified by Shinde (2010) were social engagement, overall satisfaction,
and faculty accessibility. This aligns somewhat with research from Gass (1986) over two decades
earlier, in which post-secondary students reported social factors like peer isolation, isolation
from faculty and staff, the dissonance between initial expectation and actual circumstance,
boredom, and irrelevancy as reasons for students leaving school early. More simply, although
academic performance is an important outcome because it ultimately leads to graduation,
focusing on non-academic factors like community and social growth has demonstrated great
value for students, institutions and society.
One of the initial opportunities to address these concerns for new post-secondary students
and institutions has been the successful transition, or orientation, of students into their new social
and academic environment. The initial experiences of a new student at the post-secondary level
have long shown to have a great influence on whether or not the student will persist to
graduation (Gass, 1990; Tinto, 1997; Gass, Garvey & Sugarman, 2003; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005). Additionally, theorists (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 1988) have recognized and argued the
importance of social relationships to a post-secondary student development. Tinto (1988) argued
that social support interactions are the main medium of integration from home life to life on
campus. Brent Bell, a leading researcher of outdoor orientation programs (OOPs) at Colleges in
the United Sates (U.S.), and who has initiated and led annual OOP symposiums since 2003,
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argued that at the beginning of the post-secondary journey, students have a need to discover and
create friendships in order to develop new social support systems during a pivotal time of
transition (Bell, 2005, 2006).
For several decades, OOPs in the U.S. have used adventure experiences like hiking and
other wilderness travel methods before the start of the academic year to transition first-year
students into their new social and higher education environment (Bell, Gass, Nafzigar &
Starbuck, 2014). Not surprisingly, a successful orientation program has been associated with
higher GPA and retention rates (Little, 2019). Studies of OOPs have shown some evidence of
improved grades and retention (Gass, 1990; Bell & Chang, 2017), although OOPs have shown
more utility fostering non-academic and more social or psychological factors like feelings of
belonging (Bell, 2005); social integration into campus (Lathrop, O'Connell, & Howard, 2012);
sense of community (Howard, O’Connell, & Lathrop, 2016); emotional, social, and personal
growth (Wolfe & Kay, 2011); connection with peers (Bell, 2012); and a capacity to thrive (Rude,
2015; Rude, Bobilya, & Bell, 2017).
According to a 2014 state of knowledge paper related to OOPs, there were 191 identified
programs operating in the US and Canada, growing at a rate of 10 per year (Bell et al., 2014).
Bell et al. (2014) stated programs operated in Canada with references to two Canadian sources
(Lathrop et al., 2012; O’Connell, 2011), however no Canadian programs were listed and the
extent of OOPs operating at post-secondary institutions in Canada remains unknown. There is
very little peer reviewed literature published concerning OOPs in Canada and little information
is known about how many Canadian programs exist, where they may be located, how they
began, how they operate, and what they were designed to achieve.
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What is known is that in the past ten years, universities in Canada have been transforming
delivery methods and becoming more multicultural with an emerging and modest focus on nonacademic factors to re-engage the whole learner and introduce measures that increase well-being
and reduce stress (Universities Canada, 2011; Linden & Stuart, 2020; Thompson River
University, 2019). Intentionally led outdoor activities, like OOPs, may benefit post-secondary
students and institutions in Canada by offering a unique approach to help address the need for
more holistic, non-academic development that connects students and helps them continue to
graduation. Global and national concern over departure rates (da Silva & Ravindran, 2016;
Shaienks & Gluszynski, 2007), student success outcomes of OOPs described in the U.S. (Bell et
al., 2014; Bell & Chang, 2017), the students’ social growth needs in fostering community and
well-being (Brooker & Woodyatt, 2019; Davis, Hanzsek-Brill, Petzold, & Robinson, 2019), have
warranted further investigation into the state of OOPs at universities in Canada.
The purpose of this study was to explore the state of OOPs in operation at universities in
Canada. There were two research questions that guided this study:
RQ 1 - What information is available about the extent of outdoor orientation programs at
universities in Canada?
RQ 2 - What are the common and unique characteristics of outdoor orientation programs
at universities in Canada?

1.1 Environmental Scanning
Given the purpose of this study, a broad and inclusive approach to finding information that
could contextualize Canada, Canada’s post-secondary system, and OOPs was desired. The OOPs
described in the literature are primarily an American phenomenon, and they have not been
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identified or described within a Canadian context. Environmental scanning (ES) is a broad
information gathering method that has been used in the business world for decades (Aguilar,
1967). In Addition, it has also been used in education research (Alderman, Towers, & Bannah,
2012), health research (Graham, Evitts, & Thomas-Maclean, 2008; Mew et al., 2017), and more
recently in an outdoor context to examine the extent of adventure therapy training and
programming across Canada (Ritchie, Patrick, Corbould, Harper, & Oddson, 2016). ES has also
positively impacted the performance of organizations, enhanced communication regarding future
issues for organizations, and has also been used by developed countries for strategic planning in
the private and public sectors (Choo, 2001; Newgren, Rasher, & LaRoe, 1984). Thus ES, as an
approach, seemed like an appropriate method to explore the state of OOPs at universities in
Canada.
ES is exploratory by nature, which is useful, “in the sense that it is more concerned with
finding what is happening than proclaiming what should be happening” (Aguilar, 1967, p. 4).
Preliminary steps in the ES approach, as described by Choo (2001), are designed to
systematically determine whether an environmental scan could be a reasonable approach to
identify the external and internal information required to advise the decision-making process
(Choo, 2001). Choo (2001) described distinct passive and active information searching
techniques. If an environment is deemed to be analyzable and explorable then either or both of
these passive and active techniques can be used: (1) conditional viewing technique, which is a
passive scanning process that is opportunistic and seeks to limit intrusiveness by collecting
existing knowledge, and; (2) searching, which is an active scanning process that increases
intrusiveness to investigate programs internally to revise or create new knowledge (Choo, 2001;
Graham, Evitts & Thomas-Maclean, 2008).
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An environmental scan also contains contextual boundaries typically within five spheres of
external factors: social, technological, economic, environmental and political (Albright, 2004).
These factors, structure descriptions of the external and macro Canadian context and the micro
Canadian post-secondary contexts. The geographical situation of Canada is additionally relevant
to the ES approach because the diverse terrestrial and marine areas directly influence outdoor
spaces where OOPs may operate. Choo (2001) also described ES as useful in actively seeking
information regarding internal factors at the organizational level that may be common or unique
to an organization or program (Choo, 2001) or in this case, Canadian universities. It has been an
important and common feature of Canadian outdoor adventure literature to distinguish Canada
from other countries in terms of unique identifying features and contexts (Gabrielsen & Harper,
2018; Harper et al., 2009; Henderson & Potter, 2001; Potter & Henderson, 2004; Ritchie et al.,
2016).
1.2 Canadian Context

To create context for this environmental scan, this section describes the external factors
relevant to the Canadian context within six spheres of observation: geographical, social, political,
economic, technological, and environmental. These spheres are essential to frame this
environmental scan conceptually in order to identify potential influences on Canadian
organizations such as post-secondary institutions and programs like OOPs.
Geographically, Canada has the world’s second-largest area, covering almost 10 million
km2 and the largest coastline of 243,042 km, touching three oceans and with geography
including Arctic tundra, Boreal forest, fresh-water lakes, deserts, prairies, and mountain ranges
(Statistics Canada, 2012). Canada places some value on wild places and has dedicated 11.2% of
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terrestrial area and almost 8% of the marine territory to conservation (Government of Canada,
2019), and these areas have slowly increased based on an earlier assessment (Rutledge, 1995).
Canada has 46 National Parks and more than 1000 provincial and territorial parks making up 3%
of Canada’s total area (Parks Canada, 2019). There are many wild and protected outdoor spaces
and places in which OOPs in Canada could operate and these also provide plentiful and diverse
opportunities for led outdoor activities in Canada.
Canada shares the longest international border in the world with its largest economic
trading partner, the U.S., at 8890 km. Approximately two out of three people in Canada live
within 100 km of the southern border with the U.S., and this represents only 4% of the
geographical area of the entire country (Statistics Canada, 2017b). In October of 2019, Canada’s
population was estimated at 37,797,496 (Statistics Canada, 2019a). Population growth is heavily
influenced by immigration because of an ageing population and a reduced fertility rate (Statistics
Canada, 2019a). With so many Canadians living close to the U.S. border, shared economic
interests are created like the Canada-United States-Mexico Agreement (Government of Canada,
2020). Thus, it is logical to assume based on proximity and shared economic interest that some
Canadian interest and culture are likely influenced by U.S. trends and culture. In terms of this
research, it was expected that OOPs in Canada would have been influenced by the decade’s old
development of OOPs in the U.S., but the extent to which this is true remains unknown.
Economically, Canada has many natural resources, a large service industry, and has had a
need for highly skilled workers (Government of Canada, 2018). Thus, Canada’s workforce needs
to be highly trained and educated, and this need places yet more importance on students’ being
able to finish their studies. According to Statistics Canada (2017), 54% of Canadians aged 25-64
had either college or university qualifications with British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario, and
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Quebec having the highest provincial proportion of adults aged 25-64 with a bachelor’s degree or
higher (Statistics Canada, 2017a).
Canada has been officially a bilingual country since 1969 when the Official Languages
Act came into effect and resulted in “institutional bilingualism [governing] and [defining]
communications between the federal government and the general population” in both official
languages, English and French (Statistics Canada, 2019b p.2). This suggests some OOPs in
Canada would be offered in French or bilingually. There is no evidence of bilingual OOPs in the
U.S. and it is assumed they have only been offered in English. Canada is divided into three
territories to the north and 10 provinces across the south. Many judicial powers have been
relegated to provinces and territories for the management of healthcare, education, social
programmes, and natural resource management; most provinces have their own tax base in
addition to a federal tax base. This implies that, in addition to federal influences and policies
related to post-secondary institutions across the country, individual provinces have sufficient
autonomy to create unique educational contexts within their region, and this may be reflected in
different characteristics of OOPS at Canadian universities in different provinces.
There are three groups of indigenous people in Canada: First Nations, Métis and Inuit.
The largest group, First Nations, have many different negotiated treaties nation-to-nation with
Canada (Department of Justice, 2018). Some First Nations groups in Canada, for example in
Yukon territory, have also negotiated self-governing agreements (Government of Yukon, 2021).
Canada has also been shaped historically and currently by its federal relationship with First
Nations, as evidenced by the Indian Control of Indian Education policies of 1972 and the recent
final report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRCC, 2015). As a nation,
Canada is predominantly social-democratic, as evidenced by universal healthcare and education
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services. Although portions of the country have embodied more conservative values, Canada has
had a tradition of liberalism as demonstrated at the federal level with, for example, the
legalization of cannabis in 2018. OOPs literature from the U.S. has been described uniquely
within a U.S. context, although at this point, differences between OOPs in Canada and the U.S.
in terms of social values, structure, and economical foundations are unknown. It is expected that
the six spheres of external influence described here that impact Canada on a macro level, may
likely impact universities in Canada and the programs they offer. Canada is a bilingual country
that has vast wilderness areas, economic influences from the U.S., a highly trained population, a
rich and mixed history with indigenous peoples and socialized health and education, all of which
bind the external influences for this environmental scan at the national level.

1.3 Post-Secondary Education in Canada

To further explore the university environment for this ES approach, this section describes
the structure of post-secondary education in Canada and five external spheres of observation that
included social, political, technological, economic, and environmental factors.
There are three different post-secondary opportunities offered in Canada and they vary
slightly based on the different systems within each province or territory. These include
universities, colleges, and institutes (Government of Canada, 2017). Canadian post-secondary
institutions are verified by the Canadian Information Centre for International Credentials
(Government of Canada, 2017). Universities usually offer bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral
degrees. Colleges and institutes, which have been formally recognized by provincial
governments, are often known as community colleges, colleges of applied arts or applied
technology, institutes of technology or science, and in Quebec, Collège D’enseignement Général
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et Professionnel (CÉGEP) (Government of Canada, 2017). Colleges and institutes often offer
diplomas and certificates in specific applied fields of work (i.e., business, health, and trades).
According to Statistics Canada (2018), enrolment in Canadian public colleges and
universities totalled 2,051,865 students in 2016-2017. There was an increase in enrolment from
the previous year which was attributed to international enrolment as domestic student enrolment
declined. However, there is an expectation that only six out of ten students who begin postsecondary will successfully finish (Albert, 2012). Although education is under provincial
jurisdiction, high social expectations for government supported post-secondary education (Kent,
2012; as cited in Harper et al., 2009), and trends associated with immigration at the federal level,
have had an impact on post-secondary institutions. For instance, the negative impact of the
international dispute between the Canadian federal government and Saudi Arabia in 2018 over
the Canadian federal government’s stance and comments on human rights issues at that time,
was concentrated in the post-secondary education sector in Canada (Juneau, 2019).The
withdrawal of 15,000 international undergraduate students from Saudi Arabia hampered the
students’ ability to graduate, reduced enrollment causing economic loss to post-secondary
institutions, and erased an estimated 1.2 billion dollars from the Canadian economy. (Juneau,
2019).
As the 21st century digital technology has changed the way people and institutions all
over the world live and operate, so too Canadian universities are seeing increasing demand for
digital technology. Canadian universities are seeing changes in the functioning of the institution
and the curriculum. There is a higher demand for skilled people in the digital sector and a higher
demand for more personalization and new technologies like augmented reality or cloud
computing for the post-secondary experiences (Selamat, Alias, Hikmi, Puteh, & Tapsi, 2017).

10

This is to suggest that universities, in lieu of immersive experiences like OOPS, are instead
seeking to provide digital experiences. However, increasing uses of digital space and
technologies at universities have also added significant risks for institutions in the form of
information security, further increasing the demand for information technology and potentially
diverting financial resources from other areas (Chapman, 2019). Moreover, increased use of
screen time for young people is also associated with reduced physical health, reduced mental
health, and reduced quality of life (Stiglic & Viner, 2019), all of which represent risks to students
who are already inundated with screen-based technology.
Environmentally, the Anthropocene has been another global concern as climate policies
around the world have continued to affect the lives of people and policy at universities
(Henderson, J., Bieler, & McKenzie, 2017). As Henderson et al. (2017) suggested: “climate
change is not going away” (p. 20), and post-secondary sustainability requires more conscious
social and cultural dynamics that influence all aspects of campus life to move toward holistic
institutional policy. As OOPs are programs that take students into natural and outdoor settings,
they may be a means to address this issue directly or indirectly by connecting students to nature
and increasing pro-environmental attitudes.
Socially, along with diverse students from around the world and Indigenous learners, a
focus on equitable access and student success is pushing institutions to support students across
blended learning modalities (Dziuban, Graham, Moskal, Norberg, & Sicilia, 2018; Fisher,
Perényi, & Birdthistle, 2018). Not only have Canadian post-secondary institutions across the
country begun to address diversity (Strange & Cox, 2016; Tamtik & Guenter, 2019), but also
other key socially based support systems to improve student’s mental health and well-being (De
Somma, Jaworska, Heck, & MacQueen, 2017; Duffy et al., 2019).

11

The Canadian post-secondary context is bound in this ES approach by social, political,
economic, environmental, technological, and contextual features like immigration, twenty-first
century learning modalities, diversity, indigeneity, climate change, mental health, and wellbeing. All these factors had or presumably have had, an impact on Canadian post-secondary
policy and programming (Thompson River University, 2019).

1.4 Orientation
Orientation programs are opportunities for new students to seek information regarding
their education and their peer support network, in order to foster social and emotional
connection, higher GPA achievement, and an affinity towards the new institution (Hollins,
2009). Orientation programs, which for decades have focused largely on improving GPA and
retention, reflect the needs of the institution as well as the student and many different orientation
strategies have been used and studied (Alexander et al., 2019; Bell et al., 2014; Chan, 2017;
Lotkowski et al., 2004). Revitalizing orientation programs to meet current post-secondary
demands are critical for all parties involved (Freer, 2016) and orientation programs continue to
be important experiences for many students. Successful transition into their new academic
environment has proven to be a great influence on students’ social and academic success, as well
as their ability to persevere and complete their studies (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Rode,
2004; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005; Ribbe, Cyrus, & Langan 2016). Common strategies
to orient new students have traditionally been delivered in a class-based setting, as support group
interventions, or theory-oriented seminars (Tinto, 1997; Lamothe et al., 2009; Little, 2019; Long,
2012). Orientation efforts have also shifted in the twenty-first century to innovative and cost
effective e-orientation options such as self-paced programs that offer technical training to

12

support students’ abilities to use increasing amount of media, institutional resources and
communication methods with instructors. (Chan, 2017; Alexander et al., 2019). However, digital
options are inherently individualized and lack the ability to improve the health and well-being of
students the way intentionally led outdoor activities have shown (Holland, Powell, Thomsen &
Monz, 2018).
1.5 Intentionally Led Outdoor Activities and Outcomes
There are different terms used to describe the intentionally led outdoor adventure
experiences of small groups in wilderness or outdoor places. Terms like outdoor recreation,
outdoor education, wilderness education, wilderness adventure, adventure education, outdoor
therapy, adventure therapy have been differentiated based on the programs’ intended outcomes
and the level of program sophistication, or intention, applied to the experience (Priest & Gass,
2017). For this study, the term intentionally led outdoor activities is used as an encompassing
term for intentional outdoor experiences that aim to foster growth, learning, and change in
participants’ interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships (Priest & Gass, 2017, p. 10).
One of the prominent and early influences of intentionally led outdoor experiences theory
and programming has been the Outward Bound (OB) process model (Walsh & Gollins, 1976).
The process model suggests that positive change in participants occur when “a learner is placed
into a unique physical and social environment, then given a characteristic set of problem-solving
tasks leading to a state of adaptive dissonance resulting in mastery which reorganizes the
meaning and direction of the learner’s experience” (Walsh & Gollins, 1976, p.16). Consequently,
the there is a transfer of learning and the learner continues to be “outward bound” oriented after
the experience (Walsh & Gollins, 1976).
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Researchers of intentionally led outdoor activities have associated participation in
outdoor recreation activities with physical and mental wellbeing, reduced anxiety, and increased
social participation (Stodolska, 2015). A variety of meta-analyses of intentionally led outdoor
activities have also shown positive impacts on participants’ wellbeing (Cason & Gillis, 1994;
Hans, 2000; Hattie, Marsh, Neil & Richards, 1997; Marsh, 1999; Laidlaw, 2000; Bowen & Neil,
2013). Bowen and Neil (2013) investigated 196 adventure therapy studies and found an effect
size of 0.47, while Hattie et al. (1997) investigated 96 outdoor education studies and determined
an effect size of 0.34 at the time. This suggests that there are significant educational and holistic
health opportunities from the participation in intentionally led outdoor activities.
A holistic and intentionally led outdoor activity, that is an alternative to traditional and
digital approaches to student orientation, is described in the literature as an OOPs (Bell, Holmes,
& Williams, 2010; O’Connell, 2011).

1.6 Outdoor Orientation Programs at Post-Secondary Institutions
Intentionally led outdoor activities, like OOPs, have been a holistic (Wolfe & Kay, 2011)
and engaging approach to student orientation that has improved retention (Bell and Chang, 2017)
and positively impacted other non-academic factors for student success (Bell et al., 2014) and
development such as developing autonomy, purpose, and mature interpersonal relationships
(Vlamis, Bell & Gass, 2011), close friendships (Devlin,1996), connection with peers (Bell,
2012), sense of place (Austin, Martin, Mittelstaedt, Schanning, & Ogle, 2009; O’Connell,
Lathrop & Howard, 2019), students biophilic expressions (Shaffer, 2017), emotional, social, and
personal growth (Wolfe & Kay, 2011); and a capacity to thrive (Rude, 2015; Rude, Bobilya, &
Bell, 2017).
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As at 2020, Dr. Brent Bell from the University of New Hampshire has authored 16 peer
reviewed publications and two book chapters on OOPs and their impact on student development
(Association of Experiential Education. nd). Additionally, he has led 28 OOPs symposia since
2002 that have focused on issues in research and practice in OOPs in the U.S. (Association of
Experiential Education. nd) and he is widely recognized as a key leader in the OOPs field.
According to Bell et al. (2014), OOPs in the U.S. date back to 1932 at Dartmouth College; these
programs have continued to flourish to the point where there are now more than 25,000 first-year
college student participants in OOPs every year in the U.S. OOPs, as defined by Bell et al.
(2010), are primarily for students who are transitioning into their first year of post-secondary
education and meet the following three criteria: (1) students are placed in small groups of 15 or
fewer; (2) at least one night away from campus is spent in an outdoor or wilderness context; and
(3) the program includes one or more adventure activities. Program activities are usually
intended to develop group support with attention to transfer of learning through reflection and
application to broader life at the institution (Vlamis et al., 2011; Bell et al., 2014).
The evolution of OOPs has also been influenced by the combining of OB principles
(Walsh & Gollins, 1976) with the academic curriculum at Prescott College’s 21-day OOP in
1968 (Bell et al., 2010). The Prescott College adoption of OOPs-like programming quickly
spread to all the Ivy League schools in the U.S. in the 1970’s, where some of the oldest, largest
and longest programs have remained in operation (Bell et al., 2014). Seminal OOPs research
from Gass (1984) identified 34 outdoor orientation programs operating in the U.S. In 1989,
O’Keefe conducted a Delphi study and identified 58 programs, and in 1996 Davis-Berman and
Berman identified 64 programs. Galloway (2000) investigated more descriptive OOP
components like program size, program goals, program description, and assessment methods.
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Since 2003, OOP symposia have been held in order to create synergy and support among OOPs
operating in the U.S. (Association of Outdoor Recreation and Education, nd). OOP practices
have also benefited from Bell’s 2008 “neighbourhood project,” and Bell et al.’s (2010) census
confirming 164 OOPs in operation in the U.S. as of 2006. Finally, a state of knowledge paper
(Bell et al., 2014, p. 31) about OOPs confirmed 191 programs in North America as of 2012.
OOPs have demonstrated positive influence on non-academic, social and psychosocial variables
(Bell et al., 2014; Bell & Chang, 2017). However, Bell & Chang (2017) also noted that at face
value retention trends support OOPs; but the literature has also been comprised of “studies with
low sample sizes, some statistically nonsignificant results and selection bias” (p. 61).
Researchers studying OOPs in the U.S. have created an area of research that has aimed to
improve students’ success in higher education using intentional time in nature, with small groups
experiencing adventure activities. The purpose of this study was to explore the state of OOPs at
universities in Canada because little information is currently available and there is an opportunity
to create a new path of research, unique to Canada. In addition, understanding and sharing
information about COOP opportunities may influence more prospective post-secondary students
in Canada to venture together in the wilderness, an experience which has previously been shown
to have benefits for the student and the post-secondary institution.
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Chapter 2 : Methods

For this study, it was assumed that the external and internal environments critical to
exploring OOPs at universities were analyzable and could be explored using conditional viewing
and searching techniques described by Choo (2001). The research design for this study used an
ES approach, to address the research questions in two Phases. The first phase addressed the first
research question and used iterative search techniques as a passive scan of publicly available data
related to the extent of OOPs and OOPs information in Canada (Graham et al., 2008). The
second phase addressed the second research question and used a multiple case study cross-case
approach (Stake, 2006) to analyze data as an active scan in order to describe the common and
unique characteristics of OOPs at universities in Canada. Further details about data collection
and analysis appear in the following sections for the two phases of the study.

2.1 Phase 1: Passive Scan – Multiple Search Strategy
Phase 1 was passive ES in which I tried to identify all the OOPs in operation at
universities in Canada by searching publicly available information by Internet, telephone, and
other media. In the spring of 2016, I searched through a membership list from Universities
Canada (nd) to create a list of university locations across all 10 provinces and three territories in
Canada. Non-member universities self-identified as faith-based institutions were included in the
subsequent step. A research assistant and I confirmed and added to the list of universities by
additionally searching individual provincial websites, to include universities that were not
members. There were 114 possible sites which was reduced to 111 universities. One online
university and two regional campuses from the United States were excluded. Thus, the 111
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universities available for analysis included 95 institutions with main campuses and 16 regional
campuses affiliated with the main campus institution. Most universities were anglophone (n=84);
however, 27 universities were francophone. All Universities offered a professional degree or at
least a four-year degree or 120 credit degree. It is important to note that in terms of postsecondary in Canada, this study excluded 231 community colleges and 58 CÉGEPs. Phase 1 of
the environmental scan did not require ethical approval (see letter from Laurentian University
Research Ethics Board - Appendix A).

2.1.1

Search Criteria and Key Terms
The search criteria used to identify programs at universities were that they had to fulfill a

at least two of the three characteristics of OOPs (as defined by Bell et al., 2010): (1) students are
placed in groups of 15 or fewer; (2) at least one night away from campus is spent in an outdoor
or wilderness context; and (3) the program includes one or more adventure activities. The search
included programs that were for students of any year and not exclusively to first-year students.
The reasoning for casting a wider net was to include programs that may have used similar
programming features but may not have self-identified as an OOP.
In order to find information related to OOPs, peer reviewed literature was reviewed to
identify key terms to be used for the Internet, telephone, email and social media search protocols
(see Appendix B). The English search terms found in this way were: “wilderness orientation,”
“adventure orientation,” and “outdoor orientation.” The French search terms included were:
“orientation en plein air,” “orientation dehors,” “orientation d’aventure,” and “intégration plein
air.”
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2.1.2

Data Collection
Data collection involved four distinct, yet iterative steps. The first step involved

snowballing through calling and emailing an initial sample of experts (n=7) perceived to be most
knowledgeable about outdoor programs at universities in Canada. During each phone call, I
asked the expert to recommend another expert to contact, hence, snowballing. These experts
were also asked about their knowledge regarding programs or information they had regarding
OOPs at their institution or elsewhere. I also contacted additional experts from the database
developed from a previous ES of adventure therapy training programs in Canada (Ritchie et al.,
2016).
The second and third steps of data collection were completed concurrently in English and
French: (a) searching for programs and information over the Internet; and (b) phoning
institutions directly (see Appendix C & D). This process involved iterative strategies to search
and re-search for information regarding OOPs at each university. To scan the web broadly, a
research assistant and I started with multiple search queries using Google Power Searching
strategies with Boolean operators and keywords from the literature that were augmented by prior
researcher knowledge (Farkas et al., 2015). For example, the internet scan was limited to
Canadian sites by using the term “site:.ca”. We then used the key terms and operators with the
names of each university individually using the Google search engine. After that, we searched
each university website search engine with the key terms as well as iteratively searching through
the website for OOPs information and main phone numbers for potential key informants at each
university.
Concurrent with the Internet strategy, we followed a telephone protocol to identify
programs and key informants for programs. The phone protocol started with a list of 95 main
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campuses and 16 regional campuses. University phone numbers for each main campus were used
to call and ask to speak with the department responsible for orientation on campus. Within that
department, we located the person responsible for orientation and asked if they had any programs
that matched the inclusion criteria. If a program was found, we recorded the existence of the
program and key informant contact information in the database. If no program was found, the
next step was to ask persons at offices responsible for orientation to suggest other departments at
the university that may have an OOP, or to iteratively search departments identified from the
literature review or by the experts. We contacted a minimum of one or two additional
departments outside of the office responsible for orientation at the university, recording key
informant contact information, and if a program was found we requested permission to follow
up. We piloted this search protocol at a university of a known program. If informants were not
available, we called and sent emails to potential informants to confirm whether or not their
program met the search criteria and provided bilingual options for responding by phone or email
only if they could not be contacted.
The fourth and final step of the search strategy involved an exhaustive search of select
social media platforms and Internet sites for information related to each program that met the
inclusion criteria. We included university-owned registration and preparation pages, university
Facebook pages, university or student YouTube clips published during or before the year 2015,
and Canadian news articles (Parker, Boulos, Visintini, Ritchie, & Hayden, 2018). Information
was compiled in a password-protected database.
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2.1.3

Data Analysis
In Phase 1, I used cross-sectional descriptive techniques for data analysis (Mann, 2003),

and consolidated and summarized descriptive information available from the database in three
steps. The first step simply involved recording information retrieved into the database.
Information retrieved included a list of all universities separated by province and territory along
with school demographic information and search specific information. Demographic information
included school population, main phone number, extension number for the department
responsible for orientation, and website addresses. Search specific information included as many
as three key informants’ names, positions and contact information from each university in
Canada. Search specific information also included the number of OOPs criteria a program met, if
the program was mandatory, permission to follow up and general notes. The second step
involved eliminating programs that did not meet the criteria or where there was no evidence
available and consolidated descriptive information regarding programs that met the inclusion
criteria (see Appendix E). The third and last step involved identifying, mapping, and describing
unique and common program features of all the programs that met the inclusion criteria.

2.2 Phase 2: Active Scan – Multiple Case Study Strategy

Phase 2 was active ES that sought to better understand the common and unique
characteristics related to OOPs at universities in Canada by interviewing key informants and
compiling information using a multiple case study method (Stake, 2006). Thus, this phase of the
study examined each OOPs within its own context (Stake, 2006).
“Almost every educational or social service program will be far from uniform across
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its different situations. To understand complex programs, it is often useful to look
carefully at persons and operations at several locations. The multicase project is a
research design for closely examining several cases linked together.” (Stake, 2006, p. v)
A multiple case method aligned well with the ES because of the exploratory nature of
this study, and because it provided an opportunity to examine detailed program information in
the form of cases within a broader Canadian, provincial, and institutional context. It is also
common in a multi-case approach to include historical, cultural, physical, social, economic,
political and ethical contexts in the descriptions (Stake, 2006 p. 12) which is similar to ES
methods. Cases also preserved the richness of the data collected for future research and
reference. The importance of “complexity” and “context” of the individual program case was
important because unique and diverse cases could be described (Stake, 1995, p. 23). Case study
approaches have been “a strategy for doing research which involves an empirical investigation of
a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context using multiple sources of
evidence” (Robson, 1993, p. 146). Further, the multiple case study method was helpful for
bringing together different types of digital evidence and artifacts from Phase 1 and integrating
them with data from key informant interviews in phase 2. More succinctly, this active phase used
cross-case analysis techniques to describe the results, since this active search was deemed the
best method that would best preserve the data in its unique context (Stake, 2006, p. 39).

2.2.1

Interview Guide
Phase 2 received ethics approval from Laurentian University Research Ethics Board (see

Appendix F). The process involved following up with programs identified in Phase 1, using a
structured telephone interview with key informants (Patton, 2014). The interview guide was
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developed using questions and concepts from former OOPs studies by Gass (1984), O’Keefe
(1989), Berman and Davis-Berman (1996), Galloway (2000), and census questions from the Bell
et al., (2008) neighbourhood study. There were seven categories of questions in the guide: (1)
program origins and evolution over time, (2) program objectives, (3) program evaluation and
research, (4) program activities and characteristics, (5) leadership, (6) risk management
practices, and (7) finance considerations (see Appendix G for the full interview guide). These
categories of questions provided a structure of evidence that could be compared to existing OOPs
knowledge (Bell et al., 2014) and yet also explored the common and unique characteristics of
Canadian OOPs through individual case descriptions. By focusing on a predetermined structure
or framework to understand each case, these seven categories helped “to understand the
phenomenon” and to explore the extent of OOPs operating at universities in Canada (Stake,
2006, p. 6). Furthermore, it was expected that these seven categories, along with the description
of the Canadian post-secondary and OOPs described in the introduction, would help bind the
OOPs phenomenon for this research (Stake, 2006 p. 8). OOPs operate in many different
situations, and the purpose was to illuminate some of the cases (Stake p.12).
2.2.2

Data Collection
Data collection involved using the structured telephone interview guide with key

informants between the months of April and June 2018. Key informants were selected using a
purposive sampling technique based on their position (manager, coordinator, or supervisor) or
whether they had intimate knowledge of the OOPs at each university. The interview guide was
created using REDcap in order to collect data during the interview using research tools hosted at
Laurentian University (Harris et al., 2009; Harris et al., 2019). A pilot, test using the REDcap
interview guide, revealed that interviews would be more effective if notes were taken during the
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interview and for transcription to take place post interviews directly into a password protected
database in Excel. It became more efficient to organize data and to transcribe the interviews
directly into the Excel database, however the REDcap survey was still used as the question guide
with periodic entries to questions. Interviews were only completed in English as there were no
key informants who were strictly Francophone or who requested a French interview. Interviews
were audio-recorded, and transcribed into individual program profiles, matching items from the
interview guide. Open ended questions in categories one and two of the interview guides (i.e.,
How did your program begin?) were transcribed verbatim, while factual based questions in
categories three through seven (i.e., Do leaders carry epinephrine in their first aid kits?) that
included yes or no answers, specifics or counts were simply entered into the profiles for each
program. To limit researcher bias, once program profiles were completed, they were member
checked by emailing profiles to each key informant post-interview to validate responses and to
verify the accuracy of the information collected. Thus, all key informants had an opportunity to
review and revise their program profiles.

2.2.3

Data Analysis
The data was compiled and analyzed using a multiple case study approach (Stake, 2006),

in the fall of 2019. Herriott and Firestone (1983) concluded that the multi-case method applied to
social science generalizations and to the description of complex programs. However,
generalizations are often accompanied with a search for causes (Stake, 2006 p. 12) which was
not the purpose of this exploratory and would oversimplify the cases. I searched for ‘what’ was
happening and to what extent. There is a tension between generalization (common) and
particularization (unique) in multi-case designs, however multi-case studies are more typically
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related to particularization (Stake, 2006 p. 8). Generalizations across cases in the active phase of
this research were described within the conceptual boundaries laid out as context in the
introduction and limited by the observations within the specific time period of this research.
Thus, there was no underlying phenomenological framework. This was intentional to establish
broad descriptions and in order to support further observation, differentiation, and exploration of
the extent of OOPs at universities in Canada.
First, to refamiliarize myself with the data, I reviewed all the content collected from
Phase 1 and Phase 2 and reflected because of the long time (approximately 18 months) between
data collection and analysis. The content that was reviewed included research notes written
during or after the interview, and an Excel database that included information retrieved from
Phase 1, the raw data from responses to the interview guide from Phase 2, the organized data
from Phase 2, and finally the program profiles.
Secondly, each program profile was reviewed individually, then individually described
to create the cases. All cases were described with a similar structure in order to facilitate crosscase comparisons or generalizations across cases as well as to highlight unique elements. To
compare generally, the closed ended questions, 64 of the 69 answers from the interview
questions, were either summarized or consolidated across the seven cases in which I also made
descriptive notes to qualify or explain the consolidated information.
Next, in order to produce summary findings, information from the seven individual cases
were consolidated into the seven interview categories and common and unique features were
identified. This was done by printing out profiles on paper, cutting out categories and taping
them in columns to a white board in order to review the seven categories. Each interview
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category was reviewed by using a highlighter to note important common or unique information
and then that information was summarized on the whiteboard underneath each category column.
Findings from Phase 1 and 2 were then assessed for utility in describing common and
unique descriptive information regarding COOP practices (Stake, 2006, p.42). To increase
authenticity, verbatim quotations from key informants were used in sections to describe five of
69 open-ended questions regarding program origins and program objectives. Tables of results
were developed to help facilitate direct comparison to the Bell et al., (2010) study; and two other
tables were prepared to consolidate and generalize details from the cases that highlighted unique
and common elements from the cases.
No two observers will construct knowledge in the same way (Stake, 2006 p.37), which
makes exploratory studies such as this environmental scan more open to academic scrutiny. To
qualify my observations during this research, I am an outdoor practitioner and teacher who has
observed the impact of led outdoor activities in a variety of groups as well as on myself for well
over a decade. Nonetheless, I argue that my outdoor experiences were what sparked my interest
in this topic initially and they also offered a unique expertise that complimented the exploratory
approach. Furthermore, the logic and information searching techniques explained and applied in
this research were consistent with previous outdoor adventure research (Bailie, 2012; Bell et al.,
2010; Harper et al., 2009; McCart, 2016; Ritchie et al., 2016), and were an appropriate approach
to explore the state of OOPs at universities in Canada at this point in time.
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Chapter 3 : Results

The purpose of this study was to explore the state of outdoor orientation programming at
universities in Canada. This was addressed using Environmental Scanning (ES) in two phases:
(1) passive scanning based on publicly available data; and (2) active scanning based on key
informant interviews and presented using a multiple case study approach. This chapter outlines
the ES results, provides details of each case, and summarizes common and unique program
practices of COOPs.
3.1 Phase 1: Passive Scan Results
Passive scanning involved searching all 111 (n=100%) university websites in Canada;
calling 111 main university phone lines; contacting 101 departments responsible for orientation
on campus; and speaking with 419 university representatives from across Canada. University
representative roles varied tremendously and included the following: student union executive,
orientation leader, Dean of Student Life, Manager of Alumni Relations, Director of Recruitment
and Admissions, outdoor researcher, teachers, and other directors of various departments.
Scanning the web and calling universities resulted in the identification of 21 OOPs in operation
across Canada. Thus, there was an OOPs in operation at approximately 20% of the universities
in Canada, and in seven different provinces. No programs were found in the three territories or
in the provinces of Saskatchewan, Prince Edward Island, or Newfoundland Labrador. Figure 1 is
a graphic display of the diversity of OOPs across Canada and depicts the relative concentration
of OOPs in Ontario (n=8; 40%).
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Figure 1:
Locations of Canadian universities with evidence of outdoor orientation programming delivered
in the 2015-2016 academic school year

a

1 - McMaster University, Hamilton, ON; 2 - Brock University, St. Catherine’s, ON; 3 - Vancouver Island

University, Nanaimo, BC; 4 - McGill University, Montreal, QC; 5 - University of Calgary, Calgary, AB; 6 University of Alberta, Edmonton, AB; 7 - University of Guelph, Guelph, ON; 8 - University of Toronto,
Toronto, ON; 9 - Université de Montréal, Montreal, QC; 10 - University of New Brunswick, Fredericton,
NB; 11 - Laurentian University, Sudbury, ON; 12 - Acadia University, Wolfville, NS; 13 - Burman
University, Lacombe, AB; 14 - Western University, London, ON; 15 - Trent University, Peterborough, ON;
16 - Canadian Mennonite University, Winnipeg, MB; 17 - Emily Carr University of Art and Design,
Vancouver, BC; 18 - Ryerson University, Toronto, ON; 19 - Thompson University, Kamloops, BC; 20 – St.
Stephens University, Saint Stephen, NB; 21 - Kingswood University, Sussex, NB.
a

Léo Larivière, Laurentian University Librarian, created Figure 1 June 2016.
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This study included programs that met at least two of the three OOPs criteria identified
by Bell et al., (2010). All 21 programs met two of the same inclusion criteria which were one
night away from campus in an outdoor or wilderness setting and included at least one adventure
activity. However, only 12 (57%) used small group activities; the remainder facilitated large
group activities, such as a communal campfire. Furthermore, 11 (52%) programs were designed
for first year students delivered at the beginning or before the start of an academic semester. The
other programs (n=10) focused on students in transition (other than first year students) such as
international students and graduate and post-graduate students. Table 1 summarizes the programs
that met the study inclusion criteria.
Table 1:
Programs at universities in Canada that fulfilled Bell et al., (2010) outdoor orientation program
criteria during the 2015-2016 academic school year
Bell et al., (2010) Criteria

Number of
programs N (%)

Comments

C1: Students are placed in
small groups of 15 or fewer.

12 (57%)

Some programs used multiple small
group activities and culminated with
large group activities.
i.e.: Camp Fire

C2: Students spend at least 1
night away from campus in
an outdoor or wilderness
context.

21 (100%)

All programs spent time in a novel
outdoor/camp/retreat/wilderness setting
away from campus.

C3: The program included
one or more adventure
activities.

21 (100%)

Adventure activities included initiative
challenges outdoors, ropes courses,
hiking, canoeing, surfing, kayaking, and
rock climbing.

Exclusively for first-year
Orientation.

11 (52%)

Other programs not involving first year
students were focused on students in
transition or student societies.
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Programs also offered several unique features. For instance, to support program delivery,
seven (33%) programs used a residential camp setting that was either operated by a third-party
provider or it was an off-campus university asset. In terms of group activities, seven (33 %) of
the programs blended large groups (>15) and small group (<15) activities together for
programming. Three programs ceased operations for the 2016-2017 academic year, citing
changes in personnel as reasons due to employees changing positions within their current
institution or to a new institution. Only three programs (14%) were mandatory, two programs
(9.5 %) relied on student clubs and two (9.5 %) programs were used to train students as a form of
staff training.
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Table 2:
Characteristics of programs that displayed unique features in Phase 1 passive scan
Characteristic

Number of programs Comments
N (%)

Programs that used residential
camp setting

7 (33%)

Some camps were thirdparty providers and others
were extensions of
university assets such as
centres and retreat spaces.

Programs that mixed small group
and large group activities

7 (33%)

Often, a big group activity
such as a campfire
culminated programming.

Programs discontinued in 2016

3 (14%)

Intra- and inter-university
personnel changes cited by
all programs

Programs that were mandatory

3 (14%)

Mandatory programs
offered course credit.

Programs that relied on student
clubs for operation.

2 (9.5%)

Both were located in
Quebec.

Programs that were used to train
student body

2 (9.5%)

Group of orientation staff
for incoming students and
student societies.

Of the 21 programs that met two or three of the inclusion criteria in 2016, the passive
scanning revealed that 13 (62%) had university web pages that contained information about the
program and how to prepare for orientation (see Table 3). The McMaster University (MU)
program had the most Internet content available to the public. Eight programs (38%) that met
two of the criteria had no internet presence and were only uncovered by the phone search
protocol. Table 3 summarizes the publicly available information sources of the 21 programs.
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Table 3:
List of Canadian university outdoor orientation programs, inclusion criteria met, and publicly
available information sources
Name of University

Program Name

Number of
Criteria
Met (N/3)

Registration
and
Information
Webpage

YouTube
Video
Count (N)

Facebook
Page

Vancouver Island
University

West Coast Outdoor
Adventure

3/3

Yes

1

-

University of Calgary

Camp Lead

3/3

Yes

-

-

University of Alberta
Augustana Campus

First Year
Adventure a

3/3

Yes

-

-

Burman University

Cuequest

2/3

Yes

-

-

McMaster University

MOOSE

3/3

Yes

5>

Yes

Brock University

Brock Basecamp

3/3

Yes

5>

Yes

University of Toronto

3/3

Yes

-

-

Ryerson University

Wilderness Outdoor
Orientation Program a
Thrive Ru: Portage

3/3

Yes

-

-

University of Guelph

Trailhead a

3/3

Yes

1

-

McGill University

Outdoor Frosh

3/3

Yes

2

Yes

Université de Montréal

Clé des Champs

2/3

Yes

-

-

University of New
Brunswick

Kin Camp

2/3

Yes

1

-

Laurentian University

Outdoor School I, II, II

3/3

-

1

-

Acadia University

-

2/3

-

-

-

Western University

-

2/3

-

-

-

Trent University

-

2/3

-

-

-

Canadian Mennonite
University

-

2/3

-

-

-

Emily Carr University of
Art and Design
Thompson University

-

2/3

-

-

-

-

2/3

-

-

-

St-Stephens University

-

2/3

-

-

-

Kingswood University

-

2/3

-

-

-

a

Program discontinued as of 2016
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3.2 Phase 2: Active Scanning Results
Follow up communication was completed by email and phone to key informants from all
programs identified in Phase 1 which resulted in eight interviews of which seven were retained.
One key informant was excluded because she/he did not wish to be recorded. The seven
programs interviewed met all three criteria outlined by Bell et al., (2010). Some of the key
informants from Phase 1 were unreachable for interviews because they had transitioned to
different roles, retired or simply did not reply. Some informants who were contacted during
follow up conversations opted not to continue with the interview in Phase 2. Each of the included
programs (n=7) that resulted from a successful key informant interview was considered a case
and bound by the seven categories: program origins and evolution over time, program objectives,
program evaluation and research, program activities and characteristics, risk management
practices, leadership, and financial considerations.
The data represents programs in operation during the 2017-2018 academic school year.
The seven cases are presented using a detailed narrative format primarily from key informant
interviews and supplemented by descriptive data retrieved from websites and social media. The
cases are presented beginning with the most western province to the most eastern province. To
increase authenticity and accuracy, direct quotes from key informants were used in the cases to
describe program origins and how programs achieved their program objectives. Following the
presentation of each case, information directly comparable to Table 1 from Bell et al. (2014)
from the cases is consolidated into common and unique program features across the cases; and a
comparison of program objectives for the cases is included.
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Case 1: Vancouver Island University - West Coast Adventure New Student Orientation
The West Coast Adventure New Student Orientation (WCANSO) at Vancouver Island
University (VIU) was a program offered by the Student Affairs department and operated by the
Outdoor Recreation Coordinator in the Outdoor Recreation department. The WCANSO launched
in 2014 when the department responsible for orientation asked the Outdoor Recreation
department to initiate the program. Outdoor Recreation at VIU offered over 700 days of diverse
guided outdoor experiences and programs in 2017-2018 for VIU students of which the
WCANSO was just one part. The WCANSO offered two distinct orientation programs: (1) for
international students who participated in a sea kayaking program, and; (2) for domestic or
international first-year students who participate in a surfing program. There were 20 students
total, eight for sea kayaking and 12 for surfing, who participated in the WCANSO in 2017-2018.
The program was popular and due to limited space, was unable to meet the participation
demands of students. VIU had an activity sign up page in the outdoor recreation section of their
athletics page where students registered for the experience. There were three main objectives of
the program highlighted by the key informant, which were to:
•

offer students a west coast experience;

•

give students a chance to meet friends; and

•

ease students into the university experience.
The WCANSO key informant indicated that the objectives were reached by, “… camping

and…the delivery of the activity.” Furthermore, they described getting students to “…experience
the surf,” and “spending time around a campfire,” is, “an opportunity for students to explore the
sport and each other as much as possible.” They claimed that students who participated in the
program experienced “higher retention rates, higher GPA, and higher student life balances.” The
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most important contribution to student success for having participated in the program described
was the “connection to themselves, others, and the natural environment.” Follow up gatherings
have been an intentional part of the program approximately six weeks after classes have begun.
The program has not formally been a part of any research endeavors, however at the end of each
academic semester, the program organizers have facilitated focus groups to evaluate the program
and make adjustments. Recently, WCANSO has targeted a purposive sample of minority
students to gather unique perspectives by “seeking feedback on minority experiences.”
WCANSO was a voluntary program and students did not receive academic credit for
participation. Both experiences, kayaking and surfing, lasted three days and four nights. The
WCANSO used a university-owned 15-passenger van and the appropriate provincial licensing to
drive participants to activity sites around Nanaimo and other non-specified areas of Vancouver
Island where the program operated. The Outdoor Recreation Department at VIU offered many
different adventure-based activities, however surfing, hiking, camping and sea kayaking were the
activities directly associated with their orientation program. Students were required to bring their
own food and water; however other required equipment was provided for the activity. Students
slept in tents and used Coleman jet boil stoves to cook food as required.
In terms of risk management, the minimum level certification required for the OOP was
wilderness first responder (WFR) training and an un-specified salt-water safety course. There
was no physician who worked with the program and there was no formal committee who advised
on risk management policies. The program tracked incidents through their university reporting
system and has had an external risk management review, however it was not shared by whom.
and. The most frequent incidents in the program were reported to be slip and fall type injuries.
Field leaders commonly carried cell phones, satellite phones, and VHF radios for emergency
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contact; they also carried epinephrine in their first aid kit. The field leader to student ratio was
one to four during kayaking and one to six during the surfing program.
A combination of staff and students led the orientation trip. Students were trained through
mentorship and being included in outdoor programs before being put into a leadership role.
There were nine leaders who worked with the Outdoor Recreation Department at the time of the
key informant interview, but it was unclear how many worked directly with the orientation
program. Student leaders were paid for their work. Faculty were intentionally not invited to the
program and seen as a barrier to student engagement. The Outdoor Recreation Coordinator was a
member of professional groups including the International Surfing Association, and they
regularly attended outdoor-related conferences for surfing, sea kayaking and rafting.
Financially, students from VIU voted to allocate money associated with student fees to
create and fund a position that would develop access to outdoor opportunities on Vancouver
Island. As a result, VIU subsidized the development of outdoor recreation programs and
subsequently, the orientation program, but the amount of financial support was unclear. The
WCANSO required camping permits and the cost of the OOP was $120 per participant.

Case 2: University of Calgary - Camp Lead
Camp Lead (CL) at the University of Calgary (UC) was housed in the department for
Leadership and Student Engagement and was supervised by the Coordinator of Leadership and
Training Programs. CL began in 2010 or 2011 and it was originally designed for first-year
students. The original thinking was to help students meet other students and get used to the
university environment before arriving at campus. The program has grown to offer programs in
July and February for incoming students and two additional programs for all years related to
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global leadership. The number of the participants in the 2017-2018 academic year was 135
students and the program were able to accommodate all students who registered. Students
registered for CL online, and this was located on the Leadership and Student Engagement
webpage. The main objectives of the program highlighted by the key informant were to:
•

gain familiarity, a sense of belonging and direction in a time of transition;

•

help build community, friendships and set students up for success during their degree;
and

•

foster diverse communities.
CL, as described by the key informant, focused, “on creating shared [experiences],” with

group members and leaders. The key informant claimed that, “getting [students] in their groups
outside of the city”, living in close quarters and sleeping in bunk beds, “is an intense bonding
experience, that is not in other university programs”. The CL program was designed to be a “fun
experience,” that, “[created] really strong relationships.” The leadership development curriculum
that “[hosted] different workshops that [were] interactive and…[encouraged] self-reflection,”
was one strategy described in how CL reached their objectives. Workshop programming
included topics such as “community, academics and wellness.” Examples of programming
include a “strength-based discussion on a hiking outing”, or “while sitting around a campfire,
framing their university experience as a story.” The program was described as a “[disrupter to]
autopilot” and that it, “[pulled] students outside of their usual environments and usual comfort
zones”, which led to “really exciting experiences,” and, “learning development.” Building strong
and unique bonds were repeatedly described as an outcome of the program and was reported to
be reinforced with evaluative feedback from student participants. The key informant of the CL
program observed that students arrived as strangers and left the program saying, “these people
are family…which [did not] happen at pizza night on campus.” Post-trip evaluation surveys to
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gather feedback and self-reported feelings related to the experience were a routine part of the CL
experience, however, a formal evaluation was not part of the program. It was unclear as to when
the program participated in research, but it was reported that a doctoral candidate conducted
research relating to thriving.
In terms of activities, the CL program was voluntary, and students received no academic
credit. The program had three intake periods, one before the start of each fall, winter and summer
semesters, of which there 50 spots each. The length of the program was three days and two
nights. Students were transported via charter bus to the Biogeoscience Institute in Kananaskis
country for the summer-based programs and Alberta Pioneer Lodge in the winter. CL activities
involved: day hiking, flat-water canoeing, initiative games, problem-solving activities, artificial
wall climbing, horse-back riding and swimming. All meals were provided, and all diets were
accommodated. Students slept in cabins and the facilities had potable water for drinking and an
industrial kitchen for cooking.
In terms of risk management, there was no minimum first aid training required for field
leaders from the university, however police background checks were required. Any programs
involving travel in wilderness areas used third-party guides with appropriate certifications. No
physician worked with the program and CL did not have a risk management committee that met
on a regular basis. CL submitted formal reports via an internal university structure and
requirement. Program leaders monitor documented incidents and falls, and ankle injuries were
reported as the most frequent incident. The only emergency communication devices used were
cell phones and students were required to carry their own epinephrine. The ratio of field leaders
to students was one to five.
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Students, staff and third-party providers made up the leadership team and 14 leaders were
involved with the program. Students were unpaid and training for leadership consisted of a fourhour training session and previous participation in the program. Faculty were not invited to
participate in the program and the staff who supervise the program were associated with
professional groups such as the Canadian Association of College and University Student
Services. The supervisory staff did not attend professional conferences.
Financially, the program did not require camping permits and UC subsidized the
program, but the exact amounts were not shared. The program offered financial aid for the
program through a student activity fund, but the amount was not specified. The cost per student
was $110.

Case 3: Brock University - Brock Base Camp
Brock Base Camp (BBC) at Brock University (BU) was administered through the
Community Life and Student Services department and was supervised by the Recreation and
Leisure Studies department. The program was inspired by conversations between two faculty
members in the Recreation and Leisure Studies department about “providing opportunities to
learn, make friends and develop social supports before [students] got to campus,” and “also to
provide current students with real-life work experience in the outdoor world.” BBC launched in
2010, and in the 2017-2018 academic year, 18 students participated in the program. The program
was able to accommodate all students that applied. Students registered on the BBC webpage.
The two main objectives of the program that were highlighted by the key informant were to:
•

help students make friends before they get to campus; and

•

learn what it takes to be successful as a university student.
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The key informant indicated that the program reached its objectives through “small
outdoor pursuits, travelling through the outdoors and living together”, which “naturally
[developed] friendships.” Leaders also facilitated group development programming and studentdeveloped curriculum designed to help students navigate conversations with faculty and improve
their time management. Additionally, “unstructured time…around the campfire or at mealtimes
where students [asked] questions they might not feel comfortable asking” was highlighted as an
important part of the program. Typically, those questions were primarily about drugs and
alcohol, living in residence, and about other supports offered on campus. BBC provided an
environment “that [stripped] away all the things of everyday life,” restricted technology, and
embraced “the challenge the outdoors [provided].” Living with a specific group of people outside
developed a “social support system”, which was “what the program was all about.”
In term of program evaluation, post-trip meetings were not part of the BBC program, but
informal gatherings were common. There was also an evaluative online follow up system that
was voluntary. Researchers working with the program have also offered voluntary options for
participants to produce data in the form of journaling about how the community may have
changed from day to day on trip, about connection difficulties, and about the sense of community
that may or may not have developed. BBC have also used focus groups to gather evaluative data
and completed post trip reports to assess the program. BBC has been consistently involved in
research since the program’s inception. Researchers associated with the program have collected
data concerning, but not limited to, social support and sense of community. A review of retention
data concluded that students were 13% more likely to graduate after participating in BBC
(O’Connell, Howard, & Lathrop, 2016).
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The program was voluntary, and students received no academic credit for participation.
In the fall, BBC offered three sessions with groups made up of six or seven students and two
field leaders in each group. The length of the program depended on the three options available:
three days for the rock-climbing program, five-days for canoeing, and six days when the program
was combined with an early move-in program. The program used 15 passenger vans with third
party drivers to transport groups to Algonquin Provincial Park, Camp Wetaskiwin, and Rattle
Snake Provincial Park.
In terms of outdoor adventure activities, students participated in camping, day hiking,
backpacking, flat-water canoeing, outdoor top-rope rock climbing, rappelling, initiative games,
and swimming. All required meals and equipment were provided by the program. Water was
treated with Pristine and Steri Pens, and food was prepared typically with MSR WhisperLite
stoves.
In terms of risk management, BBC had a physician who worked with the program and a
risk management committee that met on an annual basis. Incidents were tracked, and the key
informant indicated that blisters were the most common incident. Field leaders were required to
have their Wilderness Advanced First Aid (WAFA) or Wilderness First Responder (WFR); and a
nationally recognized swimming certification either Bronze Cross or National Lifeguard (NL or
NLS) from the Life Saving Society. Field leaders carried cell phones and satellite phones for
emergency communication and also carried epinephrine in their first aid kits. The ratio of leaders
to students for the paddling program was one to four, and for climbing it was one to six.
Four field leaders made up of students and alumni led the program, and these staff were
paid for their work. Training to work as a leader was about 140 hours of certification and
enrolment in the Recreation Program at BU. Faculty were not invited to participate in the
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program. The program supervisor has been extensively involved with different professional
groups including: The Outdoor Council of Canada, the Council of Outdoor Educators of Ontario,
and the Association for Experiential Education, of which they participated in conferences
regularly.
The program required camping permits to camp overnight. BBC also received funding
from the university in the form of a retention grant, but the amount was unclear. The cost of the
program per student was $795 for the six day move-in and canoe trip combination, and $450 per
student for the three-day rock climbing or canoe trip experience.

Case 4: Laurentian University - Outdoor School Program
The Outdoor School Program (ODS) at Laurentian University (LU) was housed within
the School of Human Kinetics (SHK) and supervised by the Outdoor School Coordinator.
Between 1965-1967 the Director of Physical Education at LU was responsible for the
development of Outdoor Schools, and in 1969 the program began (Rogers, 2016). The original
Outdoor School director had graduated from McGill University (McGU) in 1957 where he was
influenced by outdoor programming at that university. The current ODS program consisted of
three courses entitled ODS I, ODS II, ODS III, and when combined embodied an OB type
structure (Walsh & Gollins, 1976). The final session, ODS III operating since 1971, has
remained a three to four-day canoe trip before the start of the academic year. The initial primary
purpose of ODS was described to get “people physically active in the outdoors,” because, “it’s
what Canadians [did]” (Bob Rogers, Conversation March 2016). Although the program has seen
shifts in location and leadership models over the past 50 years, during that time it has continued
to become an important rite of passage experience for student bonding within the SHK

42

department (Meilleur et al., 2020). The entire mandatory ODS I, II and III programs served 688
students in 2017-2018, and approximately 110 participated in the ODS III wilderness trip canoe
experience. The three main objectives of the entire ODS program highlighted by the key
informant were to:
•

help students feel comfortable with each other, staff and facilities in an outdoor setting;

•

build outdoor skills; and

•

have fun outside.
The ODS key informant described reaching program goals with respect to the progression

and structure of the program, as well as the leadership training in that progression. The ODS III
portion was described as an “introduction to play outside”. The culture of the people and region
was also described as an influence on the program. The LU varsity team name was the
‘Voyageurs’, or travelers in English and LU is situated in a city that “has many lakes and a huge
body of people who just [enjoy] and [love] the outdoors.” The key informant from LU indicated
that ODS III focused on developing self-efficacy in terms of developing in students the sense of
“I can do this”, and “I can’t believe I did that”. It was also noted that everyone may not have
appreciated the ODS III opportunity, but many “considered [ODS III] a life changing
experience.”
The ODS program has completed different types of evaluations in the past 50 years. The
key informant shared information from a report indicating the program sought feedback related
to programming from students to evaluate student experience and satisfaction in 1999 and 2000.
In the decades since, surveys on program satisfaction have been a common part of the program.
Internship students have often been responsible for gathering different types of data to inform
program improvements, including focus groups and exit surveys. A post trip follow-up was not a
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formal part of the ODS III program, although the ODS III was reported to be a prime focus of
LU’s SHK 50th reunion in 2017. The program has been involved research more recently, for
example a 50-year retrospective study on the importance of the program (Meilleur et al., 2020),
and there are two other ODS evaluation-related manuscripts in preparation (Deibert et al., 2018;
Greasley et al., 2016)
ODS has been a mandatory program for all SHK students to which students receive
academic credit; approximately 4000 participants have completed a similar canoe experience
while attending the SHK in the past 50+ years. During the 2017-2018 academic year, ODS III
was a three-day (two-night) wilderness canoe experience. Additionally, students in the ODS I, II,
and III programs participated in numerous adventurous activities leading up to the canoe trip
including: camping, day hiking, rock climbing, flat-water canoeing, and challenge course
activities. Students traveled in school buses with a third-party provider to locations that have
historically included, Killarney Provincial Park, the Spanish River Provincial Park, and the
Temagami region. More recently (over the past decade), the program has camped on crown land
in the Muldrew Lake area in the Boreal forest of Northern Ontario. Participants slept in tents and
used gravity bags and tablets to purify water. A two burner Coleman stove with propane fuel was
used for meal preparation. All gear and food were provided by the Laurentian University
Outdoor Centre.
In terms of risk management, all field leaders in the program possessed a WFR
certification and carried epinephrine in their first aid kit. ODS did not have a physician that
worked with the program but did have a committee of people who advise on risk management
concerns and they have met on an annual basis (or more frequently as required). Incidents during
the ODS program were tracked using the university reporting system, and the key informant
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assumed that ankle injuries were the most frequent incident. The program used cell phones,
satellite phones, and Delorme In-Reach units for emergency communication purposes. The field
leader to participant ratio was one to four and leader training involved traveling the route before
leading participants; and most leaders were from a course-based degree training program, as part
of an Outdoor Adventure Leadership professional degree program. Thus, leading the ODS
programs was a leadership requirement for the professional development of students pursuing
their degree. The key informant from the LU Outdoor Center was a member of Paddle Canada
but he does not attend professional conferences.
The number of field leaders has changed from year-to-year based on program intake.
However, 25 leaders worked with ODS III in 2017-2018 and they were unpaid. Faculty have
been involved with the program historically, as trip leaders in the program, but this shifted to a
peer-led model in the late 1990’s. Traditionally staff were invited to participate in the program
and were then a part of their ODS I program, but in recent years it would have been considered a
rare occurrence for faculty to participate in the wilderness canoe program.
ODS III does not require camping permits as the program currently utilizes a route that
requires travel and camping on crown land. The cost for students was the cost of a quarter credit
(half of a one semester course). Also, every year students were required to pay an ancillary lab
fee of $200/year of which approximately $50 was allocated to the ODS program. Thus, the trip
itself does not have a specific cost or fee for students other than the yearly ancillary lab fees and
course registration. There is also additional annual funding, the ODS I, II, III program received
approximately $7,000 worth of financial support from LU for food, transportation and gear.

45

Case 5: McMaster University - Outdoor Orientation Student Experience
The McMaster Outdoor Orientation Student Experience (MOOSE) at McMaster
University (MU) was a Student Success Centre program housed in the Athletic and Recreation
Department, which operated under the direction of the Student Affairs Office. The Coordinator
of Natural Lands and Outdoor Recreation and the Assistant Outdoor Recreation Coordinator
were responsible for program supervision. Inspired by “some programming at American
universities”, the MOOSE started in 2012 as a pilot project with two faculties involved:
Integrated Science, and Arts and Science. The pilot project led to the expansion of the program
to four faculties in 2013, and it was open to all first-year students, as well as first time exchange
students in the same year (2013). In 2016-2017, the MOOSE had approximately 80 students,
60% first year students and 40% first time exchange students, registered to participate in the
program. In 2017-2018, the program grew to a capacity of 120 students, half being first year
students and half being first time exchange students. All students who registered for the program
in 2017-2018 were able to participate. Students registered online on a webpage found in the MU
Athletic and Recreation Department. The three main objectives of the program, highlighted by
the key informant, were to:
•

connect new students to student leaders in order to form an informal support network and
build relationships;

•

have students break down barriers to get to know each other and the academic
environment in a less formal setting; and

•

provide skills that will help students become successful when they come to university.
The key informant described meeting program objectives through “adventure-based

challenges that [built] bonds, lasting relationships and self-efficacy.” Student leaders were
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described as keys to program success, as well as intentional leader placement for program
delivery. Leaders were chosen “who [were] also leaders in the community and [would] hopefully
be readily available to students afterwards.” The MOOSE has two leaders, “…one who [was]
more outdoor experienced,” and has knowledge of wilderness, trip leading, and “adventure-based
challenge.” The second leader was a student on campus involved with student clubs, student
government, and other student leadership roles. The collaboration in programming was to create
a balanced environment of challenge and support. In some ways, MOOSE mimicked on campus
orientation programs but also provided “unintimidating opportunities for discussion at the
campfire to talk about things leaders wish they had known in first year.”
Post trip meetings were not a formal part of the program, however informal meetings
between students was one of the intended outcomes of the program. Post program satisfaction
surveys were completed in order to gather feedback on ways to improve. However, the MOOSE
program had not previously been involved in any formal research or evaluation project.
MOOSE was a voluntary program in which students received no academic credit. The
program served students attending university for the first time as well as international students on
exchange for the first time. The program chartered a bus with a professional driver to transport
students to the OOPs location at Camp Arowhon, located in the south portion of Algonquin Park
approximately 350km Northeast of the MU campus. For first-year students, the program was
four days and three nights in length and for the exchange students the program was five days and
four nights. For first-year students, one night was spent at basecamp as a large cohort and then
two nights were spent on a canoe camping trip in a group of nine people that were assigned from
the same faculty. For exchange students, one night was spent on campus, one night at basecamp,
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and two nights out on a canoe camping trip. The MOOSE involved some similar facilitated
programming as other orientation programs at MU, but in a “less intimidating environment”.
In terms of activities, MOOSE participants experienced camping, initiative games, high
ropes challenges, flat water canoeing, and swimming. There was a mix of sleeping arrangements
including cabins and tents, and the program accommodated all student food preferences and
restrictions. MOOSE used the Camp Arowhon facilities for cooking at basecamp, and while
camping in smaller groups MSR WhisperLite stoves were used for cooking. The water source at
base camp has a modern water filtration system and discourages plastic bottles on the premises.
Groups filtered with Pristine while camping. The program provided all specialized equipment
(i.e., tents, canoes, and personal floatation devices) and outlined a packing list for participants to
help them prepare personal clothes and equipment in advance. All students were required to
bring their own sleeping bag, sleeping pad, and pillow. Students had the option of renting
required gear from a campus club if required.
In terms of risk management, according to the MOOSE website (updated in 2018), “all
MOOSE activities [followed] McMaster University Health and Safety guidelines”. Potential
risks were outlined in waivers and staff reviewed individual medical forms. Parents and
guardians were provided with emergency contact information prior to the trip should they have
needed to make contact with a participant. The minimum level of medical or swimming related
certifications for field leaders in the program was Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation (CPR)
training, WAFA or WFR, and Bronze Cross. Field leaders carried first aid kits that included
epinephrine. The program did not have a physician who works with the program directly but had
a registered nurse at basecamp for consultation. MOOSE had a risk management committee that
does meet on an annual basis. In response to a drowning of a teenager in Algonquin Park in 2017
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(Canadian Broadcast Corporation, December 2019), the program completed a formal risk
management review and submitted written reports to their administration. MOOSE tracked
incidents and described the most frequent type of injury as allergic responses to bug bites and
cuts and bruises. The program maintained a two to nine field leader to participant ratio while
camping in the provincial park and leaders were equipped with cell phones and SPOT devices
for emergency communication.
The MOOSE program had 30 student leaders working with the program in 2017-2018.
Four senior coordinators were hired and paid while the other leaders were able to participate in
the program free of charge. In terms of training for leaders, in addition to outdoor related
certifications mentioned above, student leaders were also expected to have an additional 10 hours
of program specific training, as well as being a previous participant in the program. Student
leaders took direction from supervisors in the Outdoor Recreation Department. Some supervisors
of the program were members of professional groups and had additional certifications including
but not limited to, nursing, Wilderness Medical Associates, and challenge course practitioner.
Supervisors also attended national level conferences related to their programming, such as the
Campus Recreation Conference for Canadian Universities. Faculty were invited to participate in
the program and there was a “core group of faculty leaders” who typically participated in some
part of the program.
The cost of the experience for one participant was $495. The cost in 2017-2018 for a
student was $200 and the Student Success Centre supplemented the remaining fee per student of
$295. As a result of travelling within a provincial park, camping fees were required per person
per night in the park, and this increased the fee/student for the experience.
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Case 6: Ryerson University - Portage Program
The Ryerson Portage Program (RPP) at Ryerson University (RU) was one part of the
“ThriveRU” initiative directed by the Student Affairs Office. The Director of Special Projects
and Student Affairs, along with the Coordinator of Student Transitions and Retention, were
responsible for the program. The program was initially inspired by a Learning Strategist from
Student Affairs, who was “passionate” about outdoor education and who “[wondered] about
character, dispositions, grit, resilience…fragility of character, and strength of character”, the
ability to cope and how to support students to “weather through transitional times”. In 2008, the
first RPP was piloted with staff members working as writing consultants at the master’s and
doctoral level, and it utilized work study students as trip leaders for four nights and five days in
Algonquin Park. Financial support to continue the program was found within the RU Access
Centre budget, and through other disability strategies related to funding for orientation at RU.
The program shifted from serving work study students to “orienting students with different
abilities to university.” In 2014, the RPP became a three-day, two-night program and shifted to
work with a third-party provider in the Muskoka lake region. After 2014, the RPP supervisor
took maternity leave at which time the program partnered with OB and shrank to offer one day
programs (until 2016) on Toronto Island because of “cost and commitment level”. The program
currently offers three-day and four-day canoe trips among other day trip opportunities, many
programs remain supported by OB. The RPP did not have enrolment trends and could not
confirm how many students participated in 2017-2018 as a result of fluctuations in leadership
and because the program was a small part of a bigger effort to “support flourishing on campus”.
Every student who registered up for a trip was able to participate. The six objectives of the
program, highlighted by the key informant, were to:
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•

engage student’s whole being, mind, body, spirit, heart;

•

build relationships in a non-intimidating way;

•

increase self-sufficiency;

•

provide students with opportunities to learn how to confidently and collaboratively talk
with each other;

•

limit passive screen time, increase physical activity and well-being; and

•

uplift mood and decrease stress.
The “organic” nature of events and conversations that “[happened] on the journey”, were

one way the key informant described how the program met its objectives. Placing students in
“natural landscapes” with “physical challenge”, and into situations where students, “have to take
care of [themselves] and others”, in hopes that students left the program claiming, “ if I can make
it through this portage, I can make it through this exam.” The key informant insisted that within
“outdoor classrooms”, learning was transferable and thus, the program name Portage
“[insinuated] you are not sure what is ahead and you [are] transferring from one side to another.”
Observationally, the RPP supervisors noticed students “loosen the grip” on cell phones,
improved executive functioning and concentration, and students who struggled socially became
“gregarious”. The RPP key informant suggested that “people who have been on trip” have seen
students develop a “myriad of different connections”, to “their own bodies”, to “a not so far
away place”, and “to each other.”
In terms of program evaluation and research, informal surveys have been used to improve
the program. Moreover, there was anticipation around unrolling research interests for future
development of the program. RPP planned on measuring thriving, self-efficacy, and sense of
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belonging using questionnaires and with a “narrative inquiry” approach. The RPP did not have a
formal follow up process or program related to the canoeing experience.
Students did not receive academic credit and participation was voluntary in the program.
The activities that students participated in were camping, hiking, backpacking, flatwater
canoeing, initiative experiences, and swimming. The program used third-party vehicle rental
services to transport students to Algonquin Park. The program partnered with OB and the
company accommodated all diets and provided all equipment for sleeping and cooking. The
group slept in tents and used gravity bags to filter water.
In terms of risk management, qualifications of outdoor field leaders, including first aid,
paddling and swimming certifications were the responsibility of OB. The RPP did not have a
physician that worked with the program or a specified risk committee that reviewed processes
and programming. The program did track incidents through centralized university protocols.
Field leaders carried cell phones, and other communication devices (not specified) were carried
by OB instructors. The leadership team was made up of the Student Transition Co-ordinator,
another assistant supervisor from RU, and two outdoor leaders from OB. The program
maintained a one to four leader to participant ratio and OB leaders were paid as per the
contractual agreement with RU. Faculty were not invited to join the program intentionally. The
two supervisors from RU, Student Transition Coordinator and assistant supervisor, have Ph.D.
level training, regularly attended conferences, and were members of professional groups,
including the Council of Outdoor Educators of Ontario.
The program required camping permits as they travel through Algonquin Park. There was
no cost for students as the RPP received a $10,000 subsidy from RU for the program. Most of the
subsidy was used for transportation, and another large portion was for OB instruction.
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Case 7: McGill University - Outdoor Frosh
The McGill Outdoor Frosh (MOF) program at McGill University (McGU) was housed in
a student organized McGill Outdoors Club (MOC). The MOC has been a longstanding university
student club and has been one of the oldest “outing” clubs in Montreal, which began taking
people outside in 1936. The MOC was not exclusive to McGU students and offered outing
opportunities all year round to Montreal residents like McGU alumni, as well as other students
from Concordia University, Université de Montréal, and Université du Québec à Montréal.
Individual faculties have typically organized their own orientation programs at McGU, but there
has been a past precedent of other alternative frosh events, which were coordinated by student
clubs for students from any faculty. MOF benefited from that precedent and was an alternative
frosh event coordinated originally by two student representatives from the MOC, and the MOF
has remained the largest project for the MOC on a yearly basis (Kojima & Shaikh, 2011). In
2011, McGU saw a shift in orientation delivery called “integrated orientation” to manage
academic and social needs of students. MOC student representatives advocated for MOF during
the restructuring meetings to help secure their program as an alternative option for students.
MOF launched in 2010 as an alternative orientation in response to orientation programs having
typically been overly focused on alcohol consumption and “pub crawls.” In the program’s
inaugural year, they served 60 participants, and in 2011 they added more trip options and served
95 participants. During the 2017-2018 academic year, the program offered six MOF options for
210 participants, and the program was unable to accommodate additional students on their
waiting list. Students registered on the MOC website. The three main objectives of the program,
highlighted by the key informant, were to:
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•

introduce students to McGU and Montreal in a way that builds community and engenders
a respect for the environment;

•

provide opportunities for students to appreciate nature and focus on environmental
sustainability in and around Montreal; and

•

show students how to get involved with McGill and Montreal based on sustainability
initiatives.
The MOF key informant described that the program was able to reach its goals by

offering students “something more than just the clubs in Montreal.” Additionally, camping with
strangers became “simple time spent getting to know people.” Although activities like white
water kayaking could be exciting, the program highlights were described to be the experiences
and opportunities to “meet people.” Students who were attracted to the MOF program were
believed to be a “certain type” of people, and “after camping with these people,” became close
friends. Going outside “[made] people happy and [they wanted] to share that with other people”.
Participating in MOF was believed to have helped students “become a part of this amazing
community at McGill.”
In terms of evaluation, satisfaction surveys were collected for MOF and formal follow up
debriefs with MOF leaders after the program completed were routine. There was no formal
follow up for student participants as part of MOF programming, however, participants became
members of the club and could informally follow up with the MOC community at their
discretion.
MOF was a voluntary program in which students did not receive academic credit for
participation. The MOF program served first-year students exclusively, however the MOC
provided opportunities for students to adventure outdoors all year long. MOF offered six
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different three-day, two-night, outdoor adventures on the weekend before classes started in
September 2017. The MOF offered the following six options of activities for 2017-2018: base
camping, flatwater canoeing, white water kayaking, climbing, cycling, and hiking. The locations
of each activity varied depending on the program, MOF operated programs at: Basecamp in
Prévost, The Rouge River and Rivière du Nord, Staircase at Mont King in Val David, Lasalle on
the Lachine Rapids, La Maurice National Park, Sentier National between Labelle and Mont
Tremblant, and Papineau-Labelle Wildlife Reserve.
Some other MOF activities have historically included: backpacking, whitewater rafting,
and assorted initiative and problem-solving games. All activities, except for white water
kayaking, have been designed for the beginner level. All special diets were accommodated, and
all activity gear was provided or was available for rent from the MOC. Additionally, students
were provided with a packing list specifically for their adventure activity. Students have slept in
a basecamp cabin in the past, but all programs predominantly have had students sleeping in tents.
Meals were cooked with WhisperLite stoves, and water treatment was at the discretion of
activity leaders.
In terms of risk management, all field leaders held a wilderness based first aid
certification, but it was unclear of the minimum level of certification required for each outdoor
activity. There was no physician who worked with the program. A student committee made up of
MOC student executives have met at least annually regarding risk management, but there has
never been a more formal risk review of the program. The program had a system for
documenting accidents and incidents; however, it was unclear what was the most common
incident. Field leaders carried cell phones for emergency contact, and they were required to
travel the route or perform a site visit before leading participants. Trips typically had a one to 10
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leader to participant ratio while base camping and a ratio of one to five for all other adventure
activities. Carrying epinephrine was the responsibility of the participant that required it.
Approximately 40 student leaders volunteered with the program in 2017-2018, and they
did not receive compensation. McGU did not offer program training for MOF field leaders,
however students in specific outdoor disciplines with field experience were selected by the MOF
coordinators. The MOF coordinator was responsible for managing the field leaders and has
typically been a member of the MOC for at least two years. Faculty were not invited or included
in the MOF programming.
All costs related to transportation, food, campsite fees, and group equipment were
included in the price as well as a yearlong membership to the MOC. In 2017-2018, the cost was
$220 per student and McGU offered no additional funding support for the program. Many of the
locations required permits for access or camping, and most trips required the use of personal
vehicles or rented vehicles by group leaders to transport to the location of the programs. There
were some bursaries available for students who qualified to apply.

3.3 Common and Unique Peer Program Practices of Outdoor Orientation Programs at
Universities in Canada
The oldest program started at LU in 1971 and the six other programs started between
2008-2014, with three programs originating in 2010. All seven COOPs operated at public
universities and approximately 573 university students from these seven programs participated in
an OOP during the 2017-2018 academic school year. These ranged from 18 at BU to 210 at
McGU. The most common program length was three to four days in length, and typically the
experience was completed over a weekend. The longest program was from BU which offered a
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six-day experience that combined moving into residence and an OOP. The range of cost for
participants was between $0-$795 with a median of $200 and mean of $ 261.87. The number of
frontline field leaders, responsible for groups, per program ranged from four at BU and RU and
40 at McGU. For backcountry or wilderness travel, the field leader to participant ratio ranged
from one to four at most universities, to one to six depending on the outdoor activity. At McGU,
there was a front-country or base camping option with a leader to student ratio of one to 10.
There were three programs that had paid student leaders, VIU, BU, and RU. There were six
universities that provided some level of subsidy for their OOP with McGU being the only
university that did not provide any subsidy. Table 4 summarizes these common and unique
features of programs at each university. Undergraduate enrolment was also included in Table 4
to provide context for university size.
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Table 4:
Characteristics and features of outdoor orientation programs at universities in Canada as at the 2017-2018 academic year
Characteristics and Features

Universities with outdoor orientation programs
Vancouver
Island
University

University of
Calgary

Brock
University

Laurentian
University

McMaster
University

Ryerson
University

McGill
University

Year program started

2014

2010

2010

1971

2012

2008

2010

Total number of participants

20

135

18

110

80

N/A

210

Length of program(s) in days

4

3

6c
3d
5e

3

4h
5i

3&4

3

Cost charged per student

$120

$110

$795c
$450d, e

$200

$200

$0

$220

Number of field leaders in
the program

N/A

14

4

20-25

30

4

40

Leader to participant ratio

1:4a
1:6b

1:5

1:6f
1:4g

1:4

2:9

1:4

1:5k
1:10l

Student leaders paid

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yesj

No

No

Receives subsidy

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

2017-2018 undergraduate
enrolment

5,670

25,520

16,080

8,500

27,900

40,200

28,980
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a

sea kayaking activity
surfing activity
c
a student residence move-in program and three-day outdoor orientation combination
d
a three-day outdoor orientation program rock climbing
e
a five-day outdoor orientation program canoeing
f
leader to student ratio for rock climbing activity
g
leader to student ratio for canoeing activity
h
for first year students
I
for international students
j
four senior leaders were paid
k
leader to student ratio for adventure activities
l
leader to student ratio while participating in a front-country basecamp option
b
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The most common program objective identified was the importance of developing peer
connections between participants. This was described in different ways, such as opportunities to
build friendships and community, have time for student bonding, and form relationships that will
last beyond the program. Programs at UC, MU and BU used more intentional curriculum design,
and they shared similar objectives related to helping students be successful while at university.
At VIU and LU, programs were more recreational, and focused on skill progression, experiential
learning, and enjoyment. At RU, there was a specific focus on improving students’ well-being,
and at McGU a specific focus on environmental sustainability. Table 5 consolidates Canadian
outdoor orientation program objectives described previously in the cases.
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Table 5:
Objectives of outdoor orientation programs at universities in Canada as at the 2017-2018
academic year
University

Outdoor Orientation Program Objectives

Vancouver
Island
University

§ Offer a west coast experience.
§ Give students a chance to meet friends.
§ Ease students into the university experience.

University of
Calgary

§ Gain familiarity, a sense of belonging, and direction in a time of transition.
§ Help build community, friendships, and set students up for success during
their degree.
§ Foster diverse communities.

Brock
University

§ Help students make friends before they get to campus.
§ Learn what it takes to be successful as a university student.

Laurentian
University

§ Help students feel comfortable with each other, staff, and facilities in an
outdoor setting.
§ Build outdoor skills.
§ Have fun outside.

McMaster
University

§ Connect new students to student leaders in order to form an informal support
network and build relationships.
§ Have students break down barriers to get to know each other and the academic
environment in a less formal setting.
§ Provide skills that help students become successful when they come to
university.

Ryerson
University

§
§
§
§

McGill
University

§ Introduce students to McGill and Montreal in a way that builds community
and engenders a respect for the environment.
§ Provide opportunities for students to appreciate nature and focus on
environmental sustainability in and around Montreal.
§ Show students how to get involved with McGill and Montreal based
sustainability initiatives.

Engage student’s whole being; mind, body, spirit, heart.
Build relationships in a non-intimidating way.
Increase self-sufficiency.
Provide students with opportunities to learn how to confidently and
collaboratively talk with each other.
§ Limit passive screen time and increase physical activity and well-being.
§ Uplift mood and decrease stress.
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Each program also had unique characteristics or program elements. In terms of activities,
the WCANSO program at VIU was the only program to not offer canoeing; the CL program at
UC was the only program to offer equestrian activities; and the BBC program at BU was the
only program to offer outdoor rock climbing. Other unique characteristics included the ODS
program at LU being the only mandatory program (and offering academic credit for
participation), and the trips were outside of provincial or federal parks on crown land. At MU,
the MOOSE program had the largest international student participation. RU completely
subsidized their RPP for students, and the program was integrated into a larger thriving initiative
on campus. At McGU, the MOF was the only program that was managed entirely by students.
Table 6 summarizes some of the unique characteristics of each program.
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Table 6:
Unique program characteristics of outdoor orientation programs at universities in Canada
University

Unique Characteristics

Vancouver Island
University

§
§
§
§

Offered surfing and sea kayaking, but not canoeing.
Housed in Campus Recreation Department.
Post-trip follow-up meetings formal part of experience.
Students provided their own food.

University of Calgary

§
§
§

Offered horseback riding.
Basecamp only; students did not sleep in tents.
Multiple program periods: January, July and September.

Brock University

§
§

Most identified in published literature.
Hosted the Canadian Outdoor Orientation Program Symposium
in 2012.
Offered rock climbing outdoors.
Medical oversight provided directly from a physician.

§
§
Laurentian University

§
§
§
§

Longest operating outdoor orientation program in Canada.
Travelled and camped on crown land rather than in parks.
Students earned academic credit and the program was
mandatory.
Three stage progression over three years.

McMaster University

§
§
§

Largest number of international students engaged.
Substantial social media presence.
Initiated program with support from Brock Basecamp.

Ryerson University

§
§
§

Integrated with other learning strategies and thriving initiatives
on campus.
Partnered with Outward Bound for program delivery.
Completely subsidized.

§
§
§
§

Program managed entirely by students through a club.
Offered most diverse activity options for students.
Largest program in terms of number of participants.
Completely non-subsidized.

University of McGill
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Chapter 4 : Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore the state of Outdoor Orientation Programs
(OOPs) in operation at universities in Canada (COOPS referring to Canadian OOPs). This was
achieved by using passive and active Environmental Scanning (ES) to discover and describe
common and unique characteristics relating to OOPs at universities in Canada. The initial
passive ES phase identified 21 provisional OOPs that met at least two of the inclusion criteria,
and this suggests that a relatively small minority of students at 20% of universities are using or
exploring the use of OOP-type programs. Similarly, Bell et al., (2010) identified 300 colleges
(20%) in the U.S. as possibly having OOPs. Although the prevalence of COOPs may be
relatively obscure to the general public in Canada, it is similar to that in the U.S.
Information regarding COOPs on the internet and in the literature was very limited,
however multiple programs were found to have been in operation for over ten years. During the
second active ES phase, seven key informant interviews revealed many unique and common
features that were described and compared using a multiple case method. Since programs
identified didn’t relate to the OOPs definition, I suggest that a Canadianess to OOPs exists. This
Canadianess is exemplified by some bilingually offered French and English programs, the
prevalence of canoeing in all but one case, and an overall holistic approach to programming.
Canadian OOPs (COOPs) seem to share some common objectives which were to help: (1)
facilitate peer relationships and bonding; (2); connect students to place; and (3) promote student
development. These objectives, although common among the seven COOP cases, are not a
unique Canadian feature as this is similar to what has been observed in OOPs at Colleges in the
U.S. (Austin et al., 2009; Bell, 2005; Gass et al., 2003; Vlamis et al., 2011). COOPs have
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remained isolated from one another in Canada and with very little evidence of attempts to
communicate or collaborate. No growth trend was discovered, although it is important to note
that at least three OOPs discontinued operations in the last ten years. The design of the interview
guide for Phase 2 of this study was effective in yielding similar information comparable to
previous OOPs research in the U.S. by Gass (1984), O’Keefe (1989), Berman-Davis & Berman
(1996), Galloway (2000), and Bell et al., (2010).
Cross case analysis techniques were used to reveal common and unique features of the
origins of OOPs development in Canada, objectives of COOPs, program evaluation and research,
activities used, risk management, leadership and finance. The case descriptions of the seven
COOPs also provided context for how the programs were organized and affiliated within each
institution. The following sections of the discussion profile each section of the passive and active
environmental scan. The chapter concludes with implications and recommendations for future
areas of research and practice and by summarizing what is known about OOPs at universities in
Canada.

4.1 Phase 1: Passive Scan
4.1.1

Canadian Outdoor Orientation Program Information Online, Program Connectedness, and
Discontinued Programs
The ES was an effective way to retrieve a broad range information regarding COOPs

online and included social media pages, university owned web pages, major Canadian media
outlet articles, research literature, program manuals, and key informants. The Google Power
searches using Boolean operators yielded little information online or in the literature regarding
the number of programs offered at universities in Canada or at any educational level. There were
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a modest 13 registration webpages, and just over 16 videos on YouTube as of 2016, and some of
the registration webpages were related to discontinued programs (see Table 3). Some evidence of
OOPs at the college level were found, but the information was not current and was beyond the
scope of this research. There were only two mentions found of COOPs in large Canadian media
outlets, which suggests a lack of prominence socially in Canadian culture.
The McGill Outers Club (MOC) and its McGill Outdoor Frosh (MOF) was the earliest
mention of an OOP at universities from a large Canadian media outlet in a 2014 Maclean’s
online article that responded to concerns of inappropriate chants at Halifax University that
promoted non-consensual sex and underage drinking during orientation week; the authors
suggested that OOPs would offer more appropriate orientation programming (Omand, 2014).
The response to the offensive behaviour in this article highlights the need to provide more
appropriate holistic orientation experiences that do not emphasize alcohol consumption, but that
promote more pro-health attitudes and behaviours (Omand, 2014). Pro-health attitudes and
behaviours include initiatives such as current policies for the promotion of sexual assault
prevention found at many Canadian universities (Lee & Wong, 2019). The 2014 Maclean’s
article portrayed OOPs as a healthier mode of orientation, alternative to the conventional party
experience, with “the focus on exploring the outdoors, getting to know areas around Montreal,
getting to know each other (and) getting active — sort of a healthy start to university” (Omand,
2014, para. 14).
A second article in 2016, published in the Globe and Mail, detailed an OOP delivered by
Outward Bound (OB) Canada for Long-Range Aid to Navigation scholarship recipients, where
high school graduates from across Canada came together in Algonquin Park for a group
adventure before starting their university careers (Chiose, 2016). In addition to the two news
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articles, a program manual that outlined the inception and delivery of the MOF, was also
available in 2016 and details from this document informed the development of Case 7 (Kojima &
Shaikh, 2011).
Dr. Howard, Dr. Lathrop and Dr. O’Connell, all from Brock University, represent the
primary academic presence online, and they were the leading OOPs researchers in Canada, based
on their associated publication record. O’Connell published the first known academic article
regarding the introduction of OOPs in Canada and Brock Basecamp (BBC) (O’Connell, 2011).
In relation to COOPs, these three researchers together have published in peer reviewed journals
and professional proceedings on student life effectiveness and campus integration (Lathrop et al.,
2012), community development, transitional value, and institutional affinity (Howard et al.,
2016), a six year follow up paper on Brock Basecamp outcomes (O’Connell et al., 2016), and
sense of place (O’Connell et al., 2019).
The inaugural Canadian Outdoor Orientation Symposium was initiated by O’Connell and
supported by Howard and Lathrop at Brock University (BU) in 2012. The event was modestly
attended by outdoor facilitators and colleagues teaching outdoor and adventure-based programs
at universities and colleges in Ontario. A second symposium was planned for 2015, but it was
cancelled mainly due to the inability to find key personnel. More recently, two OOPs-based
Ph.D. dissertations were completed regarding outdoor orientation programming at two
universities in Canada (Rude, 2015; Shaffer, 2017) The first was completed by a faculty member
from Ambrose University working with Azura Pacific University (Rude, 2015), and the second
was a faculty member from Ryerson University (RU) completing her doctoral studies at the
University of Toronto (Shaffer, 2017).
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Another relatively recent Canadian OOPs-related scholar, Dr. Wally Rude, was also the
first author of a study investigating the connection between OOPs and thriving (Rude et al.,
2017). Hannah (2018) from RU added a publication regarding OOPs in the Journal of
Experiential Education, and this work discussed the potential of rich conversations while
canoeing. Additionally, Meilleur et al. (2020) reported the four most prominent themes shared by
participants in a retrospective study on the perceived importance of a mandatory 3-4 day canoe
excursion published in the Journal of Outdoor and Environmental Education, were group
bonding, learning, lifestyle and nature.
The most recent COOP literature emphasizes the value of authentic conversations, group
bonding, intentional contact with nature and its potential pathway to flourishing, all of which
address different student needs of 21st century students, as well as with common COOP
objectives found in Phase 2 (see section 4.2.2.). COOP research and trends at universities in
Canada (Universities Canada, 2011; Thompson River University, 2019) reflect the responsive
ability Canadian institutions possess to meet the holistic needs of 21st century students. The
seven papers from peer reviewed journals or professional proceedings and the two dissertations
highlight the increasing interest in the last ten years in studying the OOP phenomenon at
universities in Canada. This small volume of literature also represents the beginning of a unique
Canadian culture of or position towards OOPs, which until recently has been dominated by
American scholars and culture.
Promoting connection between OOPs, for the sake of growing the practice in higher
education, was one of the initial goals of Gass (1984, p. 2). Davis-Berman and Berman (1996)
continued these efforts to connect OOPS and reported that American programs did not know of
how other programs operated or which schools even had a program (p. 27). Although, more than
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two decades later, this scan had similar findings in Canada. The 2014 Maclean’s article
mentioned above is an example of the disconnection among universities in Canada; BBC and the
McMaster Outdoor Orientation Student Experience (MOOSE) would have been easily found via
online Google searching at the time, but only McGill is mentioned. This example also suggests
that even though the outdoors and wilderness are socially and culturally central to the identity of
Canada, and likely contribute to the appeal of many students attending post-secondary in Canada
(Brunette, Mady, Scheffel, Horning & Cantalini-Williams, 2019), the application of led outdoor
activities to improve health holistically does not seem to be recognized by most universities in
Canada as evidenced in part by their lack of an OOP.
Bell et al., (2010) described disconnection within colleges departments as reasons for
iteratively searching multiple departments to find OOPs operating at an individual campus. This
study experienced the same disconnect on Canadian campuses and at times had to contact the
same campus using multiple attempts to find a program. For example, in the pilot project – to
find the Laurentian University (LU) Outdoor School III (ODS III) program, of which we had
prior knowledge - the initial phone call was initially directed to two separate departments.
At the beginning of Phase 1, the initial snowballing technique used experts from a
convenience sample of known faculty working within outdoor-related departments in Canada
(n=7); collectively they offered no novel information about programs operating in 2015. Out of
the 21 programs found in Phase 1, BU was the only program to have any connection to another
program, most notably MU. Four of the experts indicated that they previously delivered
programs similar to OOPs earlier in their career and one researcher mentioned that “those
programs appeared to be more popular at the beginning of [their] career,” and then argued that
current research demands, and administration duties were reasons for no longer offering OOPs to
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their students. This sentiment of work demands and career changes as reasoning for program
discontinuation was also noted by O’Keefe (1989).
The University of Alberta discontinued their program “Augustana Campus First Year
Adventure”; the University of Guelph discontinued their program with a third-party adventure
training company, Leaders of the Day; and, the University of Toronto, New College discontinued
their “Wilderness Outdoor Orientation Program”. Based on phone conversations with
universities that had discontinued programs in Phase 1, key informants speculated that an
internal institutional issue were the reasons for discontinued programs. All informants cited
personnel role changes within their university as the reason for discontinuing the program, but
this perhaps also represented a lack of integration within their university. Interestingly, the three
discontinued programs also depended on third party providers to operate their programs.
Similarly, O’Keefe (1989) described staffing and financial problems as the most commonly
reported reasons for the elimination of orientation programs.
Bell and Vaillancourt (2011) completed a grounded theory study of program
discontinuation and found that the lack of integration with other campus programs, exclusion and
competition with other support programs, and the departure of key administrators were the main
reasons for program discontinuation. That finding was similarly observed in this study as
evidenced by the recruitment of key informants in Phase 2; many of the key informants had
switched roles or institutions upon follow up. These authors suggested that a program’s
sustainability was more influenced by how programs were integrated with other student
development services than by research validating the effectiveness of the program (Bell &
Vaillancourt, 2011). Several cases discussed in Phase 2 presented clear integration with student
development offices, with designated leadership from faculty or staff. Thus, according to Bell &
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Vaillancourt findings, these Canadian programs may be more likely to continue and thrive into
the future. Programs that used a third party for leadership and/or coordination seemed to be more
susceptible to be discontinued due to changing institutional contexts.

4.1.2

Led Outdoor Activities used for Student Development at Universities in Canada
Almost 20% (N=21) of universities in Canada delivered a led outdoor activity before or

during the 2015-2016 academic year. All of these programs used intentionally led outdoor
activities for the goal of student growth or social bonding. During the follow-up communication
in preparation for interviews in Phase 2, some key informants, although their program met two or
three inclusion criteria, did not consider their program an OOP (Bell et al., 2010). This
dissociation between Bell et al., (2010) OOP’s criteria used for this study and key informants
from universities in Canada may represent a contextual difference between the U.S. and Canada.
This dissociation resembles what was found by Ritchie et al. (2016) regarding the field of
adventure therapy in Canada. Ritchie el al. (2016) suggested that one reason adventure therapy
experiences varied was because of the diverse Canadian landscapes and the isolation or
disconnect between practitioners that created little incentive to come together. Similarly to
COOPs uncovered in this study, adventure therapy in 2016 did not have a unifying definition,
did not have any organising body at any government level, subscribed to a holistic approach, and
had a state of literature also in its infancy when compared to literature of the more prescriptive
and established U.S. practice of adventure therapy (Ritchie et al., 2016). This is to suggest that
the isolation or lack of connection between led outdoor activities may be a unique Canadian
quality that resembled the development of COOPs at universities thus far.
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The descriptions of the 21 programs in Phase 1 and the seven program cases in Phase 2
help provide a baseline understanding of the OOP context in Canada. O’Keefe (1989) used a
similar approach in her OOPs dissertation that helped to initially define OOPs by collecting and
organizing OOP information in the U.S. O’Keefe (1989) created three initial models of OOPs at
the time. In this study, Phase 2 offered seven OOPs as cases, not models, and Phase 1 of the ES
was effective in collecting and organizing information regarding common and unique program
features of all 21 programs identified. Collectively, this provides a broader exploration of the
state of OOPs at universities in Canada. This environmental scan was also successful in
addressing one of the two limitations stated by O’Keefe (1989), by exploring OOPs in higher
education outside the U.S.
The ES design for this study looked for OOPs specifically in departments responsible for
orientation, outdoor recreation, adventure and recreation departments, as well as, outdoor related
programs like geography, physical education and outdoor based student organizations. Some
programs found in Phase 1 used camps or summer camp facilities to support their programs.
Trent University, which was not included in Phase 2 as a case, has trained their orientation
leaders for their on-campus orientation week at Bark Lake Outdoor Center. Although the center
has experienced changes over the past number of decades, Bark Lake has had a long and rich
history of outdoor education in Ontario (Passmore, 1972; Dysart, 1983; Horwood, 1995;
Duenkel, 1997). This program operated away from campus and utilized adventure activities in a
camp setting to help train students who were not transitioning to school for the first time, but
rather training leaders to help new students transition for the first time.
Similarly, the Emily Carr University of Arts and Design, brought their student society
together (10-15 students), for a weekend residential camp where the students participated in
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adventure activities and initiative challenges before the beginning the school year. This program
was not included in as a case in Phase 2 because the president of the student society graduated,
and interest waned. This is another example of what Bell and Vaillancourt (2011) found related
to the discontinuation of programs due to personnel changes. At the Canadian Mennonite
University in Manitoba, they offered a residential camp immersion program for student leaders
of residences and general student associations where they participated in adventure activities like
high ropes in small groups before the start of classes in the fall. Western University Geography
Graduate Department in Ontario utilized the last weekend of orientation week to bring their
students to a scout’s camp to take part in outdoor activities in an alcohol-free environment.
Burman University in Alberta had a mandatory program called “Cue Quest orientation to
university life” that culminated away from campus at a camp for one night in which students
participated in initiative games, outdoor activities and campfires. As mentioned earlier, summer
camps have been culturally significant not only in Ontario but across Canada (Henderson &
Potter, 2001; Potter & Henderson, 2004); thus, it is not surprising that many of the 21 programs
from Phase 1 (n=9) were associated with summer camps or used summer camp facilities.
Student led groups identified in Phase 1 of the ES at Ryerson University and Université
de Montréal had outdoor clubs with evidence of potential OOPs. Initially, Ryerson’s outdoor
club was found online and was included because they offered trips all year around and could not
be excluded without further information. Ryerson’s RPP program wasn’t initially uncovered in
Phase 1, until an updated literature review in 2018 uncovered the program (Shaffer, 2017). The
Outdoors Club at RU may have offered an OOP; however, this could not be confirmed despite
several attempts to contact an informant at the university. It was discovered that the person
responsible for the RPP was on leave, which partially explained why the program was not found
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in the initial scan. At the Université de Montréal, according to their website, the goals of their
club were to integrate people into student life through the outdoors and cultural trips. The
program was not specifically for first-year students but involved at least one night away from
campus in a wilderness setting and used led outdoor activities. The club was associated with
student services and appeared to be also involved in humanitarian and community action
projects. Similar to Ryerson’s Outdoors Club, the Université de Montréal may have offered an
OOP, however this could not be confirmed despite several attempts to contact an informant at the
university.
The Faculty of Kinesiology, at the University of New Brunswick, hosted a two-day
orientation camping trip for incoming students each year. All new students were welcome and
encouraged to attend Kin Camp which has been running for over 20 years. They took part in
initiative games and adventure activities, away from campus in a residential camp, in small and
large groups. This information was found online; however, no additional informant was
identified or available in Phase 1 or 2.
Similarly, the School of Human Kinetics at LU housed a mandatory program that was
initially categorized as meeting two of three criteria because their program is separated into three
sessions in three successive years and was not specifically for first-year students. Eventually the
program was considered to meet all criteria after further investigation because of how closely the
ODS program resembles the OB process model framework (Walsh & Gollins, 1976) and over
the three years all three criteria were met. This delivery model, offering a multi-day OOPs
experience at the beginning of the academic year over three years, represented one of the unique
delivery methods of OOPS in Canada. LU also had evidence of an OOPs specifically geared
towards international students in the summer months that culminated with a camping trip in a
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more remote part of a conservation area located in close proximity to the LU campus. Thompson
River University also had a program for international students that aimed to help them identify
with each other and the Canadian wilderness. However, they only participated in single day
outings in large group sizes up to 25 participants. Thus, the program did not meet the inclusion
criteria for follow-up in Phase 2.
Nova Scotia only had one potential program identified in Phase 1 and located at Acadia
University, and it was part of their Community Development program, which had two lab
components for first-year students before the start of courses in the fall. The first lab component
was a two-day ropes course on campus focused on building relationships. The second lab
component involved a night away from campus at a camp setting to debrief the two lab
components. St. Stephens University in New Brunswick, as preparation for yearly study tours in
Europe, have participated in multi-day hiking trips for small groups with the purpose of bonding
and preparing physically for the study tour. At Kingswood University, their Vice President of
Campus Life has organized a winter camping trip for faculty and students to strengthen their
connections to the school community. It was not surprising to find programs where the ES
approach intended to find them. Although programs shared commonalities, for example meeting
two or all of Bell’s et al. (2010) OOPs criteria, it was interesting to discover many unique
features relative to each program and institution in Canada. The 12 programs mentioned above
possessed either all or most of the resources necessary to deliver an OOPs as defined by Bell et
al. (2014).
The definition and criteria of OOPs, however, has not been uniform in the literature. In a
2017 paper by Bell and Chang, they emphasized in their criteria of OOPs that the outdoor, or
wilderness activity, should be arduous, which perhaps suggests a regional or philosophical
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relationship with nature. Prior to that paper, Bell et al., (2014) made a strong distinction between
OOPs, and other service-based, and camp-based orientation programs. Bell et al. (2014) argued
that OOPs could be differentiated because they were more time intensive and thus more
engaging. However, these three types of programs have been compared without significant
distinction in other research. Schwartz and Belknap (2017), investigating the effects of an OOP
on trait emotional intelligence, described one of the OOPs included in their study as primarily
serviced-based; it was a seven-day program in which students slept in a university dormitory, not
away from campus. The definition used by Bell et al., (2014) was clear. However, the distinction
between OOPs, service-based, and camp-based programs is also not endorsed in older OOPs
research (Gass, 1984; O’Keefe, 1989). Furthermore, Galloway (2000) also described a large
variance in OOPs and noted “a range of administrative locations, leader title, education level, …
and contractual agreements with outside organizations for the operation of the program” (p. 81),
similarly to what was found in this study in Canada.
Many of the key informants had knowledge of programs that could be considered an
OOP at their respective institutions. However, the COOP identity is inherently different than that
of the U.S., given the different spatial constraints and diversity, philosophical and historical
underpinnings between countries. As this research was exploratory in nature, these programs
(N=21) offered broader insight into the field of practice and the overall state of OOPs at
universities in Canada. Canada is unique because it offers diverse multi-contextual OOPs with
minimal unifying coherences other than that they engage students outside and away from campus
for at least one night. COOPs range from well-established programs with resources and
institutional support to a more obscure lone wolf programs, that offer informal annual outdoor
experiences. In speaking with the key informants, it seems that COOPs typically exist because of
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key individuals, or small groups of two to three people, that presume that getting students outside
is good for students. COOPs range from exploring the rugged idealistic backcountry of the
Canadian wilderness to residential experiences in front-country cabins.
As previously suggested, the relatively low population density in Canada compared to the
U.S. and spatial distance or isolation between programs are other defining characteristics
affecting Canadian led outdoor activities. Although Phase 1 highlighted COOPs distinctiveness,
it was made clear by key informants in Phase 2 that philosophically, getting students outside
together was worthwhile. In Canada, outdoor “programs commonly learn about Canadian
history, gain environmental knowledge, develop-outdoor living skills and experience personal
growth” (Purc-Stephenson, Rawleigh, Kemp & Asfeldt, 2019, p. 14), all of which were found in
COOPs and described in Phase 2 of the active scan. Canada’s history, although not directly
mentioned in Phase 2, likely influences the unique social and cultural milieu found in led outdoor
activities and more specifically, COOPs. For example, Canada has a rich history of canoeing
(Erickson, 2013) and relationships with indigenous and French speaking peoples dating back
before confederation (Harris C, 2009), as exemplified in language by the French word commonly
used for carrying a canoe which is portage. It is common in Canada to canoe along old fur
trading routes and other historically sacred places and share indigenous stories unique to the land
(Henderson & Potter, 2001). Brunette et al. (2019) suggested in the title of their paper on using
outdoor recreation to help international students transition to post-secondary education published
in the Journal of Comparative and International Education, “you can’t be outside without being
part of the culture.” Thus, I suggest the stories and space shared while canoeing and venturing
through wilderness areas in COOPs are also intimately and uniquely connected to historical and
cultural places in the Canadian identity.
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Different countries with established outdoor education or led outdoor activities have
unique philosophical underpinnings (Gelter, 2000; Higgins, 2002). Free air life, or Friluftsliv,
refers to living close with nature, which represents a philosophically Scandinavian underpinning
(Gelter, 2000). The United Kingdom is rooted in OB ideals of character development developed
by Kurt Hahn and Marina Ewald (Mitten, Gray, Allen-Craig, Loeffler & Carpenter, 2018).
However, as mentioned by Purc-Stephenson et al., (2019), the Canadian philosophical
perspective is generally missing from the broader international discussions.
COOPs, unlike programs from the U.S., have not had 40 years to develop. Confining
programs to conform to U.S. criteria that has been inconsistently applied, although crucial for
this research, could limit the growth and identification of COOPs in the future. Thus, rich
descriptions of the programs found in Phase 1 and Phase 2 of this study help answer the call to
create a unified voice distinct to led outdoor activities in Canada (Purc-Stephenson et al., 2019).

4.2 Phase 2: Active Scan
4.2.1

Origins of Outdoor Orientation Programs at Universities in Canada
Canada’s led outdoor activity sector, similar to its post-secondary institutions, has

demonstrated a uniqueness independent from other countries (Henderson & Potter, 2001). Based
on the OOPs identified and reviewed in this study, most of the programs have a unique and
relatively short history. However, it is important to note that McGill University established the
earliest known OOP in Canada in 1936, and this has always been a student led initiative aimed at
bringing students together in the outdoors (McGill Outdoors Club, nd). This program started four
years after the Dartmouth pre-orientation program was established in New Hampshire (Gass,
1984), identified as one of the earliest OOP in the U.S. Bob Rogers, developed the OOPs-like
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ODS program at Laurentian University in 1967 (Rogers, 2016; B. Rogers, personal
communication, March 29, 2019), one year before the development of Prescott College’s OBtype OOP experience (Gass, 1987).
Originally from Montreal, Mr. Rogers was an undergraduate student of Physical and
Health Education at McGU in the 1950’s where he was influenced by the McGU outdoor school
model and Professor F.M Van Wagner. Professor Van Wagner’s is a McGU hall of fame
inductee as a builder, for a career that spanned from 1920-1953 coaching and teaching athletics
and recreation (McGill Athletics, nd). Professor F.M Van Wagner is also credited with being the
director of MOC (McGill Athletics, nd). Thus, the legacy of the McGill OOP was transferred to
Laurentian University. The overnight canoe program, ODS III, started in 1971 and has been in
continual operation for over 50 years at LU (Meilleur et al., 2020). For the next four decades
(~1967 to ~2007), there was no evidence from the literature and Phase 1 of this study that OOPs
programs at universities in Canada developed at all, unlike the growth of programs that had
manifested by the 1980’s in the U.S. (Gass, 1984).
The RPP in 2008 was the start of the recent growth of the COOP phenomenon. In 2010
when the OOPs phenomenon in Canada really started building, an additional three programs
began at CU, BU, and McGU. Although, McGU has informally led participants outdoors since
1936. The years 2011-2013 were marked by initial contributions in the literature from authors at
BU (O’Connell, 2011; Lathrop et al., 2012) and BBC hosting the first COOP’s Symposium in
2012: Waypoints for Colleges and Universities (Mayer, 2012, November 15). The symposium
examined programing, BBC research initiatives, and explored ways to support other programs
and create synergy around OOPs in Canada.
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The creation of the MOOSE program at MU was an outcome of the symposium in 2012.
Gatherings of outdoor, wilderness, adventure education scholars and educators, at the postsecondary level in Canada, with the exception of individuals meeting at international conference
gatherings, have been practically non-existent compared to experiences in other regions such as
Europe, Australia and the United States (Ritchie et al., 2016). One key informant from the
interviews described the typical conferences they attended as either industry standard, or
education based. This partly explains why the COOPs symposium was modestly attended in
2012, and then canceled in 2015. In 2014, the most westerly program began at VIU. In 20162017, three programs discontinued, and in the 2018-2019 academic year, a new OOPs at the
University of Toronto was launched. However, this program was not included in this study
because it started after data collection and analysis was complete. Nonetheless, it was not
surprising that an OOP started at the University of Toronto because representatives from the
university participated in a colloquium at the Association for Experiential Education
international conference in Montreal in 2017 and sought information about OOP best practices
(Maher, November 2017).
Similar to the research of OOPs in Canada over the past decade, the COOP phenomenon
at universities has concurrently appeared. The OOPs phenomenon at universities in Canada is
relatively early in its development, and it has been occurring in isolation across institutions. After
accounting for and describing programs in the 1980’s, 1990’s, OOPs in the U.S. began to
communicate and collaborate in the early 2000’s. Since 2002, there have been 33 OOPs
symposiums, one of which took place in Montreal in 2017 (Association of Outdoor Recreation
and Education, nd), and according to Bell et al. (2010), this will eventually lead to a field of
practice (Bell et al., 2010). In terms of the led outdoor activities in the U.S., OOPs in the year
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2017 had more participants than the traditionally popular OB and the National Outdoor
Leadership School programs combined, thus reinforcing the significance of the OOPs field
(Priest and Gass, 2017, p. 18).
4.2.2

Objectives of Canadian Outdoor Orientation Programs
Led outdoor activities, as described by Priest and Gass (2017), can range from

recreational, educational, developmental and therapeutic experiences based on the needs of
participants and the objectives of the program (p. 10). OOPs are most commonly considered
educational or development programs that aim to create positive change in the way students
think, feel and behave (Priest & Gass, 2017, p. 10). The objectives described in the seven cases,
and consolidated in Table 5, were predominantly non-academic or social and psychosocial which
were similar to the objectives in many U.S. OOPs (Bell et al., 2014). This is not surprising as a
variety of interpersonal or social benefits are prevalent in the OOPs literature (Austin et al.,
2009; Bell, 2006; Galloway, 2000; Gass et al., 2003; Howard et al., 2016; Wolfe & Kay, 2011).
Similar to what O’Keefe (1989) found, this study identified a variety of activities, contexts, and
methods used to reach program objectives in Canada. Three common COOP objectives were
focused on: (1) facilitating peer relationships and bonding; (2) connecting students to place; and,
(3) promoting student development.
All cases from this study had objectives relating to interpersonal relationships,
community, or friendship among students. This finding relates to what has been established in
the OOPs literature regarding the belongingness hypothesis formulated by Baumeister and Leary
(1995) which proposes that humans have a fundamental desire for human attachment that drives
a considerable amount of human behaviour (Bell et al., 2014). Simply put, students in transition
ask themselves if they belong. Sense of belonging typically refers to feelings of connectedness
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and a reciprocal relationship in which people feel their needs matter to others in a community
(Bell, 2006; Rosenberg & McGullough, 1981). Students who have participated in an OOP in the
U.S. have reported that connecting to peers and bonding were the most important feature of the
program (Bell & Holmes, 2011; Lien & Goldenberg, 2012). Similarly, COOPs participants from
a retrospective study of ODSIII in Meilleur et al. (2020), perceived group bonding as important
and was the most prominent theme observed in the study.
Students from Harvard University in a Bell and Williams (2006) study investigating the
relationship between pre-orientation experiences and social support reported academic success as
less important than fitting in socially. Similarly, unique social situations and physical
environments were features utilized by COOPs to achieve objectives related to relationships and
community. Thus, students experienced supportive social interactions while experiencing
challenging and unique physical requirements.
Strategies used to achieve program objectives like facilitating friendships through the
COOPs in this study included discussions, intentional programming, and reflection. An
environment where students feel that they belong can foster rich discussions as reflected in
recent Canadian based research (Hannah, 2018). Hannah (2018), while describing the Portage
Program at RU, concluded that, “the canoe trip orientation is a space particularly conducive to
conversations with students about transition” (p. 365). Several key informants also reported that
their programs were a good place for peer discussions about issues on drugs and alcohol in an
drug and alcohol-free atmosphere. Furthermore, key informants described being around the
ambience of a campfire, on a hike or in a canoe, and then described these experiences as an
authentic and organic place where students could converse in a non-intimidating social
environment, and thus create social bonds leading to a sense of belonging with peers. Non-
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intimidating social environments may reflect what Bell et al. (2014) theorized as statusidioculture, as students determine how they belong:
What this theory proposes is that reported benefits are based on strong and immediate
feelings of belonging and an ability to be authentic within a new status system where a
group shares power among participants in a just and equitable manner. (Bell et el.,
2014, p. 41)
Thus, the COOP findings in this study support the Bell et al. (2014) theory of statusidioculture. Equitable and non-intimidating environments of COOPs, that reduce social status in
order to foster respect among group members (Bell et al., 2014), aligns with information reported
by key informants in Phase 2.
Fostering sense of belonging among students through COOPs extends beyond social
belonging and includes developing a sense of place. Sense of place refers to the feeling of
belonging as it relates to a person’s current environment and is important for students
transitioning to a new post-secondary environment. In this research, a student’s sense of place
was referred to in multiple ways including through descriptions of the diverse landscape in
Canada, post-secondary institutions, place in a new group, as well as in nature. First-time
students are transitioning to post-secondary into new social circles, new academic environments
and new physical environments. This new environmental milieu includes connecting to the
physical environment as well as to the values and beliefs of those in one’s social environment
(Bailey & Kang, 2015). The environment, or place, of COOPs was described by key informants
as an exploration of local outdoor opportunities with unique cultural or regional importance to
programming. At VIU, the program was aimed at experiencing the surf in Tofino, and at LU in
Northern Ontario it was about being an explorer in an area of many lakes. At RU, the natural
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landscapes of Algonquin waterways provided context for their program name and metaphor,
Portage. Connecting to the place or environment, away from digital technology, was also
described by a number of key informants, including those at BU, RU, and McGU. The MOF
program at McGU was the only program to have an explicit objective of appreciating nature and
fostering environmental sustainability. Thus, this MOF objective relates somewhat to what was
observed in the OOPS literature by Yoshino (1995) where an increase in environmental attitudes
was reported.
In addition to students’ sense of place in new post-secondary environments and sense of
place or belonging within new social groups, sense of place also relates to student connections to
nature or a student’s biophilic expressions as described in recent COOP research (Shaffer, 2017).
Students may ask how they belong to the natural world as well as how they belong to the new
academic and social environment. Human civilisation has always depended on its relationship
with nature not only for consumption, but also for the development of our senses, emotions,
intellect and spirit (Kellert, 2012, p. x), and this may contribute to developing COOP
participants’ holistic health. Biophilia embodies this human need and is intimately related to
nature deficit disorder which is described as a disconnection from nature that may pose a threat
to human vitality and overall health (Louv, 2008). This idea has also been echoed for Indigenous
health strategies in Canada. Radu (2018) suggested in Developing a First Nations Land-based
Service Delivery Model: First Nations Mental Wellness Continuum Framework, that “as a
teacher and healer, the land provides ways of being and doing that attend to the four aspects of
wellness: spiritual, emotional, mental, and physical” (p.12). Researchers from the U.S. have
similarly investigated biophilia (Meltzer, 2014; Meltzer, Bobilya, Faircloth, Mitten & Chandler,
2018) as it becomes clearer that well-being depends on primary experiences in nature, and
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COOPs represent a potential pathway to better well-being for students attending post-secondary
institutions in Canada (Louv, 2008).
In terms of the third common COOP objective, student development, Osterman (2000)
reported that belongingness, as described above to man-made or natural places and social groups,
also positively impacted the development of basic psychological or intrapersonal processes
critical for student success. This further supports the importance of COOPs at post-secondary
institutions as a potential means to develop students. The concept of thriving emerged in the
higher education literature close to a decade ago (Schreiner, 2010), building from positive
psychology (Seligman, 2002), flourishing (Seligman, 2011), and psychological models of student
retention (Robbins, Oh, Le & Button, 2009). It is interesting to note that COOPs and thriving
research in higher education emerged at similar times. The goal of thriving research at the postsecondary level is to design, develop and implement high impact interventions in or out of class
that positively affect student success like COOPs (Schreiner, 2012). Although Bell et al. (2014)
indicated that intrapersonal outcomes are less common in regard to OOPs, the Canadian based
Rude et al.’s (2017) paper investigating the connection between OOPs and thriving states that
OOPs are powerful experiences “with an emphasis on holistic development” (p.198). Findings
from Rude et al. (2017) indicated that participation in COOPs may be a first step on the pathway
to student thriving, which is a holistic approach to student development. This further establishes
the COOPs overall unique identity and holistic approach. The concept of thriving focuses on
developing strengths and not solely on deficits of students (Schreiner, 2012), which aligns both
with trends to increase student well-being at universities in Canada (Universities Canada, 2011)
and many COOP objectives. There were two cases, CL and RPP, that made specific reference to
strength-based curriculum to help achieve their program objectives and meet student needs.
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Information from Phase 1 and Phase 2 in this study aligned with two of three emerging
findings identified by Davis Berman and Berman (1996). One was that OOP managers in the
U.S. reported that novel outdoor environments were important in facilitating growth, and the
second was that the wilderness was a health promoting environment for students. COOP
experiences were described by key informants as a more holistic experience, engaging a
student’s whole body and senses, impacting self-sufficiency and self-efficacy, decreasing stress,
increasing physical activity and well-being, and forming new support networks which ultimately
left students expressing a sense of accomplishment and wellness.
There were a few different ways COOP key informants described reaching their primary
objectives of (1) facilitating peer relationships and bonding; (2) connecting students to place;
and, (3) promoting student development. The nature of living with a group, traveling as a group,
the physical engagement of the program itself, and sleeping in close quarters were also described
as not only providing unique social environments, but also providing opportunities for promoting
healthy communities to achieve multiple program objectives, including sense of belonging and
sense of place. Journaling was commonly reported by key informants as a means of reflection
and as a way to transfer learning to enhance the overall experience. Reflection, according to
(Priest & Gass 2017, p. 29), is a precursor to learning, as without it, learning could lose much
value. Canadian programs seemed to achieve their objectives through a combination of the social
environment created, meaningful discussions with peers, the physical environment travelled to
and within, intentional curriculum related to holistic student development, and lastly, time and
process for self-reflection. One key informant described their program succinctly as an
opportunity for students to develop “connection to themselves, others and the natural
environment”.
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Programs described in this study reflected similar features identified by O’Keefe (1989)
in terms of program goals, program follow-up and evaluation, activities and leader training.
O’Keefe (1989) described three initial OOP models: (1) Model I was recreational, focused on
fun and was led by student leaders, (2) Model II focused on faculty helping students to improve
decisions-making skills, and (3) Model III focused on increasing retention and enhancing firstyear students’ adjustment to college (O’Keefe, 1989). Based on this ES, there did not appear to
be any common Canadian model of OOPs based on program structure. However, some cases
described in this study aligned with O’Keefe’s models presented.
Model I, resembled MOF and other potential student clubs operating programs. The
WCANSO has a recreation focus, but it was led by an experienced outdoor professional and not
a student peer. Arguably, ODS III could also fit with Model I, as it was also student led and the
only program to highlight having fun as an objective. However, the program was mandatory, and
students receive credit, which suggests that the course had objectives beyond fun in order for
students to obtain credit in the course. Model II resembled the most programs, including CL,
BBC, MU and RPP. These programs reported to have specific curricula beyond having an
enjoyable experience. Some of that curricula included topics on community, academics, and
wellness. This was significant because as Vlamis et al. (2011) suggested, intentional curriculum
makes a difference for educational or developmental outcomes, and these researchers found
increases in student development when curriculum was instrumental to OOP design. In terms of
Model III, no programs cited retention as a primary objective, but many programs made mention
of supporting the adjustment to post-secondary education and student success. Thus, it could be
argued that retention was an implicit objective or expected outcome for these programs.
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4.2.3

Program Evaluation and Research in Canadian Outdoor Orientation Programs
O’Keefe (1989) found that OOP follow-up evaluations were not well developed, and

Davis-Berman and Berman (1996) affirmed that not much had changed seven years later. This
was similar to COOPs as only one program, WCANSO on Vancouver Island, had a formal sixweek follow-up as part of the orientation experience to re-connect students and to gather
information to make program improvements. Galloway (2000) reported assessments of OOP
performance occurred most frequently as informal group discussions with leaders and
participants. Similarly, with the exception of BBC (O’Connell et al., 2016), COOPs, for the most
part, did not formally evaluate their programs’ effectiveness. Universities that did not have
faculty or staff associated with research in their OOP structure were CU, LU and MU, and they
typically used informal discussions and more rarely post trip surveys to determine program
effectiveness. Programs with no faculty involvement like the MOC had no program evaluation or
research associated with the program, and only claimed to have one post trip leader meeting. One
of the criticisms of OOPs that Canadian programs share has been that the evaluation efforts have
been lower than those in traditional orientation programs (Galloway, 2000).
The OOPs literature in Canada has increased to two dissertations and five peer-reviewed
research articles since 2015, which is not substantial but noteworthy (Rude 2015; Shaffer 2017,
O’Connell et al., 2016; Rude et al., 2017; Hannah, 2018; Meilleur et al., 2020; O’Connell et al.,
2019). COOPs research areas, as discussed in the preceding section 4.2.2., matched current
trends for higher education, as well as research trends related to benefits of contact with nature,
thriving and well-being research. The first ten years of OOPs research in the U.S. was more
prolific than what we can report related to COOPs. This is not surprising as COOPs have not had
any opportunities to collaborate and have operated mostly in isolation from one another.
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4.2.4

Activities of Canadian Outdoor Orientation Programs
At U.S. colleges and universities, the duration of most OOPs in the year 2000 was three

to six days, and 70% of programs spent most of their time in a wilderness or outdoor setting
(Galloway, 2000). In 2006, the U.S. OOPs had an average length of 5.6 days with a standard
deviation of 3.2 days, and the range of program length was one to 24 days (Bell et al., 2010).
Older programs tended to be longer, have more participants, have a physician on call, and offer
financial aid to participants (Bell et al., 2014). The average number of participants per program
in 2012 in the U.S. was 121 (Bell et al., 2014). In comparison, Canadian programs were typically
shorter than U.S. programs, were weekend or extended weekend programs, lasted three or four
days, and many of them were integrated with larger orientation efforts. BU offered an OOPs
experience longer in duration (six days). However, it was blended with traditional orientation
activities, and the wilderness or outdoor setting was only five days long. Similar to the OOPs
activities reported by Galloway (2000), COOP activities reflected the location, available
geography, and resources available to the program.
In Canada, canoeing was offered by all programs except VIU. However, VIU was the
only program to offer sea kayaking or surfing. It is not surprising that canoeing was such a
common activity since it is intimately connected with the broader Canadian culture (Erickson,
2013) and also within the Canadian outdoor education culture (Purc-Stephenson et al., 2019).
The only program to offer horseback riding as an option was CL, and this also reflects some of
the outdoor farming and ranching culture unique to Alberta. The MOF offered the most diversity
in adventure activities and included cycling, which reflected the greater outdoor recreation
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community associated with the MOC and is likely reflective of the diverse geography located in
the region surrounding Montreal, Quebec.
Canadian OOPs in southern Ontario, the most population dense region in Canada, seemed
to rely on summer camps and third-party providers. BU and MU offered canoe camping and
residential camping options for their students while RU provided their canoeing program through
OBC. In Northern Ontario, where the population density is much lower than Southern Ontario
and the proximity to wilderness is much higher, LU operated their mandatory for credit program
on crown land and with a peer leadership model. According to Bell (2014), only 33% of OOPs
provided course credit for participation in 2012. Although OOPs have been described as an
activity that takes place before the start of school (Bell et al., 2014), O’Keefe (1989) noted
diverse intake times during the year to offer programs. Diverse intake times for COOPs were
similarly found but predominantly occurred in the first month of the school year.

4.2.5

Risk Management of Canadian Outdoor Orientation Programs
Bell et al., (2014) found that accidents and evacuations were inversely correlated with

program cost, length, and age of the program. In other words, more expensive programs, longer
programs, and older programs reported lower rates of accidents and evacuations. According to
Bell et al., (2010), only 31% of program leaders had wilderness first aid and only 25% had WFR
training in 2006. However, in 2012, Bell et al. (2014) reported an increase from the previous
census in terms of first aid training, wilderness medical training, risk management committee
meetings, and medical protocols signed off by physicians. In terms of COOPs, backcountry
travel required a 40 to 80-hour wilderness first aid training as a common minimum level of
certification for outdoor leaders and third-party providers in all programs. For programs
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operating around water environments, swimming or rescue certification was also required. The
only program to require a police background check for its leaders was CL. The BBC program
was also unique in that it was the only program to be directly supported by a physician.
Additionally, MOOSE reported that they had an internal review of their program after the
drowning of a teenager from the Toronto District Schoolboard on a school outdoor education trip
to Algonquin Park in 2017. No COOPs had formal risk management committees, except for
ODS III which reported a sub-committee who advises on issues of risk for all programs in the
School, including ODS. One of the areas for improvement noted by Bell, Holmes, Vigneault &
Williams (2008) for OOPs programs was the relatively low level of risk management oversight
internally as well as externally. This appears to be true in the Canadian context as well. All
programs tracked incidents with their university reporting system, however, unlike incidents
described by Bell et al. (2010), of which 66% of OOPs reported blisters and ankle injuries as the
most common injuries, there did not seem to be an incident trend in COOPs. No COOP had a
specific reporting system, and this may limit COOPs’ ability to assess potential hazards and then
make subsequent program modifications. Information from the cases indicated that Canadian
programs seemed to have a high standard for first aid requirements for their leaders compared to
U.S. programs.

4.2.6

Leadership of Canadian Outdoor Orientation Programs
The critical social environment of OOPs described in section (4.2.2) was likely the main

reason faculty and other university staff were not invited or desired to be involved in COOPs.
According to Bell et al. (2014), the lack of traditional social hierarchy in OOP groups was one of
the advantages and reasons for initially developing these types of programs. Although this seems
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reasonable at face value, one of the additional purposes of an orientation program is to connect
with faculty on some level. In 1996, Davis Berman and Berman found the majority of programs
were student led in contrast to what was found by O’Keefe (1989), who found more leadership
groups had students paired with faculty. O’Keefe (1989) suggested that student leaders play an
important role in the program and that the role varied based on the type and depth of training
they received. According to Bell et al. (2010), in 2006 the average number of hours of training
for leaders of OOPs, which included for example curriculum or first aid training, was 93 hours.
Additionally, 88% of programs were led by students, and 79% of programs were managed by a
professional director.
In this study, there were three types of leadership teams delivering COOPs in 2017-2018.
The first type of leadership team, found at BBC, LU and McGU, was peer led. These programs
were delivered solely by students and did not have faculty supervision in the backcountry. The
second type of leadership team was paired student-staff, or student-faculty, found at VIU, CL,
and MU . Students or recent alumni, worked alongside staff who were advising and coordinating
the programming. The third type of leadership team, found at RU, was mixed staff or faculty
with a third party provider. Staff coordinated the experience and expectations, and the third-party
provider provided technical and front-line supervisory support for backcountry travel.
Nonetheless, student leaders seemed to play a role ranging from minor to major responsibilities
in every COOP. It seemed that, based on reviewing the COOPs in this study, intentionally
choosing quality mentors was one way to positively impact students. This is significant because
as Bell and Chang (2017) suggested, OOPs have an impact on the leaders themselves, in terms of
their personal development. This was confirmed by Starbuck (2013) who indicated that student
leaders of OOPs have reported accelerated growth in developing competence, managing
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emotions, moving from autonomy to interdependence and developing interpersonal relationships
from managing the experience.
Training and pre-requisite requirements for student leaderships had two commonalities.
Leaders needed to have: (1) experience in the orientation program; and/or, previous experience
traveling within the program location; and (2) pre-program training ranging from four to sixteen
hours. Additionally, it was also common for student leaders to be part of an outdoor related
program at the university in which students received training related to first aid and activity
specific certifications. Lastly, some programs mentored their student leaders directly, and one
school did not offer any training.
In terms of leadership from staff and faculty from the university, in six of seven cases
supervising staff and faculty were a part of one or more professional groups (i.e., Canadian
Association of College and University Student Services, the Council of Outdoor Educators of
Ontario, or activity specific organizations such as the International Surfing Association). McGU
is the lone case that had no faculty supervision, and thus less likely to be connected to other
OOPs via professional groups. Interestingly, the diversity of professional group associations also
supports the notion that programs were isolated, since faculty and staff would likely not meet
and/or communicate if they were not affiliated with the same associations. In conclusion, key
informants (n=7) from the Active ES in Phase 2 had almost no common professional
associations; this clearly limited their ability to come together, communicate, or collaborate on
program improvements and innovation. Finally, it is important to note that faculty were often not
invited to take part in COOPs, and in some cases, they were seen as a barrier to program goals,
as mentioned directly by two programs and inferred by other programs. This likely relates to the
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non-intimidating social environment described by key informants and the importance of more
equitable groups and social status described by Bell et al. (2014) in section 4.2.2.

4.2.7

Financing of Canadian Outdoor Orientation Programs
The average cost of an OOP in the U.S. in 2012 was $76.50US per day per student, or

$318 total American dollars (Bell et al., 2014). COOPs are less expensive with an average cost to
student being $261.87CAN. This may be because COOPs are typically shorter on average than
OOPs in the U.S., or perhaps Canadian programs received more subsidy to support
programming. There was little to no information available describing how programs were
financed, or any financial information for that matter, other than the average cost of the
experiences cited by Bell et al. (2010, 2014). How each Canadian university subsidized their
programs seemed to be unique, however, financial information was not shared as clearly as
program objectives. Some key informants were not responsible for budgeting and could not
respond with great accuracy while other key informants were not able to provide specific details
on how much funding was used for different program costs like food and leader pay.
The cost of the program at VIU was the result of a student vote related to an increase in
outdoor recreation experiences for students. The MOF program was unique because it was the
only program that did not receive any subsidy; and it was also the only program that was entirely
coordinated by students. All other COOPs received some sort of financial support, ranging from
an unknown amount to approximately $17,000, in order to operate their programs in 2017-2018.
No programs received funding from private parties or grants.
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4.3 Limitations
The research efforts in this environmental scan may have missed some OOPs operating at
universities in Canada, primarily because of the timing of data collection procedures. Scanning
for information at Canadian universities with phone calls during the spring and summer months
was often met with people on vacation, doing other research, or working as an outdoor
professional; this increased the likelihood of missed information. The silo effect at universities
(Tett, 2015), coupled with the reality that the national outdoor community in Canada is
disconnected by geographical distance and differing time zones was the reason for the use of
multiple redundant attempts to find information. With programs being led in multiple different
departments, similarly to the findings by Bell (2008), it was a likely limitation of this study that
some programs were not found. For instance, at LU alone, there were three other outdoor
orientation like programs that were not found using this ES method, however these were
departmental programs that did not offer programming opportunities to all incoming first year
students.
French language terms used in this study were researched, and a bilingual research
assistant who speaks French as their first language supported information gathering in Phase 1.
Experts were contacted from Quebec to locate programs, but this yielded few programs in a
province that has a high population of university students and a highly integrated outdoor field.
Canadian public institutions are mandated to be bilingual, however language was a limitation to
exploring the extent of OOPs programming in Quebec. Furthermore, no indigenous content was
found, nor was it explicitly sought. Another limitation to this study was that outdoor adventure
has been historically and culturally a predominantly affluent, Caucasian, and male phenomenon
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(Warren, Roberts, Breunig, & Alvarez, 2014). The OOP phenomenon developing in Canada over
the past decade, may have been influenced by this limitation.
The majority of literature on OOPs has resided in the U.S., based primarily in the Journal
of Experiential Education. Thus, a limitation to this study was in using an American lens (and
criteria) to identify programs in Canada; though this was also considered a strength and helped to
design the research methods and bind the cases to an established OOPs definition. Just as
O’Keefe (1989) uncovered discrepancies with programs found by Gass (1987), it is anticipated
that future researchers will dispute and add to what is known about OOPs at universities in
Canada, further contributing to the body of international OOPs knowledge (O’Keefe, 1989).
Intentionally led outdoor activity literature in North America has been dominated by U.S
based work and ideology, which is partly why Canadian scholars intentionally distinguish
Canada from other countries (Harper et al., 2009; Henderson & Potter, 2001; Potter &
Henderson, 2004; Ritchie et al., 2016). Harper et al. (2009) suggested, in the seminal paper
looking at adventure therapy practices in Canada, that a deeper inquiry into the national
uniqueness of Canada in this field was required. Additionally, Purc-Stephenson et al. (2019) has
recently continued to emphasize the need for led outdoor activities in Canada to create a defined
and unified philosophy for better representation at the international level. The failure to define
Canada as ideologically unique and different than the U.S. will likely continue to perpetuate U.S.
dominance in the led outdoor activity literature and marginalize the Canadian identity. The
existence of COOPs at universities like MU, have had some influence from OOPs at U.S.
colleges, but deeper or more concentrated analysis than this environmental scan has provided is
likely required to uncover more unique qualities of COOPs.
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4.4 Recommendations and Implications
There are a number of implications and recommendations for future research and practice
of OOPs at post-secondary institutions in Canada. Students, faculty and staff, post-secondary
institutions, current COOPs in operation, outdoor leaders, indigenous land-based leaders,
researchers, and potentially third-party providers like OB are some of the stakeholders who may
benefit from these implications. Information described in this research, as well as previous
OOPS research in North America, can be used as a resource to inform future COOP research,
revise current COOP practices or justify the development of new COOPs. Thus, this could
support holistic student development programs using intentionally led outdoor activities at
universities across Canada.
Similar to critiques of Bell’s (2008) OOPs census, which excluded OOPs at community
colleges, one recommendation for future COOP research is to investigate the state of OOPs at all
levels of post-secondary institutions in Canada using similar ES or census methods, in order to
include programs operating at both colleges and institutes.
As noted above as limitations, this study likely missed programs that may have been
offered within various departments at different universities. Furthermore, programs that were
found in Phase 1, but did not participate in the interview in Phase 2, may be unaware of the
OOPs literature and the associated benefits for students and schools. In Canada, OOPs have been
a viable option for holistic development of students across the country for over ten years,
however COOP information has lacked prominence. Not only have OOPs been observed to
improve well-being (Rude, 2015), intentionally led outdoor activities have been shown to
provide educational value to participants (Hattie et al., 1997) and even to have an impact on
health promoting lifestyles later in life (Meilleur et al., 2019). It is recommended that
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administrators at post-secondary institutions consider the physical and human resources
necessary to operate intentionally led outdoor activities and assess the institutional capacity and
motivation for offering programs similar to OOPs within their organization. Programs that have
institutional support and the ability or resources to run the programs in-house seem to have an
advantage in terms of sustainability (Bell & Vaillancourt, 2011), and this was supported by the
findings in this study. For instance, this may have implications for programs like Ryerson
University who contract OB for support in program delivery.
It is also suggested that broader criteria for OOPs research in Canada be applied. Broader
criteria that integrate experiential, land based and intentionally led outdoor activities for general
student development may be a more effective way to investigate the phenomenon. In other
words, future OOPs research in Canada should explore programs and practices that may or may
not adhere to the U.S. inclusion criteria used in this study. Galloway (2000) found a range of
diverse OOPs operating in the U.S., and individual post-secondary institutions in Canada may
offer unique opportunities and resources to build or support programs similar to OOPs that may
not fit the U.S. criteria for an OOPs.
The identified features of COOPs in this research supported the development of
relationships, successful transition to university, improvement of mental health and well-being,
and enhanced environmental sustainability; however, no program made any explicit reference to
Indigenous content. There lies an opportunity for future research to address diversity in OOPs
programming and reconciliation efforts through Indigenous land-based programming. It is
recommended that future OOPs research in Canada consider using an Indigenous lens in order to
integrate specific Calls to Action from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada final
report (TRCC, 2015). First Nation Land-Based Wellness programs have some overlapping
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characteristics to COOPs that were not uncovered in this research. Land-based or outdoor-based
programs described by Radu (2018) share a common learning environment, small group size and
an overall holistic approach to improving well-being. Furthermore, intentionally including
indigenous content into COOPs could help to create opportunities for educational reconciliation
by addressing Call to Action 63 iii “[Building] student capacity for intercultural understanding,
empathy and mutual respect” (TRCC, 2015). Previous OOPs census research (Bell, 2008; Bell et
al., 2014), as well as this research, and future COOP research could improve with more diverse
and inclusive frameworks that help to develop OOPs beyond the traditional or hegemonic lens.
For example, future research should also consider first generation populations, mature students
and more intersectional frameworks of COOPs in an effort to provide a more diverse
understanding of COOPs experiences and practices.
More broadly, there were diverse program delivery methods found and described in
Canada, and it is likely that programs similar to OOPs would exists in other countries. Echoing
the recommendation by O’Keefe (1989), future research could investigate the OOPs
phenomenon more globally in countries and regions like Australia, Europe, South America,
South East Asia, Africa, the United Kingdom and anywhere that uses outdoor experiences in
higher education. This could help form a more global perspective of OOPs and extend the extent
of evidenced-based knowledge and other promising program practices. Two studies from Japan,
were the only ones outside North America, that we found that used the term Outdoor Orientation
Program (Mai Suizu, 2015; Hayashi, Bell, Harrington & Miyamoto, 2020)
It is recommended that established COOPs, as well as new COOPs, build upon efforts
already established at post-secondary institutions like RU and CU and investigate holistic health
outcomes associated with thriving models and sense of place. Established COOPs could consider

99

a collaborative evaluative approach using a scale derived from the thriving quotient (Schreiner,
2014) to measure the impact of COOPs on student thriving. Future research regarding sense of
place for students participating in COOPs may also help to culturally decolonize traditional
OOPs programming, as well as understand more deeply how intentional time in nature improves
psychological or interpersonal processes and ultimately sense of belonging (Shaffer, 2017).
Continued place-based research using the thriving quotient in COOPs programs may help to find
and further establish unique and inclusive pathways for student flourishing.
One primary implication of this research may be supporting the future growth and utility
of OOPs across the Canadian post-secondary education landscape. If collaboration is
recommended for future COOP research, then a mechanism that provides opportunities to
connect is necessary. It is recommended that programs increase connectivity between each other
at the national level to foster collaboration, sharing of best practices, and to increase participation
in COOPs in general. This would help COOPs mature from a lone wolf approach, to a wolf pack
approach. COOPs and outdoor leaders in Canada in general, lack opportunities to gather and
share knowledge. In the U.S., OOP symposiums occur annually and have led to a dramatic
increase in the development of programs, mentorship of new programs, participation and
research (Bell et al., 2014). O’Connell from BU had previously held a COOP symposium in
2012 before interest waned in 2015. Information collected and described in this research could
serve to connect more programs together than previous efforts. Although regular gatherings, such
as symposia or conferences, may be ideal, it is also costly and time consuming. In organizing a
national collaborative effort to connect COOPs, online sharing platforms may be the simplest
and most cost-effective way to initiate connections. Additionally, potential collaboration between
programs described in this research could also be shared more widely beyond the outdoor
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context to incorporate more individuals from other administrative departments at the postsecondary level. For example, a COOPs symposium could be included as a pre-conference at the
annual Canadian Association of College and University Student Services. This would help
promote a wider application of led outdoor activities used for orientation purposes, thus reducing
the isolated nature of COOPs. This could also help address the need for universities to apply
more holistic health programs to support students’ well-being, while also improving retention for
the university.

4.4.1

COOP Promising Practices
Based on the seven cases and the implication and recommendations described earlier,

there are 10 promising practices that emerged from OOPs operating at universities in Canada.
These promising practices are each described below and summarized in Table 7.
The first promising practice is goal alignment. Ideally, the goals of an OOP should align
with institutional goals and be integrated into the institution across departments to increase the
program’s visibility, stability and value. A Canadian example was RU which built their OOP into
an overarching strategy to augment student thriving. As mentioned earlier, programs that are
developed and managed by leaders that are lone wolves or isolated champions, are susceptible to
program discontinuation or failure due to personnel changes and lack of institutional partnerships
and support (Bell & Valliancourt, 2011). Programs with greater integration and alignment within
a university are more likely to thrive and survive.
Another promising practice is to incorporate intentional curriculum to improve outcomes,
as was seen with COOPs at CU, RU, BU. Programs intended for recreation that help students to
be active outside, with like-minded people, in an environment that feels safe and supported, in
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which fun is the goal, are enough to create positive experiences for students. However, there
remains an opportunity for added value by considering intentional curriculum which aligns with
institutional and student goals. Thus, there is an opportunity to include intentional curriculum
related to relevant topics such as thriving, time management, stress management, environmental
stewardship, or perhaps indigenous ways of living with the land as a path towards reconciliation.
In general, marketing information regarding COOPs at universities was obscure at best
across all media platforms. Additionally, post-secondary institutions have increasing competition
in the landscape of globalisation and there are complex challenges related to attracting and
retaining new enrolments (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2015). Thus, a promising practice for
OOPs at Canadian universities is to create strategies to leverage cost effective social mediabased marketing as a way to highlight their programs, support student recruitment and promote
student life. Prospective students and guardians are seeking information to inform their decisions
in more ways than obtaining information from websites and liaison visits; information is often
shared through social media (Le, Dobele & Robinson, 2019). Word of mouth is a powerful
marketing tool used in the decision-making process for post-secondary students (Patti & Chen,
2009), and electronic word of mouth, through social media, is now a common way of sharing
information (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2015).
There are several promising practices related to program operations. First, programs
should consider including post-experience group follow ups and more systematic evaluations.
Although informal meetings post experience were described by key informants from most
COOPs, intentionally meeting with participants a few weeks after the experience only occurred
at VIU. There is an opportunity to improve the student experience in COOPs through
incorporating intentional program follow-up and evaluation processes. This may also provide
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more opportunity for increased student support leading to improved student success overall.
Additionally, programs should consider more intake opportunities to maximize participation in
OOPs. This is exemplified by CU where intake occurs at the beginning of each trimester. COOP
activities should also reflect the geography, season, and local cultural context. This is
exemplified by surfing at VIU, horseback riding at CU, canoeing at Universities in Ontario and
cycling at McGU.
In terms of risk management, COOPs seem to have maintained the appropriate level of
certification for field leaders. However incident reporting among most programs is an area for
improvement and a promising practice. Although programs work within a larger institutional
reporting structure it may be beneficial for COOPs to design and use an internal reporting system
to clearly identify hazards and incidents over time. This information could further inform COOP
leadership training, activity choices and changes to improve program safety.
In terms of leadership, a recommended practice is to have relevant training that is
commensurate with the risks and skills required for the program overall and for the specific
activities included in the program such as surfing, canoeing, and cycling. Additionally,
meaningful faculty involvement in programs may help build important relationships beyond the
peer bonding that occurs in most OOPs, although it is important to limit intrusiveness for both
faculty and student. Building relationships between students and faculty is an important element
for student success (Endo & Harpel 1982; Kuh & Hu, 2001; Trolian, Archibald & Jach, 2020),
however, it can also interrupt the unique social environment among students described in
COOPs. Key informants from several COOPs described faculty involvement as something
undesirable; thus, this practice needs to be designed carefully and appropriately.
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Finally, the last promising practice is concerned with COOPs diverse funding strategies
ranging from being fully subsidized to financially unsupported by the university. It is clear that
students have been willing to pay for an OOP experience in Canada, with six of seven programs
charging some type of fee, usually ranging between $200 to $250 for a weekend experience.
However, it is recommended that post-secondary institutions investigate creative opportunities to
offer and fund the experience to increase accessibility for more students and marginalized
students with less financial resources. For instance, offering OOPs for credit would directly help
fund the experience as exemplified by the program at LU. Alternatively, programs could
consider external funding sources such as grants and bursaries, perhaps funded through alumni
donations.
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Table 7:
Summary of 10 promising practices of outdoor orientation programs at universities in Canada
Program
Component

Promising Practice

Canadian University
Example

Goals

Continue to or consider greater integration and clear alignment between
departments responsible for student development and objectives for outdoor
orientation programming.

Ryerson University
McGill University

Curriculum

Continue to or incorporate intentional curriculum and programing elements
to improve outcomes.

University of Calgary,
Ryerson University,
Brock University

Marketing

Augment or create strategies to leverage cost effective social media marketing
as a way to highlight the program, support student recruitment and promote
student life.

McMaster University

Follow up /
Evaluation

Consider a post-experience follow up and evaluation as a component to the
program a few weeks after the experience.

Vancouver Island
University

Program
Intake

Create more intake opportunities to maximize participation at the beginning
of each trimester.

University of Calgary

Activities

Match program activities with the geography, season, and local cultural
opportunities.

All a

Risk
Management

Design and use an internal reporting system to clearly identify hazards and
incidents.

No Example b
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Table 7. (continued)
Program
Component

Promising Practice

Canadian University
Example

Leadership

Plan to increase meaningful faculty involvement in a way that limits
intrusiveness for both faculty and student.

Laurentian University,
McMaster University,

Offer appropriate field leader training in the location of the program before
the field experience as a minimum training requirement.

All a

Investigate creative institutional opportunities to lower cost and increase
accessibility for more students.

All a

Consider external funding through grants and bursaries.

No Example b

Financial

a

Vancouver Island University, University of Calgary, Brock University, Laurentian University, McMaster University, Ryerson University,
McGill University.
b

Although no Canadian university found in this study stands out as a strong example, these practices emerged through analysis of key
informant interviews and interpretation of results
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4.5 Conclusion
It is clear that only a few hundred students are participating in OOPs on a yearly basis at
universities in Canada. However, given the extent of wilderness in Canada, the legacy of outdoor
education in Canadian culture (Henderson & Potter, 2001), and the degree to which Canada
exports our wilderness and cultural identity as a draw to international students (Brunette et al.,
2019), COOPs remain an unrealized opportunity at the post-secondary level.
OOPs and intentionally led outdoor activities aimed at positively impacting student
success and bonding in 2015-2016 were found at 20% (N=21) of the universities in Canada.
Although there is evidence of at least one COOP operating for decades, OOPs at universities in
Canada are a more recent phenomenon that has primarily emerged over the last decade (20102020). The seven OOPs presented as cases represent diverse provincial and cultural outdoor
opportunities, institutional strategies, and models for program delivery. The information gathered
here adds to and contributes to what has been established by seminal studies from the U.S. that
have focused on identifying OOPs and common peer program practices (Gass, 1984; O’Keefe,
1989; Davis-Berman & Berman, 1996; Galloway, 2000; Bell et al., 2010, Bell et al., 2014).
Universities in Canada are responsible for the development of people and ideas for the
benefit of the students, the educational institution and greater society. All post-secondary
institutions in Canada share great responsibility in shaping the lives of the people who are
learners and emerge (graduate) to contribute to creating healthy communities. Thus, promoting
healthy opportunities, like OOPs for students to form meaningful relationships, is one way to
support holistic student development on campus while creating a deep experiential memory and
metaphor that will extend to a student’s life beyond their university program. The trends of the
twenty-first century will undoubtably see more integration of digital solutions in all aspects of
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life, and this will bring with it benefits and consequences. Gabrielsen and Harper (2018) discuss
the role of wilderness for adolescents in the twenty-first century in dealing with concerning
levels of health problems arising due to the increase in urbanization and technification of life.
They proposed a three-stage approach to promote health: (1) internalize environmental values,
(2) increase knowledge of the link between nature and improved health, and (3) put knowledge
into practice. The link between improved health and well-being and time in nature is well
documented across multiple fields of study (Hartig, Mitchell, De Vries & Frumkin, 2014). The
digital world that society has built for young people to live with, cannot replace the natural world
we all live within.
For future students who are facing increased environmental health risks, OOPs are an
opportunity for students in a time of transition, to contemplate healthy alternative opportunities
to engage with others and the environment. As one key informant summed up the purpose of
their OOP for students, it was about “connection to themselves, others, and the natural
environment”. Students may put knowledge into practice in order to live healthier lives by
internalizing the social and personal benefits of time spent in groups in nature on OOP
experiences. Using a holistic approach to student development, like the COOPs profiled here in
this study, could contribute to greater social connection between students, and this could
potentially initiate a pathway to thriving, ultimately leading to better outcomes for students, postsecondary institutions, and broader society.
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Appendix A: Ethics Exemption for Passive Scan

APPROVAL FOR CONDUCTING RESEARCH INVOLVING HUMAN SUBJECTS
Research Ethics Board – Laurentian University
This letter confirms that the research project identified below is exempt from the ethics review process by
the Laurentian University Research Ethics Board (REB). Your ethics approval date, other milestone dates,
and any special conditions for your project are indicated below.
The proposed research activity has been submitted to the Laurentian University Research Ethics Board by
Jeff McGarry, and Bruce Oddson, Human Kinetics, and Tim O’Connoll, Brock University. In
consideration of
• The very low risks associated with the research;
• Participants from multiple diverse institutional sites;
• The nature of the data being collected;
the project has been declared by the Laurentian University Research Ethics Board Chair not to be subject
to ethics review at this time. Any modification of the protocols or purpose of the project will
immediately require a new LUREB application.
TYPE OF APPROVAL / Exemption X / Modifications to project
/ Time extension
Jeff McGarry, Bruce Oddson, Human Kinetics,
Name of Principal Investigator
Tim O’Connoll, Brock University
and school/department
Title of Project
Outdoor Orientation Programs at Canadian
Universities
REB file number
2016-05-21
Date of original approval of
June 16, 2016
project
Date of approval of project
modifications or extension (if
applicable)
Final/Interim report due on:
N/A
(You may request an extension)
Conditions placed on project
Future modifications may require full REB application
During the course of your research, no deviations from, or changes to, the protocol, recruitment or consent
forms may be initiated without prior written approval from the REB. If you wish to modify your research
project, please refer to the Research Ethics website to complete the appropriate REB form.
Congratulations and best wishes in conducting your research.

Rosanna Langer, PHD, Chair, Laurentian University Research Ethics Board
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Appendix B: Passive Search Criteria and Protocol
OOPs Search: Web Protocol
Purpose:
Identify orientation programs for 1st to 4th year students and record contacts at Universities in Canada to
determine if any meet of the 3 criteria laid out by Brent Bell et al., (2010).
Searches terms used by Brent Bell 2010:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Translated French Search Terms:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Outdoor Orientation
Wilderness Orientation
Orientation Program
Adventure Orientation
Outdoor Program
Pre-orientation

Orientation Pleine-air
Orientation dehors
Orientation d’Aventure
Programme d’Orientation
Programme plein-air
Programme d’accueil
Rentrée
Programme d’Intégration
Intégration plein-air

Procedure:

Using the above search terms and Boolean operators, search through Google for hits relating to
key words and Canadian universities.
1. Scan the search engine broadly with “Outdoor Orientation Program” “Canada*”
“University*”. Also, scan including Site:.ca
2. Scan “Outdoor Orientation Program” “University name here”. Complete the search
interchanging all terms from above. You could also include an Or operator. Replace
Outdoor Orientation Program with remaining terms from literature.
3. Redundantly narrow scan by visiting the university page. Use terms listed above,
individually scan university websites.
4. Record pertinent information, record the link of the website in which the content
was found. If necessary the result may also have a page/paragraph associated for
future reference.
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OOPS Search: Phone Protocol
Purpose: Identify orientation programs for 1st to 4th year students and record contacts at Universities in
Canada to determine if any meet of the 3 criteria laid out by Brent Bell et al., (2010).
3 criteria Include:
1) Involve small groups
2) Spend at least 1 night away from campus/ in a wilderness setting
3) Use at least one adventure activity (i.e. Hiking, canoeing, kayaking, ropes course)
Search Procedure:
1) I) Check the research phone mailbox.
a. Dial 4825 or "diagonal arrow"
b. mailbox: "#"
c. Password: "5447#"
d. 2 to listen. 7 to erase.
II) Check researcher emails. M_gamble@laurentian.ca for French communication, and
jx_mcgarry@laurentian.ca for English communications.

For calling:
2) Begin calling programs with an identified web presence determined by Google power
searching earlier in the research. Record any institutions or leads to follow up with from
these key informants.
3) When calling, review, retrieve and update key phone numbers and names of departments in
Canadian Universities from general numbers to specific departments and informants.
a. Liaison/ Department dedicated to student support/ student success retention/
orientation
b. Phys-ed
c. Campus Rec/athletics
d. Student Unions or student run clubs
*note: Revise accurate names of departments and contacts
In the case of busy contact or answering machine, leave a message stating whom we were trying
to contact, which information we are seeking and the research phone number (1-705-675-1151
EXT 1040) or email contacts: M_gamble@laurentian.ca for French communication, and
jx_mcgarry@laurentian.ca for English communications.
4) Make at least 2-3 initial contacts and phone calls to identify key informants
*Be prepared to send information letter
5) Determine if a program fulfills at least 1 criterion of the 3 based on key informants
identified and ask for an option to follow-up.
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Emailing Procedure:
1. French emails will be directed to Mackenzie Gamble ( mgamble@laurentian.ca) where as
English emails will be directed to Jeff McGarry (jx_mcgarry@laurentian.ca)
2. Emails will follow the same pattern:
o

Info Stated: Who we are, Who we are trying to reach, and how to reach us

o

Info requested: What are your services (Orientation, Mentorship, welcome back,
retention programs, etc.), who is the best to contact, if we can follow up via phone
call with further questions

Key search words/definitions:
Orientation program: although not exclusive to, usually used to help transition 1st year students to
academic life.
Outdoor orientation
Wilderness orientation
Adventure orientation
Outdoor program
Pre-orientation
Possible probing questions to ask:
Orientation for incoming or other students in the outdoors.
Anything outside?
Anything adventurous?
Any outdoor activities?
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Appendix C: Passive Scan Script English

Outdoor Orientation Questionnaire
School Name:
Stage 1: Presence of 3 defining criteria
Circle Appropriate Answer
1) Does the program involve small
groups ( 15 or less) ?

Yes or No

2) Does it take place in a wilderness
context for at least one night (away from
campus) ?

Yes or No

3) Does it use one or more adventurous
experiences ( ie. Canoe, kayak, mountain
climb, hike, ropes course.)?

Yes or No

Stage 2: Possible Follow-up prompts.
1) Could you describe your program?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.

What is the name of your program?
What year did you program start?
How long in days, is the program?
How many people take part in a typical program? (Per season or trip)
What outdoor activities do you do?
Where do you go?
How many leaders help with the program
i. Any profs
ii. Are students paid?
iii. Is there training for leaders?
iv. Do leaders carry cell phones?
h. Do you offer your program in multiple languages?
i. Do you travel more than 2 hours from definitive care (hospital or ambulance)
or more than 2km from a road
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2) Do you know the cost of one trip on average or per day?
a. If yes, how
3) Is your program Mandatory?
4) Does your program offer credit for the course?
5) Do you think or know that it reduces attrition?
6) Do you think it creates a sense of belonging.
7) What are some of the outcomes from your program? Do you measure them?
8) Is there anything else you would like to share about your program?
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Appendix D: Passive Scan Script French

Questionaire: Programmation d’Orientation Plein aire
Institut académique:
Section A: Présences des trois critères d’inclusion
Encerclez votre réponse
1) Les activitées utilisent-t’il des petites
groups (15 ou moins) ?

Oui

2) Prends-t’il place dans une contexte
plein-air pour au moins un nuit (hors
campus)?

ou

Non

Oui ou Non

3) Utilisent-t’il au moins une activité
plein air ou aventure (exemple: Kayak,
canotage, excursion de vélo de
montagne)?

Section B : Information Extra
1. Pourez-vous me décrire vos programmes
a. C’est quoi le nom de votre programme?
b. Quand est-ce-que vous avez commencer à offrir votre programme/ service
c. Combiens jours passez-vous en excursion? Comment long dure votre
experience?
d. Combien de personnes participe a votre programme (par session/année/saison)
e. Quel activité utilisez-vous?
f. Où allez-vous?
g. Combien d’organizateur et/ou chef d’équipe utilisez-vous?
• incluez-vous des professeurs dans votre programme? Si oui
Comment?
• Les chefs étudiants sont t’il payer
• Offriez-vous de l’entrainement pour vos chefs d’équipes?
Si oui décrivez votre entrainement.
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•

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Les chefs d’équipes on-t’elles des téléphones céllulaire
avec eux.
h. Offriez-vous votre programmes en plusieures langes?
i. Voyagez-vous a plus de 2 heures des zones couverts par les divers système de
santé publique (hopitaux et/ou ambulances) ou plus que 2 heures de toute
forme de route maintenue?
Connaîsez-vous le coût moyenne du voyage, et le coût d’une journée moyenne?
a. Si oui, combien?
Votre experience est-t’elle obligatoire?
Offriez-vous des crédits pour votre expériance?
Pensez-vous que votre programme réduit le taux d’échec et/ ou d’abandon académique
Pensez-vous que votre programme peuvent améliorer l’esprit d’équipe et le sens
d’appartenance d’équipe?
Quel sont les bienfaits ou bénifices de votre programme ou excursion? Est-ce-que vous
les mesurez?
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b
c

X

X

X

X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X

Run by Outdoor Club and has a purpose to integrate people into student life
Uses 3 Pre-orientation trips in successive years culminating in a multiday pre-orientation/ Outdoor education trip for 3rd year students
Used in a 1st year course with two lab components 1st: Building relationships using adventure activities, and 2nd: culminating a group project at a camp setting

d

For graduate students entering the geography department

e

Used to train Orientation Staff
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Discontinuing
in 2016

X

X

X

Blends small group
<15 and larger groups

Toronto, ON
Kamloops, BC
Saint Stephen, NB
Sussex, NB

X

X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Uses a residential
camp as
outdoor setting

18
19
20
21

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Uses 3rd Party
provider

Vancouver, BC

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Mandatory and
heavily advised

17

McMaster University
Brock University
Vancouver Island University
McGill University
University of Calgary
University of Alberta
University of Guelph
University of Toronto
Université de Montréal
University of New Brunswick
Laurentian University
Acadia University
Burman University
Western University
Trent University
Canadian Mennonite University
Emily Carr University of Art and
Design
Ryerson University
Thompson University
St-Stephens University
Kingswood University

Not specifically
for 1st year

Hamilton, ON
St. Catherine’s
Nanaimo, BC
Montreal, QC
Calgary, AB
Edmonton, AB
Guelph, ON
Toronto, ON
Montreal, QC a
Fredericton, NB
Sudbury, ON b
Wolfville, NS c
Lacombe, AB
London, ON d
Peterborough, ON e
Winnipeg, MB

Specifically for
1st year students

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16

C1: Group of 15
or fewer

University

C:3 Uses adventure
activities

a

City, Province

C2-1 or more days in
outdoor/wilderness
away from campus

Appendix E: Passive Scan Tally Step 2

X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X

Appendix F: Ethics Approval Active Scan
APPROVAL FOR CONDUCTING RESEARCH INVOLVING HUMAN SUBJECTS
Research Ethics Board – Laurentian University
This letter confirms that the research project identified below has successfully passed the ethics review by
the Laurentian University Research Ethics Board (REB). Your ethics approval date, other milestone dates,
and any special conditions for your project are indicated below.
TYPE OF APPROVAL / New X / Modifications to project
/ Time extension
Jeff McGarry, Laurentian University; Bruce Oddson, LU;
Name of Principal Investigator
Tim O'Connell, LU; Stephen Ritchie, LU
and school/department
Title of Project
REB file number
Date of original approval of
project
Date of approval of project
modifications or extension (if
applicable)
Final/Interim report due on:
(You may request an extension)
Conditions placed on project

A Survey of Outdoor Orientation Programs at Canadian
Universities
6011067
August 9, 2017

August 8, 2018
None

During the course of your research, no deviations from, or changes to, the protocol, recruitment or consent
forms may be initiated without prior written approval from the REB. If you wish to modify your research
project, please refer to the Research Ethics website to complete the appropriate REB form.
All projects must submit a report to REB at least once per year. If involvement with human participants
continues for longer than one year (e.g. you have not completed the objectives of the study and have not
yet terminated contact with the participants, except for feedback of final results to participants), you must
request an extension using the appropriate LU REB form. In all cases, please ensure that your research
complies with Tri-Council Policy Statement (TCPS). Also please quote your REB file number on all future
correspondence with the REB office.
Congratulations and best wishes in conducting your research.

Susan Boyko, PhD(c), Vice Chair, Laurentian University Research Ethics Board
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Appendix G: Active Scan Questionnaire
Canadian University Outdoor Orientation Program Survey Questions 2017
Context
In the Spring of 2006, a census of outdoor orientation programs in the United States was
conducted asking very similar questions to the following questions below. The plan was to repeat
this census project for 2010, taking an outdoor orientation program census every 5 years. This
allowed program directors to identify trends in outdoor orientation and assess program growth,
program innovation, and program trends. In order to account for programs in Canada, a similar but
more explorative approach is needed. The information sought in this survey aims to develop similar
baseline data, in order to start understanding the state of OOPS in Canada from the point of view of
OOP mangers/directors.

Script
Question to Key Informant
Your program has been previously identified as a publicly offered program for students at your
school.
You can decide now, during, or at the end of the survey if you would like your responses about the
program to remain anonymous and non-identifiable with you and your program name.
Additionally, if you so desire, none of the information related to your program would be presented,
published, and publicly available. You may also identify any of your comments or your responses to
specific questions that you would like to remain anonymous. Your personal name will not be used
for anonymity purposes and any other names will be replaced with pseudo names.
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