
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

APPROVED: 
 
Dee Ray, Committee Chair 
Delini Fernando, Committee Member 
Peggy Ceballos, Committee Member 
Jan Holden, Chair of the Department of 

Counseling and Higher Education 
Randy Bomer, Dean of the College of 

Education 
Victor Prybutok, Dean of the Toulouse 

Graduate School 

ADVENTURE IN THE CLASSROOM: ROLE AND PRACTICES OF ADVENTURE 

THERAPY IN SCHOOL COUNSELING CURRICULUM 

Jason R. Sharp, B.A., M.Ed.  

Dissertation Prepared for the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 

August 2018 



 

Sharp, Jason R. Adventure in the Classroom: Role and Practices of Adventure Therapy in 

School Counseling Curriculum. Doctor of Philosophy (Counseling), August 2018, 104 pp., 8 

tables, references, 62 titles. 

The purpose of this study was to explore the role and impact of adventure therapy (AT) 

on student development and to identify the greatest challenges to the implementation of AT in 

schools.  The Delphi method was used to generate consensus of opinion within a group of 

experts in the field of adventure therapy and school counseling.  Purposive sampling was used to 

identify the members of the expert panel and the definition of consensus was set at 80% for each 

item.  Content and descriptive analysis were used to develop representative statements from 

participant responses between rounds.  Ten Caucasian respondents, 6 men and 4 women, having 

met at least one of the expert criteria for the study, completed three rounds of participation which 

resulted in the attainment of consensus on 36 items addressing the role of adventure therapy in 

school counseling and the impact of AT in the areas of academic/career and social/emotional 

development.  Twelve challenges to the implementation of AT in schools were identified and put 

in rank order.  According to the results, experts believe adventure therapy has the greatest impact 

on social connectedness, problem solving, and student engagement in schools.  Access to 

appropriate training in AT, administrative support, and funding were identified as the three 

greatest challenges to the implementation of adventure therapy in schools. 



ii 
 

Copyright 2018 

by 

Jason R. Sharp



iii 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

When it takes you 10 years to complete a 4-year program, you invariably accumulate a 

long list of individuals who deserve to be acknowledged for their support.  Above all others, I 

want to thank God.  Without His guidance and blessings, achieving this lifelong dream would 

not be possible.  After God, I owe everything to Tamara, my incredible wife, who seems to think 

her name should be beside mine on the degree.  When we started this thing together, we were 

two completely different people.  It was a time before we were known as “Mama and Daddy”, in 

a different house, with different careers, in a different city… in a different decade!  Thanks for 

pushing me, for pulling me, and at times for dragging me kicking and screaming towards this 

inevitable conclusion.  Mom, Dad, Vicki, Cheryl, Robert, Keith, and Priscilla – my parents, all of 

you – thank you for your words of encouragement, questioning emails, and unwavering faith in 

my ability to reach the end.  Jackson – thank you for giving me a reason to keep going, no matter 

what.  I want nothing more than to be a good example for you, someone you can be proud of, 

possibly even brag about… one day.  Landry – thank you for teaching me that sometimes you 

just have to scream and cry and move on to the next shiny thing. To Dr. “Mac” McCortney - 

thank you for inspiring me back when I was a fledgling graduate student and then pushing me to 

start this journey.  To Dr. Barrio-Minton – Casey – thank you for being there from start to finish.  

Your unending support means the world to me.  To Dr. Fernando – it’s ok, you can say it… I’m 

your favorite.  Your approach to group set me on the path I am on today and I can only hope to 

one day possess the calming presence you have already mastered.  Dr. Ceballos – thank you for 

agreeing to come on board last minute to provide valuable feedback and insight.  You were late 

to the game, but no less valuable to the team.  Dr. Ray – Without your guidance, this adventure 

would have ended with the finish line in sight.  Thank you for being my lighthouse in the storm.  



iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................................... iii 

LIST OF TABLES ......................................................................................................................... vi 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................... 1 

Statement of the Problem .................................................................................................... 2 

Purpose of the Study ........................................................................................................... 3 

Significance of the Study .................................................................................................... 4 

Research Questions ............................................................................................................. 4 

CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW ........................................................................................ 5 

Background History and Theoretical Foundation ............................................................... 6 

Research on Adventure Therapy (AT) .............................................................................. 12 

ASCA School Counseling Model ..................................................................................... 22 

Adventure-Based Guidance .............................................................................................. 23 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 28 

CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY ................................................................................................ 30 

The Delphi Method ........................................................................................................... 30 

Stance of the Researcher ................................................................................................... 32 

Operational Definitions ..................................................................................................... 32 

Participants ........................................................................................................................ 33 

Procedures ......................................................................................................................... 35 

Data Analysis .................................................................................................................... 37 

CHAPTER 4. RESULTS .............................................................................................................. 39 

Panel of Experts ................................................................................................................ 40 

Selection ................................................................................................................ 40 

Demographics ....................................................................................................... 40 

Survey Rounds .................................................................................................................. 41 

Round 1 ................................................................................................................. 41 

Round 2 ................................................................................................................. 51 

Round 3 ................................................................................................................. 56 



v 
 

CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION ........................................................................................................ 59 

Summary of Findings ........................................................................................................ 60 

Consensus Themes ............................................................................................................ 62 

Social Connectedness............................................................................................ 62 

Problem Solving.................................................................................................... 63 

Engagement and AT ............................................................................................. 64 

Additional Consensus Themes .............................................................................. 65 

Non-Consensus Themes.................................................................................................... 65 

Adventure Therapy is Not Pedagogy ................................................................................ 66 

Challenges to Implementation .......................................................................................... 67 

Resources .......................................................................................................................... 69 

Implications for School Counselors .................................................................................. 69 

Administrative Support ......................................................................................... 70 

Bullying and School Violence .............................................................................. 70 

Small Group Intervention ..................................................................................... 72 

Implications for Future Research ...................................................................................... 72 

Expansion .............................................................................................................. 73 

Assessment ............................................................................................................ 73 

Limitations ........................................................................................................................ 74 

Sample Size ........................................................................................................... 74 

Homogeneity of Sample Population ..................................................................... 75 

Limited Rounds for Explanation or Clarification ................................................. 76 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 76 
 
APPENDIX A. SURVEY COVER LETTER .............................................................................. 78 
 
APPENDIX B. SURVEY ROUND 1 ........................................................................................... 81 
 
APPENDIX C. SURVEY ROUND 2 ........................................................................................... 89 
 
REFERENCES ........................................................................................................................... 100 
 

  



vi 
 

LIST OF TABLES 

Page 

Table 1. Curriculum Match of ASCA Standards and AT Outcome Expectations and Activities  
....................................................................................................................................................... 26 

Table 2. Representative Statements and Expert Responses Round 1 ........................................... 42 

Table 3. Resources Beneficial to the Implementation of AT in Schools ...................................... 50 

Table 4. Items Reaching Consensus in Round 2........................................................................... 52 

Table 5. Items Not Reaching Consensus in Round 2.................................................................... 54 

Table 6. Ranked Challenges Facing Adventure Therapy Implementation ................................... 55 

Table 7. All Items Reaching Consensus in the Study ................................................................... 57 

Table 8. All Items Not Reaching Consensus in the Study ............................................................ 58 

 

 



1 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Self-discovery is the end product of a great challenge mastered, when the 
mind commands the body to do the seemingly impossible, when courage 
and strength are summoned to extraordinary limits for the sake of 
something outside the self. 

— Kurt Hahn 

These powerful and impactful words by Kurt Hahn, a man thought to be one of the most 

influential individuals in the field of experiential education and one of the original founders of 

the Outward Bound program in the United Kingdom, speak directly to the link between the 

processing power of self-reflection and the inherent challenges in a therapeutic adventure 

experience.  Adventure therapy (AT) gained attention and momentum in counseling research 

over the past few decades.  Rooted in the premise that facilitative change occurs through the 

“living” and not the “looking”, experiential education, and by extension adventure therapy, uses 

active and structured elements full of movement and energy to engage the participant and 

encourage reflection (Priest & Gass, 2005).  What differentiates adventure therapy from non-

therapeutic experiences of a similar nature are that AT experiences are facilitated by mental 

health professionals and place significant emphasis on processing and reflection.   

The Association for Experiential Education (2004) encourages the use of processing and 

reflection in combination with therapeutic adventure to increase knowledge, develop skills, and 

clarify values.  Counselors in schools have a similar focus when working with students in 

classroom guidance lessons.  School counselors have the responsibility, tasked by the American 

School Counselor Association (2014), to develop the knowledge, skills, and attitudes students 

will need in order to be successful in three domain areas of child development: academic, career, 

and social/emotional.  To that end, school counselors look for efficient means to engage and 
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motivate students, within the framework of a typical school day and operating with limited time 

constraints.  As such, it is to their benefit to incorporate techniques in their lessons that will have 

the greatest impact on the largest number of students.  The underlying philosophy for the use of 

adventure therapy is that by changing the way an individual perceives themselves and the world 

around them, associated behaviors and cognitions will also change, resulting in a greater sense of 

self and potential (Schoel, Prouty, & Radcliffe, P., 1988).  In order to do this most effectively, 

proponents of AT argue that an individual should be placed in a situation that is novel and 

challenging, with goals that are therapeutically sound and specific to the needs of the participant, 

and that promotes a sense of belonging (Gass, Gillis, & Russell, 2012).   

This philosophy has been put to the test with individuals experiencing a wide range of 

behavioral, social, and emotional issues, in a variety of settings, across a span of several decades 

(Bowen & Neill, 2013).  With an average effect size of nearly .5 across 206 unique samples, the 

resulting data supports the use of AT as a viable treatment option.  Where the research literature 

falls short is in looking at adventure therapy interventions as a means of prevention or 

instruction, specifically when incorporated into classroom guidance lessons.  As such, AT has 

not yet become a commonly-used tool for counselors in schools to effectively address the needs 

of typically-developing school-aged children. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

Counselors in schools are increasingly on the search for novel approaches to classroom 

guidance in the hopes of increasing social awareness and academic success for all students 

(Glass & Shoffner, 2001).  Much of the existing literature that looks at adventure therapy in 

schools is theoretical in nature.  Moote and Wodarski (1997) compiled literature and research 
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that addressed the nature of adventure therapy in theory and practice.  The authors came to 

several conclusions, based on their findings, which support the need for further research in the 

area.  They argued that the lack of statistically-significant evidence supporting the effectiveness 

of the use of adventure-based counseling as a practical treatment model may be more a result of 

unclear interpretations and a lack of standardized definitions within the profession.  It was 

suggested that future research should focus on the development of clearly defined parameters for 

the use of adventure-based counseling with non-specific populations.   

Few studies have been conducted in a traditional school setting, for various reasons, and 

those that have overwhelmingly focus on at-risk adolescents or sub-populations of students with 

either an educational or clinical diagnosis.  While a non-traditional setting, such as a ropes 

course or summer time wilderness camp, provides researchers with greater access to students and 

increased flexibility with scheduling interventions, it also makes it difficult to generalize results 

to the larger population of typically-developing children.  Many studies have been conducted on 

“school-aged” participants but few have focused specifically on the ability to impact students in 

the environment in which they spend a significant portion of each day. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to fulfill recommendations in current literature suggesting 

that in order for adventure therapy practices to be considered feasible within the context of a 

public-school system, specific parameters should be more clearly defined (Moote & Wodarski, 

1997).  By looking at the background and theoretical foundation of adventure therapy, this study 

will establish a basis for supporting the use of AT with typically-developing students.  In 

examining current literature, a link will emerge that connects American School Counselor 
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Association Mindsets and Behaviors for Student Success (2014) with outcome expectations for 

AT.  By using the Delphi method for collecting responses from “experts” in the field of 

adventure therapy, this study will provide feedback that reinforces the aforementioned link and 

will identify specific resources to help school counselors incorporate AT in their classroom 

guidance lessons.   

 

Significance of the Study 

 The findings of this study will resonate with the adventure therapy community and with 

counselors in schools looking for a way to present information to their students that is both 

engaging and dynamic.  The responses from experts in the field of adventure therapy will 

provide a blueprint of ideas and activities that will be replicable and relatable within the 

framework of a school setting.  By connecting the outcome expectations in adventure therapy 

with the ASCA Mindsets and Behaviors for Student Success from the American School 

Counseling Association (2014), school counselors will be able to gain support from their 

professional organizations and also from their campus administration for incorporating these 

activities and techniques into their comprehensive guidance model. 

 

Research Questions 

1.)   What is/are the role(s) of adventure therapy (AT) in School counseling? 

2.)   In what ways does AT support the domains of academic, career, and social/emotional 
development identified by ASCA Mindsets and Behaviors for Student Success 
(2014)? 

3.)   What are the major challenges that practitioners of AT in schools face and how are 
they overcome? 

4.)   What resources are most recommended and used for AT in schools and why?  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Adventure therapy is a treatment modality combining the therapeutic benefits of 

adventure experiences and activities with those of more traditional modes of therapy (Newes & 

Bandoroff, 2004).  It is part of a class of change-oriented, group-based experiential learning 

processes that occur in the context of a contractual, empowering, and empathic professional 

relationship (Ringer, 1994).  According to Gass, Gillis, and Russell (2012), Adventure Therapy 

(AT) “is the prescriptive use of adventure experiences provided by mental health professionals, 

often conducted in natural settings that kinesthetically engage clients on cognitive, affective, and 

behavioral levels” (p. 1).  For the purpose of this study, I will use this definition as a way to limit 

the scope of articles reviewed to detailed studies provided by mental health professionals which 

address the importance and inclusion of physical movement; and contain data that assesses client 

change in the areas of cognition, affect, and/or behavior.  In this section, I review the literature 

pertaining to adventure therapy that meets the aforementioned criteria and describe the impact 

this treatment modality has been shown to have on school-aged youth.  Specifically, I will begin 

with an explanation of the background history and theoretical foundation for adventure therapy.  

Then, I will look at examples in research literature pertaining to how Adventure-based practices 

have been or are currently being used with school-aged children.  Finally, I will conclude with an 

investigation of how adventure-based practices can align with the ASCA Mindsets and 

Behaviors for Student Success, as defined by the American School Counselor Association 

(2014), that fall within the scope of school counselor responsibilities. 



6 
 

Background History and Theoretical Foundation 

Adventure therapy, as it is understood today, is based on the work of Kurt Hahn, an 

English professor dedicated to the transformation of an educational system that valued 

preparation for tests over preparation for life.  Hahn founded Outward Bound in England, in 

1942, with the intention of teaching traditional values to boys in a wilderness setting (Gass, 

Gillis, & Russell, 2012).  Outward Bound was introduced to the United States twenty years later.  

Project Adventure, a Massachusetts-based program, combined the principles of Hahn’s Outward 

Bound with an understanding of curriculum instruction and in 1971, adventure therapy moved 

from the forest to the schoolyard where it emerged from the shadows into the light of mainstream 

counseling (Gass, Gillis, & Russell, 2012).   

Since that time, other adventure-based programs have surfaced, though none have had the 

impact or longevity of Outward Bound and Project Adventure.  With the development of the 

Association for Experiential Education (AEE) and its Therapeutic Adventure Professional Group 

(TAPG) in the early 1980s, practitioners in the field of adventure-based programming now had 

an organization devoted to the identification of standards of AT best-practices and key 

characteristics of successful programs.  Gillis, Gass, and Russell (2008) sought to further clarify 

and more clearly define those key characteristics and constructs related to adventure-based 

counseling and outdoor intervention programs.  Their hope was to begin to standardize the way 

experiential learning is defined and facilitated.  This included terms and constructs used to define 

the continuum of experiential programming which includes adventure-based counseling, 

adventure-based guidance, adventure-based therapeutic experiences, wilderness therapy, 

adventure therapy, and activity therapy. 
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Within the basic tenets of adventure-based practices can be found elements of 

experiential learning theory, existentialism, humanism, solution-focused theory, cognitive and 

behavioral theory, and narrative theory (Fletcher & Hinkle, 2002; Itin, 2001).  Adventure-based 

practices seek to engage the student, client, or participant in actively creating new perceptions 

about themselves and the environment with which they are interacting.  According to Gass 

(1993), the key feature that distinguishes Adventure-based practices from more traditional 

treatment modalities is that the client must become an active participant rather than a spectator in 

therapy.  Client motivation is required in the form of energy, involvement, and responsibility.  

Therapeutic activities must have natural consequences and must be real and meaningful to the 

client (Priest & Gass, 2005).  The goal of these therapeutic activities is to promote initiative, 

decision-making, and accountability through a critical analysis and structured synthesis of each 

experience.  Each activity is designed to connect with the participant physically, emotionally, 

socially, and spiritually.  Believed by many professionals to be the three main foundations of 

adventure therapy, each activity must: (a) highlight an individual’s actual or perceived strengths 

and limitations; (b) provide experiences that are appropriately challenging and therapeutically 

sound; and (c) support the need for a sense of belonging (Gass, Gillis, & Russell, 2012).   

According to Gass, Gillis, and Russell (2012), and building off Walsh and Golins’ (1976) 

Outward Bound process model, there are several key ingredients that are needed in order to 

effect change in an individual who participates in an Adventure-based therapeutic experience.  

Most important is the presence of a motivated learner in a prescribed physical environment that 

is both neutral and social.  The adventure-based experience must be organized, concrete, and 

sequential with attainable goals specific to the needs and desires of the participant.  The 

facilitator must be solution-focused and value the importance of the therapeutic relationship and 
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must be adept at forming connections between the learner and the experience.  The effectiveness 

of adventure therapy depends on being able to connect the adventure experience to a real-life 

situation (Gass, Gillis, & Russell, 2012).  Facilitators of AT do this by creating a metaphor that 

compares the adventure activity to a previously identified real-world problem.  This metaphoric 

transfer of concepts from activity to real-life occurs through the use of isomorphic framing, or 

the technique of creating a resolution to an Adventure experience that mirrors and provides 

meaning to the successful resolution of the client’s issue.  Facilitators draw attention to and help 

process through these isomorphs during a period of reflection and discussion called a debriefing, 

which takes place following the adventure experience (Alvarez & Stauffer, 2001).  While these 

techniques are significant in the practice of adventure therapy, simply adding one of these tools 

to a group therapy session does not, by its inclusion, constitute an adventure therapy experience.     

Sheldon and Arthur (2001) chose to focus on the who, what, and why of adventure-based 

counseling by looking at the historical basis, therapist role, and implications for the profession 

for this specific treatment modality.  The authors described the active and often novel nature of 

adventure-based counseling.  Through the application of adventure in a group setting, issues 

surrounding social interaction, self-concept, and control are given the opportunity to become 

apparent.  The supportive nature of the group setting then allows for the processing of said 

issues.  The role of the therapist, according to the authors, is to facilitate the exchange between 

action and insight, working with the group members to take what they learn in the group setting 

and then re-orient that learning to practice in their daily lives.  Carl Rogers (1961) first described 

the core conditions necessary for change in a therapeutic relationship: genuineness, 

unconditional positive regard, and empathic understanding.  Alone they are not sufficient to 

facilitate change, according to Gass, Gillis, and Russell (2012), but when combined with a 
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motivated client, they have been shown to produce, to a greater degree, positive therapeutic 

outcomes in an adventure-based setting. 

Fletcher and Hinkle (2002) described, from a theoretical and historical perspective, the 

benefits inherent in the adventure-based counseling model when used with a wide variety of 

clients and in a broad spectrum of scenarios.  Adventure-based practices, according to the 

authors, allow for counselors to observe skills and interactions in the areas of leadership, 

communication, decision making, problem solving, and the development of trust.  In traditional 

counseling settings, individuals may be successful at avoiding intra-personal confrontations, but 

adventure-based group experiences may serve to uncover hidden issues.  The authors looked at 

both indoor and outdoor experiences and applied them to the counseling profession as a whole.  

They posited that adventure-based practices could be used to address individual issues, as well as 

issues with groups, couples, and families because of the social nature of the experience design.  

The article supports the use of adventure-based counseling as a supplement to traditional 

counseling methods, particularly with specific populations: at-risk youth, individuals with 

disabilities or impairments, and business leaders, and cites the fun, novel, and challenging nature 

of the experiences as the main factor that contributes to positive outcomes. 

Howell (2007) suggested that adventure-based experiences allow participants to take 

control of their lives, while being given a safe environment in which to do so.  The author 

acknowledges that the novelty inherent in an adventure experience causes individuals to face 

obstacles and opportunities from a position of vulnerability, rather than one of familiarity.  By 

successfully addressing each challenge, participants experience true feelings of autonomy and 

empowerment.   

The Therapeutic Adventure Professional Group (TAPG) attempts to define the continuum 
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of adventure activities, while still acknowledging that creativity and adaptation are cornerstones 

of Adventure work, making the task difficult at best.  The exact nature of an AT activity depends 

on the expertise and training of the facilitator, the availability of props and equipment, and the 

specific needs and abilities of the participants (Adventure Therapy Best Practices, n.d.).  Most 

adventure therapy programs identify different types of activities based on their outcome 

expectations, the equipment needed to complete the activity, and the level of safety precautions 

and/or procedures required to protect the participants.  Using risk, both real and perceived, can 

be a helpful component of a structured AT activity (Confer et al., 2004; Davis-Berman & 

Berman, 2002). Cooperative activities and initiatives fall on the low end of the risk spectrum.   

Cooperative activities, according to TAPG (Adventure Therapy Best Practices, n.d.), 

include icebreakers and de-inhibitors and are designed to help create a therapeutic alliance and to 

develop an effective treatment environment.  Icebreakers and de-inhibitors serve the purpose of 

lowering defenses and allowing clients to be silly and vulnerable in a fun setting which helps to 

encouraging sharing and trust (Rohnke, K., 1984; Rohnke, K., 1989; Rohnke & Butler, 1995).  

Initiatives are aimed at helping participants connect an emotional or behavioral action with the 

achievement of a therapeutic goal and are divided into two groups: no or low prop initiatives and 

low constructed initiatives.  The label no or low prop refers to an initiative that either requires no 

additional materials to complete, or requires materials that are portable, like hula hoops, carpet 

squares, or squishy balls.  Low constructed initiatives refer to activities that have constructed 

components, like platforms or cables, and are completed at a minimum distance above the 

ground.  These activities require spotting from additional participants in order to meet safety 

protocols. 

Next along the continuum are trust and support activities, which involve an individual or 
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group’s willingness to relinquish a degree of control (Adventure Therapy Best Practices, n.d.).  

In these activities, participants are sometimes asked to entrust their physical and social/emotional 

well-being to others in the group, and to make themselves responsible for the physical and 

social/emotional well-being of those same group members in return.  An example of this type of 

activity might be a “trust fall” or an activity that requires one or multiple members in the group 

to be blindfolded.  These activities generally require the same safety protocols as low constructed 

initiatives, using spotters as the main means of ensuring participant safety. 

Each of the aforementioned activities function as a build up for the next category of 

adventure experience.  Sequencing activities in a manner that is developmentally appropriate and 

matches the trust and skill level of the group is critical for building the therapeutic alliance 

(Adventure Therapy Best Practices, n.d.).  Adventure therapy facilitators scaffold each 

subsequent activity so that they build upon the lessons and experiences of previous lessons.  

Only after a group has successfully attempted a carefully planned sequence of cooperative 

activities and low initiatives should they be exposed to high constructed elements.  These 

activities, as defined by TAPG (Adventure Therapy Best Practices, n.d.), are specifically 

designed activities performed at height while wearing a harness and belay system.  The most 

common example of a sequence of high constructed elements is a ropes course.  On a ropes 

course, facilitators have been trained on the successful maintenance and execution of each of the 

elements and are generally accompanied by several additional individuals should assistance be 

required.  High constructed elements can be designed to be accomplished by a single individual, 

or in client pairs or small groups. 

At this point along the continuum, a transition occurs from a more manufactured 

experience to one that is more naturalistic and organic.  The final two categories of adventure 



12 
 

activities identified by TAPG (Adventure Therapy Best Practices, n.d.) are natural environment 

activities, like camping, hiking, rock climbing, etc..., and expeditions, with the main difference 

between the two being the duration of the intervention. In these activities, actual and perceived 

risk are higher, while facilitator and participant control are lower.  

The idea of using adventure to meet the unique needs of an increasingly diverse 

population has gained significant traction over the past seventy-five years.  Challenging, 

engaging, active, social, and novel: these are just some of the words used to describe the 

activities that practitioners of adventure therapy employ in order to help clients gain insight into 

their struggles and reorient their experiences to make them applicable in the real world.  While 

the underlying principals behind the use of adventure therapy are sound, principals and theory 

are not enough to justify the use of Adventure in counseling.  There must be research that 

validates a theory if it is to withstand the test of time.     

 

Research on Adventure Therapy (AT) 

Early in its history, the field of adventure therapy suffered because of an absence of 

empirically validated studies supporting the claims of already existing theoretical literature.  

Proponents of adventure therapy believed that it worked, and there was anecdotal evidence that 

suggested AT positively impacted self-awareness and social connectedness (Schoel, J., Prouty, 

D., & Radcliffe, P., 1988; Newes & Bandoroff, 2004), but without quantitative data to reinforce 

those beliefs, adventure therapy could not be widely accepted as a viable means of intervention.  

Fortunately, practitioners of AT realized this, and beginning in the early 60s, they began 

conducting research in support of adventure therapy.  According to Bowen and Neill (2013), 

only four studies on adventure therapy were published in the 1960s.  By 1979, that number had 
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climbed to 19, and over the next three and a half decades, the number of published and 

unpublished research studies on AT would increase by nearly 1000%.  For the purpose of this 

study, reviewed research was limited to published articles and text, with school-aged children as 

the subject, in non-clinical settings, with outcome categories that would be deemed significant to 

counselors in schools.  

In a mixed-methods study of junior high (7th and 8th grade) and middle school (6th, 7th, 

and 8th grade) youth, Conley, Caldarella, and Young (2007) evaluated the effects of a one-day 

challenge course on 68 students' classroom involvement and affiliation. The challenge course 

consisted of both low and high elements, some requiring teamwork to complete while others, 

such as the zip-line, were completed independently.  The elements were decided upon based on 

the facilitator’s judgment and the availability of equipment.  The students selected for this 

intervention were participating in a selective intervention class called Achievement Plus, a 

program designed to address the needs of students identified as at-risk for internalizing and 

externalizing behavior disorders.  The gender breakdown for the study was 84% male and 16% 

female.  For the purpose of this study, involvement was defined as the extent to which students 

were attentive and interested in classroom activities, participate in discussions, and do additional 

work on their own.  Affiliation was defined as the strength of relationships that existed between 

students.  Researchers used the Classroom Environment Scale (CES) Short Form, and students 

evaluated their relationships with peers in their classrooms pre and post intervention.  The 

intervention took place over a four-hour period during a normal school day.  Each group 

completed similar, though not identical, challenge course elements.  The researchers found that 

the scores for affiliation in the middle school group showed a statistically significant drop, which 

ran contrary to what was hypothesized initially.  The authors explained that the decrease in 
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reported affiliation at the middle school level could be due to an inability to generalize the 

challenge course experience back to the classroom and suggested that additional prompting to 

extend the metaphor could have provided more beneficial responses.  It was also noted that 

dividing the middle school group into smaller groups at the challenge course could have 

attributed to the variance in responses between middle and junior-high groups. 

Cross (2002) looked at the effects of an adventure-based counseling intervention on the 

overall level of alienation and sense of control in an adolescent population.  The sample was 

drawn from an alternative school population, primarily comprised of male Hispanic and 

Caucasian students.  Thirty-four participants were selected for the study, half of which served as 

a control group.  The experimental group participated in a five-day rock climbing intervention.  

Both groups were administered instruments to measure alienation and control before and after 

the intervention.  It was important to the researchers that certain fundamental aspects of 

Adventure Education be included in the intervention: that the intervention be in a novel setting, 

in an environment that was both cooperative and caring, with unique problem-solving 

opportunities, and that time to process and reflect upon feelings of success and accomplishment 

be provided at the end of each day during the intervention.  The data indicated that, post 

intervention, students in the experimental group showed a statistically significant increase in 

perceived control and a statistically significant decrease in overall feelings of alienation.  No 

mention was made regarding the effect size of the statistical significance.  The authors concluded 

that, while results supported their initial hypotheses, further study would help to clarify the origin 

of the reported change, specifically which of the fundamental aspects of Adventure Education 

was more impactful on the reported feelings of alienation and control.  The authors did offer 

some possible explanations for the observed significance, namely the novelty of the setting, the 
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individual care and respect shown to each participant, a sense of accomplishment following the 

completion of activities that involved perceived risk, and opportunities to process and reflect.  It 

is important to note that all of these conditions have been documented as critical components of a 

successful AT experience (Sheldon & Arthur, 2001; Fletcher & Hinkle, 2002; Howell, 2007).  

Glass and Myers (2001) focused on a single group case study involving fourteen 

adolescents described as being angry with each other and having a history of sustained disruptive 

behavior.  The purpose of the study was to show that involvement in an adventure education 

intervention, specifically a low-element challenge course, could increase cohesion and enable the 

participants to connect the experience to daily life.  The group took part in a single day low-

element challenge course experience at an outdoor facility where structured group exercises 

required participants to share responsibility and solve problems as a team. The students were 

encouraged to apply what they had learned to problems in their everyday lives.  According to the 

authors, participants demonstrated increased cohesion through the accomplishment of both 

individual and group goals.  They also gained a better understanding of their individual roles and 

responsibilities and saw greater overall gains when the members worked together as a team.  

Specific quantitative data would have provided additional support for the authors’ conclusions, 

but none was provided. 

Garst, Scheider, and Baker (2001) examined the impact of a three-day outdoor adventure 

trip on self-perception, as well as overall behavior and levels of socialization.  The study 

participants were fifty-eight individuals who had voluntarily elected to take part in one of three 

trips being offered.  Thirty-nine participants were male, 19 were female.  Each adventure trip 

included activities such as camping, hiking, and cooperative games.  The authors wanted to see if 

influences from the adventure experience would translate to changes in self-perception 
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immediately following the intervention, but also equate to lasting change over time after 

participants had returned home.  The results of the study showed a statistically significant 

increase in social acceptance and behavioral conduct immediately following the intervention, 

with some lasting effects four months post-intervention.  No significant change was reported in 

the areas of athletic competence or global self-worth.  Qualitative data derived from participant 

responses supported the authors’ conclusions that the two primary contributing factors to the 

identifiable change were the novelty of the experience and an escape from everyday pressures 

from family and peer groups.  The clinical significance of this study is the impact adventure 

experiences can have on the alleviation of school pressures and negative peer influences.  

Feedback from study participants supports the assertion that adventure experiences can promote 

positive change and that the change can have a lasting effect. 

Gillis and Simpson (1991) described a three-phase adventure-based treatment program 

and analyzed the data of three different groups of participants as they completed each phase.  

The purpose of the study was to look at the changes in outwardly visible behaviors and then 

analyze the quantitative results of regular drug screenings to search opportunities to support 

adventure-based counseling as a means to treat adolescents who had been incarcerated for 

substance abuse.  Twenty-nine clients, with an average age of 15.76 years, completed an 8-week 

treatment program and subsequent 8-week transitional aftercare program.  Of the total number of 

clients, five were female and 24 were male.  The treatment program included such activities as 

camping, carefully selected group activities, a week-long backpacking trip, and community 

service.  Participants also engaged in group and individual processing sessions.  The data 

analysis indicated that, over time, individuals participating in the adventure-based counseling 

intervention had a statistically significant overall increase in staff, self, and peer reported positive 
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behaviors, and a decrease in the recidivism rate of substance abuse.  Also, in self-reported 

measures for both personality and self-esteem, program participants perceived themselves more 

favorably following treatment than when they arrived.  As in similar studies, the authors 

attributed positive changes in participant perceptions of personality and self-esteem to the novel, 

challenging, and physical nature of the adventure activities they were asked to complete and 

feelings of accomplishment upon completing them.  While favorable changes in the incidence 

rate of positive behaviors, as reported by staff, peers, and the participants themselves, to what to 

attribute those changes was uncertain.  The authors suggested it could be more a condition of 

outside factors, like family visits and the nearing of program completion, than a result of 

treatment.  Finally, it was noted that the decrease in recidivism rate of substance abuse post-

treatment could be attributed to personality factors and self-esteem, in addition to specific 

treatment variables. 

Shirilla (2009) examined the issue of social skills acquisition in the context of healthy 

adolescent development and looked at two different programs currently engaged in supporting 

the connection between adventure-based counseling and positive adolescent interaction.  The 

first program was a school-based initiative targeting 6th, 7th, and 8th grade students.  Data was 

collected and analyzed for 204 subjects all together: 149 subjects in the experimental group, and 

55 subjects in the control group.  By reviewing longitudinal data spanning two years, the author 

was able to show that while both the experimental and control groups’ scores in this program 

declined over time, the experimental group declined less than the control group, indicating a 

greater retention of social skills.  While not statistically significant, this result is clinically 

significant in the context of adventure-based practices in schools as it shows that these novel 

experiences can help to slow the erosion of social skill acquisition as an individual transitions 
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throughout middle school.  The second program was an outdoor adventure experience lasting one 

week.  The data from this program showed a statistically significant increase in social skills 

characteristics on pre/post-test measures for the 137 participants sampled in 2006 and also for the 

455 participants sampled in 2007.  Effect sizes for the 2006 group were reported as small to 

medium and the reported effect sizes for 2007 were small.  This program also showed 

statistically significant declines in social skills characteristics a few months later.  The author 

concluded that the seemingly fluid nature of social skill acquisition and development could be 

attributed to a present-oriented focus on social skills ability, as one might expect to find in an 

adventure experience, but upon returning to everyday life, other issues take priority and social 

skills are given less attention and importance. 

Kaly and Heesacker (2003) used one uncommon example of adventure-based 

programming in practice to support the widely held belief that self-esteem and ego-identity 

development are directly related to the principles of exploration and industry.  The authors 

examined a ship-based model of adventure-based programming and pulled a sample of 265 

participants for the purpose of analyzing data regarding identity and self-esteem.  One hundred 

thirty-seven participants were female and 125 were male.  Over the course of three weeks, 

program participants engaged in activities that included sailing, windsurfing, water skiing, 

SCUBA diving, and hiking.  Ego-Identity status was defined using the Extended Objective 

Measure of Ego Identity Status-2 (EOM-EIS-2), a measurement designed to assess changes over 

time in the areas of identity diffusion, identity foreclosure, identity moratorium, and identity 

achievement.  Self-esteem was assessed pre and post intervention using the Rosenberg Self-

Esteem Scale. Through quantitative and qualitative measures, information was gathered that 

indicated a statistically significant relationship between adventure-based programming and a 
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decline in identity diffusion and identity foreclosure, pre and post intervention.  No data was 

found that indicated program participation influenced self-esteem to a level that would be 

considered statistically significant.  Lack of additional studies looking at the relationship 

between adventure programming and ego-identity status made it difficult for the authors to draw 

any concrete conclusions regarding the resulting change in identity diffusion and identity 

foreclosure.  It is possible, say the authors, that the data reflected an age-appropriate condition 

and that the change could be explained as a state common in individuals in the middle stages of 

adolescence, as were most of the study participants.  

Wick, Wick, and Peterson (1997) looked at 42 fifth grade children from an elementary 

school in the hopes of assessing the relationship between adventure therapy and self-esteem. The 

subjects were mostly from lower SES families, of Caucasian and Hispanic origins.  The Piers-

Harris Children's Self-Concept Scale (Piers & Harris, 1986) was selected for data collection. 

Working within the restrictions of a school setting, a pretest-posttest study with an existing group 

of students was undertaken.  The interventions consisted of weekly 30-minute sessions, divided 

into two parts.  The first part was an adventure experience completed in groups of approximately 

ten students.  The second part was a processing opportunity designed to provide participants with 

time to reflect on the task from the first part and for the facilitator to create a metaphor for how 

the task could be generalized to real-life experiences.  The results indicated a statistically 

significant increase in mean self-esteem scores following the six interventions.  During the 

interviews, teachers reported that they felt the children had started to mediate their own problems 

and that students reported they felt they had more friends than before the interventions.  The 

authors surmised that the positive result could be attributed to interactions with adults, but also 

cited multiple examples of times when children interact with adults but do not experience 
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increased feelings of self-worth.  Based on this logic, the authors concluded that adventure 

activities can build self-esteem in children when they are designed to promote growth in the 

participants, are social in focus, and provide an opportunity for success and fun.  

Graham (2007) used pre and post intervention data to evaluate a one-day Project 

Adventure challenge course experience’s potential impact on three areas of self-concept: 

academic, social, and self-image.  One hundred forty-two academically gifted male students 

rated themselves on the importance of specific self-concept characteristics and self-confidence 

before and after participation in the experience.  Subjects were asked to engage in several group 

activities ranging in difficulty and perceived risk.  The activities were classified as low or ground 

elements in AT, meaning they were performed at a height of less than twelve feet, and each 

focused on teamwork and problem solving.  Results of the study showed statistically significant 

increases in both academic and social self-concept scores, as well as a significant increase in 

overall self-concept.  The author concluded that an intervention as short as a single workshop 

could have an impact on self-concept, and that adventure activities in general, could serve to 

foster relationships and build cohesion within school-aged students.  Results indicated that 

adventure activities may support school counselors who are often given limited time in which to 

effect change within their student population.   

Hattie et al. (1997) conducted a meta-analysis of current adventure-programming 

literature and found that when comparing adventure-based learning experiences to those 

commonly experienced in classroom settings, the adventure-based experiences contributed the 

same resulting academic improvement scores and greater scores in the area of self-concept.  The 

meta-analysis was comprised of 96 individual studies, containing 151 unique samples, an 

estimated 1,700 effect sizes, over 12,000 individual participants, and covering a time span of 
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more than 25 years.  Of the 40 outcome constructs identified in the meta-analysis, self-concept 

ranked among six categories most impacted by adventure-based programming.  Subsequently, 

the analysis also looked at the breakdown of factors contributing to self-concept, and the results 

indicated the greatest degree of increase occurred in the areas of independence, self-efficacy, 

confidence, and self-understanding.  Additionally, given time and reflection, perceptions of self-

concept continued to increase and eventually stabilized at a level higher than that pre-

intervention.  It was found that an adventure program lasting between 20 and 26 days “can have 

substantial effects relative to other educational experiences” (Hattie et al., 1997, p. 77).  That is 

to say, the effects of the adventure experience equal that of a typical in-class educational 

intervention, and often exceed affective outcomes.  The difference in outcomes, according to the 

authors, can most likely be attributed to the unique instructional processes inherent in an 

adventure experience: challenge, allowable risk taking, feedback, and mutual group support. 

Bowen and Neill (2013) completed a meta-analysis of adventure therapy outcomes 16 

years later and the number of studies had grown from 96 (Hattie et al., 1997) to 197, individual 

effect sizes from 1,700 to 2,908, and the average effect size had risen from .34 to .47.  This study 

also showed that the reported effect size in adventure therapy research had been steadily rising 

since the early 1960s.  This study is arguably the most comprehensive to date and provides the 

most current picture of the state of adventure therapy research as a whole body of work.  Of the 

197 studies, only four focused on children below the age of 10. Only four of the studies focused 

on goals of an academic nature, eight centered on changes in behavior, and less than 10% of the 

studies focused on self-concept or social development.  I highlight these statistics because they 

serve to illustrate a continuing gap in current research that correlates highly with the goals and 

expectations of counselor in schools. 
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There is a wealth of research and information that examines the relationship between 

adventure therapy and school-aged children, but a relative scarcity that looks specifically at the 

relationship between adventure therapy and children in schools, and none that overtly suggests 

AT can be delivered in a guidance lesson format, and used as a preventative or instructional 

means to provide lessons that focus on the academic, behavioral, and social development of 

children within the framework and limitations of a traditionally structured elementary or 

secondary school.  In order for AT to be a practical option for counselors in schools, empirical 

support is necessary to demonstrate AT as or more effective and efficient at meeting the needs of 

the majority of students and must do so in a manner that is reasonable and replicable. 

 

ASCA School Counseling Model 

Originally founded in 1953, what is now known as the American School Counselor 

Association (ASCA) has the goal of clarifying the role and expanding the impact of school 

counselors through professional advocacy, leadership, collaboration, and systemic change. Its 

vision is that school counselors nationwide will have the knowledge, skills, networks and 

resources needed to promote student success in all settings.  Its mission is to represent school 

counselors and to promote professionalism and ethical practice (About ASCA, n.d).  Aside from 

being a professional organization with which so many school counselors identify, the American 

School Counselor Association is responsible for publishing a national framework for guidance 

programs in schools. 

The ASCA National Model (2012), originally released in 2002, establishes the gold 

standard for comprehensive school counseling programs that are aligned with high standards and 

high expectations.  The model focuses on success for all students and is intended to be 
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responsive to the emerging needs of today’s youth.  Additionally, the national model represents 

what a school counseling program should aspire to be and serves as an organizational tool to 

identify and prioritize the elements of a quality school counseling program.  The ASCA National 

Model acts as a guide for districts and individual schools as they seek to design, develop, 

implement, and evaluate their own counseling programs.  It provides a framework for each of 

four program components: foundation, delivery, management, and accountability, and seeks to 

define a school counselor's role in the program’s implementation. 

ASCA Mindsets and Behaviors for Student Success (2014) help guide the development 

of effective school counseling programs around three domains: academic, career and 

social/emotional development.  The standards are based on a survey of research and best 

practices in student achievement from a wide array of educational standards and efforts.   School 

counselors are tasked with the design and delivery of structured lessons targeted at helping 

students attain the desired competencies in each of the three aforementioned domains, and to 

provide them with the knowledge, attitudes and skills appropriate for their developmental level. 

 

Adventure-Based Guidance 

The American School Counselor Association (2012) defines a comprehensive guidance 

program as one that is preventive in design and developmental in nature.  It is aimed at 

improving both student learning and behavioral outcomes, is data driven, and is delivered to 

students in a systematic fashion.  Based on the current literature, an argument can be made to 

support the integration of the adventure therapy model and ASCA’s framework for a 

comprehensive school counseling guidance program.  There is an overlapping set of goals and 

objectives for school counselors within the adventure therapy model.  AT, and by extension 
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adventure-based guidance, can be seen as a means to an end for school counselors by providing a 

method in which to meet the needs of the largest percentage of the student population while still 

being cost-effective and fitting within the normal constraints of school structure (Glass & 

Shoffner, 2001).  Adventure-based guidance, as one might see in a school setting, would 

intentionally facilitate the use of adventure tools and techniques to guide personal change toward 

desired goals, both therapeutic and academic, within the social context of a group or class lesson 

(Alvarez and Stauffer, 2001).  

When integrated in the classroom, adventure-based guidance could be an effective way 

for students to build self-esteem, learn group cohesion and problem-solving techniques, and 

develop trust and communication skills (Glass & Shoffner, 2001).  Additionally, because they 

are structured to be metaphors for real-life, adventure-based guidance activities can be easily 

adapted to focus on specific topics that are important to a particular grade level or class.  Such 

topics might include leadership training or the development of listening skills. 

Tyson and Menear (2006) provided an argument justifying support for adventure-based 

counseling interventions within the framework of a school system.  They suggested that the 

National Standards for Students (ASCA, 2004) are closely aligned with the outcome 

expectations of the adventure therapy model.  Those national standards have since been revised 

and updated by the American School Counseling Association (2014), but the attitudes, 

knowledge, and skills outlined in the newest edition still reflect the basic underlying assumptions 

of the original list.   By addressing an inherent need for risk-taking and social interaction, 

adventure-based guidance allows for access to a larger population than traditional approaches 

when working with students across developmental, academic, and chronological levels.  
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Additionally, several areas of growth can be effectively measured and addressed using adventure 

therapy as the driving force for change (Tyson & Menear, 2006). 

A common theme in classroom guidance lessons is a focus on improving self-esteem and 

increasing self-confidence within student populations (ASCA, 2012).  Nassar-McMillan and 

Cashwell (1997) added support to the link between adventure-based guidance and self-esteem.  

Through the encouragement of peer-relationships, the development of effective coping skills, 

and the introduction of opportunities to experience success based on goal attainment, adventure-

based guidance can be an effective means of addressing this goal.  Like many others, the authors 

acknowledged that perceived risk and novelty of experience are critical factors in the attainment 

of healthy self-esteem and self-concept.  They believed adventure therapy interventions can be 

most effective when worked into a more traditional group setting, like school guidance, and used 

more as a technique than a mainstream practice, thus preserving the novelty of the experience. 

Matching ASCA Mindsets and Behaviors for Student Success (ASCA, 2014) with AT 

literature results in a developing rationale for inclusion of AT-related guidance into a 

comprehensive school counseling program. In Table 1, I present a curriculum match of ASCA 

standards with AT outcome expectations and activities. 

Table 1 addresses the inter-connectedness between ASCA Mindsets and Behaviors for 

Student Success (ASCA, 2014) and outcome expectations for adventure therapy.  Each outcome 

expectation (OE) is shown to align with multiple mindset (M) and/or behavior (B) targets in the 

areas of learning strategies (LS), self-management skills (SMS), and social skills (SS).  Specific 

adventure therapy activities (A) are then listed that support the ASCA standards and AT outcome 

expectations  

 



26 
 

Table 1 

Curriculum Match of ASCA Standards and AT Outcome Expectations and Activities 

(table continues) 
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By way of example, if a school counselor is tasked with creating a lesson that addresses the need 

for students to be able to demonstrate effective coping skills when faced with a problem (B-SMS 

7.), which aligns with adventure therapy outcome expectation OE 7., the counselor could choose 

any one of a number of activities including “the inch worm”, “group juggling”, or “the Meuse” 

to illustrate and model the targeted skill.  Counselors can then provide examples of how each 

targeted skill can be applied to the areas of academic, career, and social/emotional development.  

With each subsequent lesson, anecdotal evidence begins to mount that supports the use of 

adventure therapy in classroom guidance as a means to achieve the specific learning standards 

identified by the American School Counselor Association.  Pre and post-test student surveys can 

provide quantitative and qualitative data to corroborate the positive impact of the lessons.  
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Because adventure therapy includes a myriad of activities and experiences, school counselors 

benefit from matching individual activities to ASCA standards in order to ensure that AT is 

meeting the objectives of an overall comprehensive school counseling program.  

 

Conclusion 

Current literature supports the assertion that adventure therapy and adventure-based 

guidance have a place in school counseling (Wick, Wick, & Peterson, 1997; Glass & Shoffner, 

2001; Tyson & Menear, 2006; Graham, 2007; Bowen & Neill, 2013).  By engaging students in 

higher level thinking skills and affective learning, adventure-based practices in schools go 

beyond providing an opportunity for basic cognitive or character learning.  

The value of incorporating AT and adventure-based guidance into a comprehensive 

guidance program is that they enrich the school experience, improve academic performance, and 

enhance social and emotional development (Roaten & Schmidt, 2009; Brendtro & Strother, 

2007).  Adventure based practices teach students to become effective members in a group, to 

take responsibility for their actions, and to work both independently and cooperatively towards 

the attainment of established goals (Tyson & Menear, 2006).  Participation in adventure-based 

activities is an effective way to build self-esteem, learn cohesion and problem-solving strategies 

and techniques, develop trust and communication skills, and strengthen leadership characteristics 

(Glass & Benshoff, 2002; Shirilla, 2009, Brendtro & Strother, 2007).  Additional benefits from 

adventure-based experiences include increased self-confidence and self-concept (Garst, 

Schneider, & Baker, 2001; Graham, 2007; Larson, 2007). 

  Each of the previously mentioned adventure therapy outcome expectations parallels 

closely with the American School Counselor Association Mindsets and Behaviors for Student 
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Success (ASCA, 2014).  School counselors are tasked with teaching those standards and being 

able to demonstrate that students have learned them to a level of proficiency that is deemed 

developmentally appropriate for their age and grade level in school.  There is little in the 

literature regarding school counselors’ value of adventure therapy and how AT interventions fit 

within the realities of school counseling as it exists today.  Regardless of how closely the goals 

are aligned, adventure therapy interventions will not be seen as a practical and viable component 

of a comprehensive guidance program without the support of the school counseling community.   
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METHODOLOGY 

The Delphi Method 

The purpose of this study was to fulfill recommendations in current literature suggesting 

that in order for adventure therapy practices to be considered feasible within the context of a 

public-school system, specific parameters needed to be more clearly defined (Moote & 

Wodarski, 1997).  The Delphi method of data collection allows participants to provide 

information, opinions, and feedback anonymously and in a controlled manner, and is a 

particularly useful tool for increasing the understanding of a topic by gathering information from 

a group of experts rather than from a single source or a review of literature (Hsu & Sanford, 

2007).  It combines the benefit of group interaction and group opinion, without introducing the 

negative impact of group pressure or the biased influence of a dominant individual within the 

group.  As a result, responses are believed to be a more genuine reflection of the participants’ 

opinions and experiences. 

For those reasons, the researcher in this study used the Delphi technique to gain a 

consensus of opinion from experts in the field of adventure therapy, for the purpose of answering 

the following research questions: 

1.)   What is/are the role(s) of adventure therapy (AT) in School counseling? 

2.)   In what ways does AT support the domains of academic, career, and social/emotional 
development identified by ASCA Mindsets and Behaviors for Student Success 
(2014)? 

3.)   What are the major challenges that practitioners of AT in schools face and how are 
they overcome? 

4.)   What resources are most recommended and used for AT in schools and why? 
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Using carefully structured questionnaires, over a sequence of three rounds, experts were 

asked to provide specific feedback regarding the aforementioned questions.  The responses to 

these questions serve to establish a link between adventure therapy outcome expectations and the 

American School Counselor Association Mindsets and Behaviors for Student Success (2014) and 

provide counselors with a range of resources that can be used to teach and reinforce targeted 

objectives. 

Current research identifies several potential drawbacks to using the Delphi technique in 

research.  Vazquez-Ramos et al. (2007) and Keeney et al. (2011) cited the pressures of 

conformity as a limitation to the interpretation of data collected from respondents and that the 

resulting consensus of opinion regarding survey items could be more a reflection of the band 

wagon effect.  Waggoner et al. (2016) and Vazquez-Ramos et al. (2007) argued that the success 

of the study is largely dependent on the structure and quality of the survey design.  Poorly 

written or inadequately defined questions can cause participants to become frustrated and lose 

interest.  Additionally, the amount of time needed to participate in the study, ignoring 

discrepancies in responses, and increased rounds of back and forth communication are all 

documented causes of participant burnout and attrition (Vazquez-Ramos et al., 2007; Keeney et 

al., 2011; Waggoner et al., 2016). Another limitation of the Delphi method is that it relies on a 

sample that is not representative of the larger population, and resulting opinions are generally 

narrow in perspective (Vazquez-Ramos et al., 2007).  

The current study was created with consideration given to these limitations and efforts 

were made to reduce or eliminate the impact of the limitations whenever possible, such as: 

keeping identities of participants anonymous and only sharing whole group median response 

scores instead of individual responses; by having an outside rater familiar with the Delphi 
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method and academic research review the structure and quality of the study design; by keeping 

the time gap between rounds short and by limiting the number of items for each round and the 

number of total rounds, and by establishing explicit criteria for the qualifications necessary to 

consider a potential participant an expert. 

 

Stance of the Researcher  

As the primary researcher for the study, I am currently a doctoral student in a CACREP 

accredited counseling program, a certified school counselor, and have been employed as a school 

counselor working in an elementary school setting for the past six years.  Prior to becoming a 

school counselor, I was a public-school educator at both the elementary and secondary school 

levels.  I studied and researched adventure therapy throughout my masters and doctoral programs 

and have facilitated adventure therapy activities in multiple settings, including process groups, 

guidance lessons, and professional development sessions.  My personal and professional 

experiences directly influenced the focus of this study and contributed to the choice of open-

ended questions in Round 1. All advisors to, and the independent rater in, this study are 

experienced counselor educators, with a range of familiarity with school counseling and 

adventure therapy. The impact of researcher bias in this study was minimal, due to the structure 

of the Delphi method and, aside from choosing the initial research questions in Round 1, all 

subsequent correspondence and item selection was participant driven.  

 

Operational Definitions 

Adventure therapy (AT):  AT is the “prescriptive use of adventure experiences provided 

by mental health professionals, often conducted in natural settings that kinesthetically engage 



33 
 

clients on cognitive, affective, and behavioral levels.” (Gass, Gillis, & Russell, 2012, p.1)  

Adventure-based guidance (ABG):  ABG is the use of adventure therapy principles and 

activities within the context of a school classroom setting and designed to meet ASCA Mindset 

and Behaviors Standards for students (ASCA, 2014). 

Academic development:  Standards guiding school counseling programs to implement 

strategies and activities to support and maximize each student’s ability to learn (ASCA, 2014). 

Career development:  Standards guiding school counseling programs to help students 1) 

understand the connection between school and the world of work and 2) plan for and make a 

successful transition from school to postsecondary education and/or the world of work and from 

job to job across the life span (ASCA, 2014). 

Social/emotional development:  Standards guiding school counseling programs to help 

students manage emotions and learn and apply interpersonal skills (ASCA, 2014). 

 

Participants 

The nature of a Delphi study requires the identification of a panel of participants who are 

experienced in a particular field or have a specific knowledge base; in short, who are experts on 

the content focus of the study. To that end, purposive sampling was used to identify participants 

who met one or more of the following criteria: 1) persons who have published on adventure 

therapy and schools within the last thirty years; and/or 2) identified facilitators or coordinators 

with Project Adventure, Outward Bound, or other empirically validated adventure therapy 

program with a general understanding of school counseling; and/or 3) school counselors or 

school counselor educators with 5 or more years of experience in adventure therapy and school 

counseling.  Because of the specificity of the desired population, determining experts that met 
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the criteria of having significant experience in both adventure therapy and school counseling 

proved difficult.  After a significant amount of time gathering contact information from various 

sources (social media, linked-in, academic institution websites, and personal referrals), 42 

possible participants were chosen and informed of their selection via email, were provided with a 

description of the Delphi process, and were given the opportunity to accept or decline 

participation through informed consent procedures. 

Many of the contacted individuals replied that their schedules did not allow for 

participation or that they believed they did not meet the specific criteria for participation in the 

study.  Of those remaining, 13 agreed to participate but only 10 completed the initial round of 

survey questions within the timeframe defined in the study.  Literature on Delphi methods does 

not specify an optimal number of participants; however, researchers noted that most Delphi 

studies range between 10 to 100 experts and many small studies, such as this one, include 10 to 

15 participants (Keeney, Hasson, & McKenna, 2011).  Assuming 100% participation and no 

attrition or subject dropout, the researcher and study advisors agreed that 10 participants would 

be sufficient to address the content of this study.   

According to Keeney et al. (2011), a review of Delphi literature reveals a broad range of 

response rates with no specific guidelines as to what should be considered universally 

acceptable.  It is recommended, however, that studies aim for a response rate of seventy percent.  

In this study, the response rate for all participation was 77% (10 of 13).  Keeney et al. (2011) 

also discuss attrition and suggested that higher potential for attrition exists in Delphi studies due 

to distractions between rounds, disillusionment with the Delphi process, and fatigue.  Ideally, all 

study participants who actually start the survey will complete each round of questions and 

attrition will be zero, as was the case in this study.  To aid in reaching these targets, certain 
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procedures were employed: clearly stated expectations and timelines, prompt responses and 

turnaround times between data collections, emphasis on each individual participant’s 

contributions, and limited number of rounds.   

 

Procedures  

Following university human subjects approval, a prospective panel of experts was 

identified.  The researcher used a current review of literature and AT organizational websites to 

identify researchers, theorists, leaders, and practitioners in AT.  To increase the probability of 

gaining qualified experts for the study, prospective panelists were asked to suggest other 

professionals who met the identified criteria for the study.  Once the panelists had been 

identified, they were invited to take part in the study via email or phone contact.  Included in the 

invitation was the purpose and nature of the study and the anticipated timeline and expectations 

for each round of responses.  Specifics were explained regarding why the panelists had been 

selected for the study and how they were identified.  Using Qualtrics system, the initial round of 

questions was sent within two weeks of confirmation of participation. 

 Using Delphi technique steps outlined in Keeney et al. (2011) and Vazquez-Ramos, 

Leahy, and Hernandez (2007), the researcher facilitated three rounds of data collection. Included 

with the questions for Round 1 was a cover letter explaining the details of the study and 

instructions on how to answer the questions (see Appendix A). Round 1 questions were 

developed by a small focus group of three counselor educators who were experienced and/or 

published in school counseling and/or adventure therapy (see Appendix B).  Round 1 included 8 

questions that were open-ended and allowed participants to respond freely.  Each of the 

questions in Round 1 had the potential for multiple responses, so adequate space was provided 
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for panelist feedback.  Participants were provided with a recommended date by which responses 

should be recorded and returned to the researcher.  Once responses from Round 1 had been 

returned for all participants, they were coded and categorized based on similarities and 

differences and the content was analyzed.  A list of unique responses was generated by both the 

researcher and an independent rater and the lists were then compared to each other for alignment.  

Once the researcher and rater were in agreement that all unique responses had been accounted 

for and duplicate responses removed, the items for Round 2 were created and emailed to all 

participants.  Due to similarities in responses given for the areas of academic and career 

development, results for these areas were collapsed into a single table with duplicate responses 

removed and reported as academic/career development throughout the remainder of the study.    

 For Round 2, the panelists were again provided with information on how to complete the 

survey and given a suggested date by which responses should be recorded and returned to the 

researcher.  In Round 2, panelists were asked to rate their level of agreement on 50 unique items 

generated from individual responses from Round 1, on a pre-determined Likert scale (See 

Appendix C).  In addition to scaled questions in this round, participants were asked to complete 

several questions designed to collect demographic information. Once responses from Round 2 

had all been returned, they were coded and analyzed.  Each scaled response was assigned a 

value, from 1 to 5, based on the level of agreement identified.  Using these values, a median 

response score was calculated for each item.  Consensus was also calculated for each item for 

Round 2.  An item was considered to have reached consensus if a minimum of 80% of the total 

item responses were assigned a value equal to or greater than 4 OR equal to or less than 2 

(Junger, Payne, Brine, Radbruch, & Brearley, 2017).  Any item that was not deemed to have 
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reached consensus, based on the aforementioned definition, was added to the list of items that 

would be included in Round 3.   

 For the third and final round, panelists were provided with information on how to 

complete the survey and given a suggested date by which responses should be recorded and 

returned to the researcher.  For this round, panelists were asked to rate their level of agreement 

on 19 items that did not reach consensus in Round 2.  Each participant was shown a comparison 

of the panel’s median response score and their own score and were given an opportunity to adjust 

their response or provide an explanation for why they responded the way they did and why they 

felt the median response was inaccurate.  Once responses from Round 3 had been returned, they 

were coded and analyzed, and the final consensus percentages and median response scores were 

calculated. 

 

Data Analysis 

According to recommended Delphi methods (Keeney et al., 2011), data analysis 

following Round 1 should employ content analysis. Content analysis for Round 1 included the 

following steps (modified from Keeney et al., 2011): 1) read all responses for each item and note 

general themes; 2) Note as many headings as required; 3) remove repetitive headings; 4) second 

researcher audits categories from data; 5) organize into items for Round 2. Content analysis 

results were used to design items for Round 2. Descriptive analysis was employed to analyze 

data from Round 2 and develop items for Round 3.  According to Waggoner, Carline, and 

Durning (2016), a study of Delphi literature did not reveal an ideal level of agreement needed to 

reach consensus, and the authors went on to say only that a predetermined definition of 

consensus specific to the study must be clearly indicated in the study parameters.  In accordance 
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with that recommendation and standard practice in Delphi methods (Junger et al., 2017), the 

desired agreement level for a response to reach consensus in this study was set at 80% of 

responses for each individual item achieving a median response score of greater than or equal to 

4, or less than or equal to 2. Descriptive data analysis was employed to present results from 

Round 3. Final results included items on which consensus was obtained.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this Delphi study was to answer the following research questions:  

1.)   What are the purposes of adventure therapy (AT) in School counseling? 

2.)   What are the major challenges that practitioners of AT in schools face and how are 
they overcome? 

3.)   In what ways does AT support the domains of academic, career, and 
social/emotional development identified by ASCA Mindsets and Behaviors for 
Student Success (2014)? 

4.)   What resources are most recommended and used for AT in schools and why? 

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first section discusses the details of the 

participants in this study.  It reviews how panelists were selected and their general demographic 

composition.  The second section highlights the specific results from each of the three rounds of 

the study.  It examines the beliefs of the expert panel regarding their opinions on the specific role 

adventure therapy fulfills in school counseling and will report on the areas in which the 

respondents were in agreement and those in which they were not.  It includes items for areas of 

student development that reached consensus in the study contrasted with those items that did not.  

And, it illustrates the rank order of 12 obstacles identified by the expert panel in Round 2 as most 

challenging to the implementation of adventure therapy in school counseling. 

During Round 1, the expert panel responded to open-ended questions about the impact of 

adventure therapy on different categories of student development in schools.  In Round 2, the 

expert panel was asked to evaluate and rate individual items, derived from those responses given 

in Round 1, on a predetermined Likert scale, in the hopes of reaching a consensus of opinion 

regarding their impact on the aforementioned student development.  In Round 3, participants 

were given items that did not reach consensus from Round 2 and provided with the opportunity 
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to adjust their answers towards the median response score for each item, or to provide written 

justification as to why the median response score was inaccurate for each item.      

 

Panel of Experts 

Selection 

The criteria for being invited to participate in the study was outlined in Chapter 3. 

Following a review of existing publications, professional recommendations, social media groups, 

and online adventure therapy resources, a final list of 42 professionals was developed. Of the 42 

individuals contacted, 13 agreed to participate, seven declined for various reasons, and 22 did not 

respond.  Of the 13 who agreed to participate in the study, 10 (77%) completed Round 1.  Of the 

10 participants who completed Round 1 of the study, 10 (100%) completed the Round 2 survey.  

For Round 3, all 10 (100%) of the participants completing rounds 1 and 2 provided responses. 

Completion of the study included all 10 original participants, indicating 0% attrition.  

 

Demographics 

Participants provided basic demographic information during Round 2 of data collection. 

This information was requested in order to verify expert status and credentials. Of the 10 

participants included in the study, 6 (60%) have published in the area of adventure therapy and 

school counseling.  Eight participants (80%) have been a facilitator or coordinator in an 

established adventure therapy program. Eight participants (80%) are currently working or have 

worked as a counselor educator or school counselor with five or more years of adventure therapy 

and school counseling experience.  Six (60%) of participants were male, four (40%) were 

female.  All ten (100%) respondents identified as Caucasian.  Of the 10 participants, 6 currently 
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work as counselor educators, one as a school psychologist, one as a school counselor, and one as 

a professor of Psychology.  The average experience in adventure therapy across all respondents 

was 17.1 years.  The average experience in school counseling across all respondents was 8.25 

years. 

 

Survey Rounds 

Round 1 

In Round 1, the expert panel was asked to respond to open-ended questions about the role 

and purposes of adventure therapy in school counseling, “Given your experience and knowledge 

of the field, please identify the role and purposes of Adventure Therapy in School Counseling.” 

Using content analysis procedures, I read all responses for each item and noted general themes, 

noted as many headings as required, and eliminated repetitive headings. Following 

categorization of headings and statements, all materials were reviewed by an independent 

auditor. As the research team, we came to consensus regarding general themes.  Repetitive 

responses were eliminated and the remaining feedback was summarized into a list of specific 

items that could be evaluated for Round 2 regarding their importance to the school counseling 

profession.  The final result included 18 unique counseling objectives that directly addressed the 

purpose of AT in school counseling. Table 2 includes representative statements and expert 

responses for each category. 
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Table 2 

Representative Statements and Expert Responses Round 1 

(table continues) 
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(table continues) 
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(table continues) 
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(table continues) 
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(table continues) 
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Also in Round 1, the expert panel was asked to respond to open-ended questions about 

the impact of adventure therapy on different categories of student development in schools.  To 

establish a framework from which to base their opinions, the expert panel was provided with 

definitions of each of the areas of development, according to the American School Counseling 

Association (2014).  The same content analysis procedures used for the first open-ended 

questions were employed for the development of these items. For question 2: “In what ways does 

AT support the domain of academic development in schools?”, content analysis resulted in 14 

items in which they found this to be true.  For question 3: “In what ways does AT support the 

domain of career development in schools?”, content analysis resulted in 12 items.  Because of 

the substantial overlap in responses in the areas of academic and career development, the results 

for questions 2 and 3 were collapsed into one category: Academic/Career Development.  This 

new combined category yielded 14 unique items.  For question 4: “In what ways does AT support 

the domain of social/emotional development in schools?”, content analysis resulted in 18 

characteristics of AT that supported developmental growth in this area. Table 2 includes 

representative statements from participants for each item.  

Lastly, in this round, panelists were asked to identify major challenges to the 

implementation of AT in schools and to suggest resources that could be used in the planning and 

delivery of AT in a school setting.  The procedure for analyzing responses regarding obstacles to 

implementation from the panel remained consistent throughout this round of the study.  Both 

researcher and rater worked independently to generate a list of challenges provided by the panel, 

eliminated repetitive responses, and summarized the findings.  Upon comparison, both researcher 

and rater agreed that the expert panel had listed 12 unique challenges to the implementation of 

AT in schools. Table 2 includes representative statements from participants for each item.  The 
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final question in Round 1 asked participants to list resources that could be used to implement AT 

in school settings and address challenges. Because this question resulted in a list of helpful 

resources for AT implementation, I compiled the full list of resources (see Table 3) and this list 

was not included in rankings for subsequent rounds. 

Table 3 

Resources Beneficial to the Implementation of AT in Schools   
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Round 2 

In Round 2, the expert panel was asked to evaluate and rate individual items, derived 

from items identified in Round 1, on a nominal Likert scale, in the hopes of reaching a consensus 

of opinion.  Scaled responses were assigned a value from 1 (Not important/do not agree) to 5 

(Very important/Strongly agree) and this value was used to calculate the overall median response 

score for each item.  Any item in which a minimum of 80% of the panel responded in the 

affirmative (4 or 5) or the negative (1 or 2) was considered to have attained consensus.  All 

remaining items, those not reaching 80% or those with a majority of the responses being “neither 

agree nor disagree”, were not considered to have attained consensus and would be included in 

the items to be redistributed in Round 3.   

For the first task in Round 2, the panel was given 18 specific counseling objectives that 

the individual respondents believed define the role adventure therapy in school counseling from 

Round 1, and asked to rate their level of importance, from “not important” to “very important” 

for each one.  Of those 18 items, 11 reached a consensus level of 80% or greater in this round, at 

the level of “More important” or “Very important”.     

For the second task in Round 2, the panel was asked to target ways in which adventure 

therapy could address the specific needs of students in two categories of student development: 

academic/career and social/emotional.  According to the American School Counseling 

Association (2014) Mindset and Behavior Standards for school counselors, these areas of 

development fall within the scope of responsibilities of all school counselors.  The responses in 

Round 1 resulted in 32 different ways in which AT could meet this challenge (14 – 

academic/career development; 18 – social/emotional development).  The panel was given these 

32 items and asked to quantify their level of agreement, from “Do not agree” to “Strongly agree” 
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for each one.  Of the 14 items in the area of academic/career development, 5 reached consensus 

in Round 2.  Of the 18 items in the area of social/emotional development, 15 reached consensus 

in Round 2.  In total, 31 of the original 50 items reached consensus without having to be 

redistributed to the panel (see Table 4).  The remaining 19 non-consensus items were 

redistributed in the final round (see Table 5).  

Table 4 

Items Reaching Consensus in Round 2 

(table continues) 
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Table 5 

Items Not Reaching Consensus in Round 2 

In the initial round of questions, the panel was asked to identify the top three challenges 

facing counselors who might attempt to implement adventure therapy in a school setting.  After 

analyzing the responses and eliminating duplicate answers, the researcher and independent rater 



55 
 

arrived at 12 unique obstacles that could impact the implementation process.  In Round 2, 

participants were asked to take those 12 obstacles and put them in rank order from the most 

challenging (1) to least challenging (12).  After all responses had been submitted, the individual 

rankings were added up and averaged for each item, resulting in a final, ordered list.   

Table 6 

Ranked Challenges Facing Adventure Therapy Implementation 
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The data indicated that “adequate training in adventure therapy” was considered to be the most 

challenging obstacle facing school counselors, while “managing student physical, physiological, 

and emotional reactions to AT” was considered to be the least challenging of the identified 

obstacles counselors face when attempting to implement adventure therapy in schools (see Table 

6).  These items were not redistributed to the panel in Round 3, as reaching consensus across 

such a broad continuum of responses that are not independent of each other would require an 

unrealistic amount of time with no guarantee of a result. 

 

Round 3 

In Round 3, participants were given items that did not reach consensus from Round 2 and 

provided with the opportunity to adjust their responses towards the median response score for 

each item or, if they chose to keep their answer the same, were asked to provide written 

justification as to why they believed the median response score was inaccurate.  Of the 50 items 

derived from responses in Round 1, the panel failed to reach consensus on 19 of the 50 in Round 

2: 7 items concerning the role of AT in schools; 9 items in the area of academic/career 

development; and 3 items in the area of social/emotional development.  These 19 items were sent 

back to the panel for reconsideration in Round 3.  After completing Round 3, an additional 5 

items had reached consensus: one additional item regarding the role of AT in schools and 4 

additional items in the area of academic/career development.  No additional items reached 

consensus in the area of social/emotional development following Round 3.  In total, of the 

original 50 items provided to all participants in rounds 2 and 3, consensus, as defined in this 

study, was achieved for 36 items. The final list of the 36 items that reached consensus are 

included in Table 7.  Items not reaching consensus after three rounds are included in Table 8.  
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Table 7 

All Items Reaching Consensus in the Study 
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Table 8 

All Items Not Reaching Consensus in the Study 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

One of the many responsibilities given to school counselors is to develop the knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes students will need in order to be successful academically and socially, in 

both the present and the future (ASCA, 2014).  School counselors seek to use the most efficient 

and effective means to engage and motivate students, within the framework of a typical school 

day and operating with limited budgetary and time constraints.  As such, it is to their benefit to 

incorporate techniques that are built upon the same principles as their primary professional 

organization, ASCA, and that also inherently address the skills and attitudes they have been 

tasked to develop.  Adventure-based practices, such as adventure therapy and adventure-based 

guidance, seek to engage students by making them acutely aware of how they view themselves 

and the world around them (Schoel, Prouty, & Radcliffe, 1988).  The goal of these practices is to 

help develop decision-making skills, to increase personal accountability, and to encourage 

initiative, and this is accomplished through careful processing and intentional reflection 

following each experience (Priest & Gass, 2005).  Adventure-based practices provide a vehicle 

for counselors to observe social skills and group interactions, and to further develop leadership 

characteristics, communication skills, and trust (Fletcher & Hinkle, 2002).  

The purpose of the current study was to clarify, through consensus of relevant experts, 

key roles that adventure therapy can play in the implementation and delivery of guidance lessons 

and group sessions in school counseling.  As the researcher, I also sought to identify particular 

characteristics that define the way adventure therapy can impact the areas of student 

development that fall under the responsibility of school counselors: academic development, 

career development, and social/emotional development.  Because this study was intended to open 
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the door to the use of adventure therapy in schools, additional research questions focused on the 

greatest potential challenges to using adventure therapy successfully in a school setting, and 

resources that school counselors could use to address those challenges.  Previous studies on 

adventure therapy have been conducted in traditional school settings and with school-aged 

children (Conley, Caldarella, and Young, 2007; Cross, 2002; Shirilla, 2009; Wick, Wick, & 

Peterson, 1997) but those have typically focused on at-risk adolescents or sub-populations of 

students with either an educational or clinical diagnosis and few have focused specifically on the 

ability to impact traditional or non-clinical students in guidance lessons, small groups, or one-on-

one. 

 

Summary of Findings 

To answer this study’s research questions, the Delphi method was used to obtain a 

consensus of opinion from a panel of experts.  Participants were current counselor educators, 

mental health professionals, school counselors, authors, and/or experienced adventure therapy 

facilitators.  Forty-two possible participants were identified and informed of their selection via 

email, were provided with a description of the Delphi process, and were given the opportunity to 

accept or decline participation through informed consent procedures.  Of those forty-two, 13 

agreed to participate and a group of 10 started and completed all three rounds of the study.  The 

gender split for the expert panel was 60/40, male to female.  All ten respondents identified as 

Caucasian.  The average experience in adventure therapy across all respondents was 17.1 years.  

The average experience in school counseling across all respondents was 8.25 years. 

Three rounds of data collection and analysis were used to generate data and compile 

themes. In the first round of data collection, participants initially responded to open-ended 
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questions about their opinions on the potential relationship between adventure therapy and 

school counseling, including the roles of adventure therapy in school counseling, the impact 

adventure therapy can have on student development, the greatest challenges facing the 

implementation of adventure therapy in schools, and the best resources for counselors to use to 

address those challenges. In Round 1, participants identified 18 individual roles of adventure 

therapy in school counseling, 14 ways AT impacts academic/career development in students, and 

18 ways AT impacts social/emotional development in students.  The panel also identified 12 

unique challenges to the implementation of AT in schools and compiled a list of 23 resources to 

address those challenges.   

In Round 2, content analysis was used to develop representative statements from these 

opinions, to eliminate repetitive items, and to organize the items into categories specific and 

relevant to counseling in schools in the hopes of attaining a consensus of opinion from the expert 

panel.  In this round, consensus of opinion was sought on the 50 unique items related to the roles 

and impact of AT in schools, and rank order was targeted on the 12 challenges to implementation 

of AT.  The result of Round 2 was that 31 items reached consensus and the responses for the 

challenges were averaged to provide a measurable rank order.  In Round 3, clarification was 

sought from experts on outlying responses and an opportunity was provided for the panel to 

adjust non-consensus responses.  In this final round, an additional 5 items were added to the list 

of those reaching consensus.  Altogether, upon completion of the 3 rounds of study, 36 items had 

attained consensus and an averaged rank order had been established for the 12 challenges. 

Participants did not reach consensus on 14 remaining items.   
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Consensus Themes  

 The main purpose of using the Delphi Method in research is to gain agreement within a 

panel of experts regarding the nature of a particular topic or research focus (Junger, Payne, 

Brine, Radbruch, & Brearley, 2017).  The benefit of this process is that the resulting conclusions 

take into consideration the views of multiple persons, rather than drawing on the opinion and 

experience of one individual researcher or author.  When a group of individuals of similar 

background and experience come together to discuss a topic upon which they are uniquely and 

specifically qualified, patterns and themes begin to emerge in their collective thoughts and 

opinions.  Findings from the current study suggest themes related to the positive effect of AT on 

social connectedness and problem-solving across all areas of student development.  

 

Social Connectedness 

In analyzing the results of the items that gained consensus in rounds 2 and 3, two major 

trends surfaced across the three areas of student development and the role adventure therapy 

plays in addressing the responsibilities of school counselors in each of those areas.  One of those 

trends illustrates the emphasis adventure therapy places on social connectedness.   Studies in 

current literature have examined the benefits of social connectedness in relation to a variety of 

topics of interest to school counselors and school administrators (Scarf et al., 2017; Henrich, 

Brookmeyer, & Shahar, 2005; McNeely & Falci, 2004).  Results of these studies have shown 

that social connectedness can increase resilience, decrease the incidence of weapon violence, and 

promote academic motivation.  In both categories addressing areas of student development in the 

current study, items gained consensus that related directly to the concept of social connectedness 

and supported the conclusion that experts believed adventure therapy is adept at helping to foster 
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within an individual the belief that he or she is part of something greater and will benefit from 

the establishment of relationships with others (Gass, Gillis, & Russell, 2012).   

When asked to help define the role and purpose of adventure therapy in school 

counseling, the expert panel provided several responses that suggested the underlying theme of 

social connectedness.  Representative items derived from direct statements from the panel 

including “Enhance a student’s sense of belonging”, “Improve interrelationship skills”, and 

“Help students connect with each other and work together” related directly to the concept of 

social connectedness.  In the area of academic/career development, the impact of AT on social 

connectedness was illustrated in items like “Encourage the consideration of new/different 

perspectives” and “enhance communication.”  The additional item of “Learn team building” in 

this area of development emphasizes the value of being able to rely on others and the 

relationships that are built upon this reliance.  Far more apparent was the connection between 

social connectedness and adventure therapy in the area of social/emotional development.  The 

expert panel reached consensus on several items that stressed the value of belonging.  Those 

items included “Enhance an individual’s sense of community”, “Encourage social 

awareness/connectedness”, “Build trust”, “foster group interaction” and “Share challenges with 

others”. 

 

Problem Solving 

Another theme that emerged from the study was that adventure therapy helps to improve 

problem-solving abilities in children, a skill that, according to the expert panel, is connected to 

both academic/career and social/emotional development.  “Develop problem-solving skills” was 

an item that was repeated across both categories of development and gained consensus in each 



64 
 

one.  Zsoldos-Marchis (2014), in a review of the relationship between cooperative problem 

solving and student control, acknowledged that the development of problem solving skills is one 

of the main goals of school education.   

According to Zsoldos-Marchis (2014), problem solving competency is defined as “an 

individual’s capacity to use cognitive processes to confront and resolve real, cross‐disciplinary 

situations where the solution path is not immediately obvious…” (p. 50).  The effectiveness of 

Adventure therapy depends on being able to connect the adventure experience, something that is 

novel and unfamiliar, to a real-life situation through the use of metaphor (Gass, Gillis, & Russell, 

2012).  Highlighting an individual’s strengths and limitations and providing challenges that are 

developmentally appropriate to access those cognitive processes and problem-solving abilities 

lies at the foundation of adventure therapy (Gass, Gillis, & Russell, 2012). 

 

Engagement and AT 

Though not pervasive or specific enough to be considered a theme, there were items of 

consensus and individual responses that suggested the expert panel believed engagement to be a 

significant factor related to adventure therapy and school counseling.  Priest and Gass (2005) 

explained that Adventure therapy, at its very core, is meant be active, structured, full of 

movement and energy, engaging, and reflective.  Panelists’ statements in Round 1 mirrored this 

explanation, specifically that adventure therapy can “engage students at their cognitive and 

emotional level”, and that it allows them to “engage with and learn about themselves”.  The word 

“engage” was used by different experts when providing open-ended responses about AT in both 

domains of student development and in the role of AT in schools. 



65 
 

Additional Consensus Themes 

When the representative statements that did not reach consensus were returned to the 

panel in Round 3 with the option to adjust them towards the mean response score or to provide 

justification as to why an answer should remain, five additional items moved into consensus.  

The panel now agreed that “Build leadership skills” should be considered a role of AT in 

schools.  In the area of academic/career development, the experts agreed that “Facilitate 

cognitive development”, “Help teachers integrate experiential learning in the classroom”, “Meet 

the needs of students with diverse learning styles”, and “Learn team-building” be included in the 

majority opinion. 

In analyzing these new consensus items, leadership skills and team building fall under 

what the American School Counseling Association (2012) defines as “soft skills” or skills that 

indirectly contribute to student success.  Facilitating cognitive development is a characteristic of 

adventure therapy that addresses an aptitude for learning, while integrating experiential learning 

in the classroom and meeting the needs of students with diverse learning styles addresses how 

students learn.  When combined with the other thirty-one items that reached consensus, the 

results serve to clarify the potential impact of AT with students in schools.    

 

Non-Consensus Themes 

The goal of this study was to reach consensus on a series of items related to the 

implementation of adventure therapy in schools.  Of the 50 items provided to the expert panel, 14 

of them did not reach the defined criteria for consensus in the final analysis.  Value can be 

derived from the areas in which panelists agreed on the relationship between adventure therapy 

and student development, just as value can be derived from the areas in which the panelists 



66 
 

disagreed.  For counselors wishing to employ AT as a means of delivering guidance lessons to 

students, consensus items can provide a blueprint for where the counselor should be focusing his 

or her efforts.  Non-consensus items can illuminate for the counselor where his or her efforts 

might be misplaced. 

In the review of the items that did not achieve consensus, the expert panel held a less 

consistent view of the ways in which adventure therapy was directly applicable to the school 

counseling profession and the assigned responsibilities therein.  Some items missed reaching 

consensus by a very small margin.  Others, however, were much farther from the mark, with 

responses ranging across the entire continuum of possible answer choices.  One particular area in 

which the panelist responses to representative statements varied the most was in the area of 

academic/career development. 

 

Adventure Therapy is Not Pedagogy 

In the area of academic/career development, the experts were mixed in their opinions 

about how AT could best be impactful.  There were nine items out of fourteen in the area of 

academic/career development that reached consensus, including one item where negative 

consensus was attained.  This item read “I do not see a link between AT and academic 

development”, and the opinion of the panel was that this statement was false.  In reviewing the 

five representative statements in this area that did not reach consensus, a theme surfaced 

involving the role of adventure therapy as a mechanism for teaching.  What seemed apparent, 

from the responses of the expert panel, was that adventure therapy was not considered effective 

when used as a means to teach a concept or topic.  In fact, “Help teach specific concepts”, 

“Highlight barriers impeding academic progress”, and “Provide activities that support academic 
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curriculum” were just a few of the representative statements that did not reach consensus in this 

area of development.  Instead, one expert replied that AT “supports academic related 

development” such as social emotional learning and creativity.  While adventure therapy may not 

directly impact a student’s ability to read or to acquire the mathematic skills necessary to become 

an engineer, it can help them with skills like enhancing communication and developing coping 

strategies to address challenges, which could result in improved academic performance (Fletcher 

and Hinkle, 2002; Glass & Shoffner, 2001; Roaten & Schmidt, 2009; Brendtro & Strother, 

2007). 

 

Challenges to Implementation 

In addition to seeking a consensus of opinion regarding the role and purpose of AT in 

schools, and the impact AT has on student development, this study sought the opinions of an 

expert panel regarding the biggest challenges to increasing the presence of adventure therapy 

practices in school settings.  According to the panelists, the three biggest challenges to the 

implementation of adventure therapy in schools are appropriate professional training in 

adventure therapy, administrative support, and funding. Workshops and conferences for 

adventure therapy can be expensive, often costing in the hundreds of dollars to attend, not 

including travel costs and lodging.  The ability to attend these workshops and conferences 

requires the permission of campus administration, so it follows logically that these three 

challenges are closely related and tend to overlap each other.  Building a ropes course and 

purchasing all the harnesses and equipment to manage it can be cost prohibitive for most schools 

or school districts.  If acquisition of complex equipment were the only way to incorporate AT in 

schools, then it would then follow that achieving administrative support for its inclusion would 
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be a difficult task to accomplish.  If adventure therapy activities were limited to ropes courses or 

challenge courses, could only be facilitated in a forest or open field, and were all dangerous and 

presented a significant liability to participant and professional, alike, then it would also be 

entirely reasonable to assume administrators and parents might be hesitant to give consent.  

Fortunately, according to the experts in this study, communication with parents and addressing 

the potential for physical risk are not seen as being significant challenges to the implementation 

of adventure therapy in schools, having been ranked 9th and 11th out of twelve challenges, 

respectively.   

In reality, adventure therapy activities comprise a continuum of experiences (Gass, Gillis, 

& Russell, 2012).  Prop, prop-less, and low elements can be purchased or built for far less and do 

not require special safety equipment or large spaces to facilitate (Adventure Therapy Best 

Practices, n.d).  One participant in the study shared the experience of having made props for 

activities rather than purchasing them new.  To build a challenge course and equip it with the 

appropriate gear, one expert on the panel suggested “partnering with grant writers at the city or 

county level if available, and at the state level if not, to acquire funding for these items.”  

Pertaining to student safety and professional liability, one of the experts on the panel suggested 

that the risk to students, a potential concern for parents and administrators alike, can be 

minimized and that adventure activities “can be adapted to the point that they are no more risky 

than a field trip, or typical time within a gym class setting”.  

After addressing administrative support and funding, the largest remaining identified 

challenge was access to appropriate training in adventure therapy, and the expert panel agreed 

that in order to maintain fidelity in the field, training is essential.  School districts and counseling 

departments often have travel and conference/workshop budgets for school counselors to attend 
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trainings relevant to the performance of their assigned campus duties – provided the cost of AT 

workshops is competitive with other counseling workshops.  Therefore, by addressing the most 

significant challenges, namely by having access to appropriate professional training, 

administrative support at the campus and district level, and the potential funding that comes with 

that support, adventure therapy can become a feasible means of delivering guidance to students 

in schools. 

 

Resources 

Identified by the panel as the 10th biggest challenge to the use of adventure therapy in 

schools, the acquisition of resources and materials does not have to be a significant obstacle that 

prevents school counselors from using AT in their guidance lessons and groups.  Many 

publications have been made available for purchase online, most for less than the cost of a 

hardback book at a retail shop, and props can be made or purchased for a minimal investment.  

The expert panel in this study provided a list of resources (see Table 2), including professional 

organizations, publications, and local/campus level resources to help individuals interested in 

pursuing adventure therapy as means to deliver lessons in school. 

 

Implications for School Counselors 

The findings of this study have implications within the adventure therapy community and 

with counselors in schools looking for a way to present information to their students that is both 

engaging and dynamic.  All aspects of this study, from the literature review to the study itself, 

were designed with the goal of generating support for the use of adventure therapy in a school 

setting.  By looking at the background and theoretical foundation of adventure therapy, this study 
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established a basis for supporting the use of AT with typically-developing students.  In 

examining current literature, a link emerged that connects American School Counselor 

Association Mindsets and Behaviors for Student Success (2014) with outcome expectations for 

adventure therapy. By using the Delphi method for collecting responses from multiple experts in 

the field of adventure therapy, the study generated a consensus of opinion on 40 items that 

reinforce the aforementioned link and then those same experts shared specific resources to help 

school counselors incorporate AT in their classroom guidance lessons.   

 

Administrative Support 

When looking at the list of ranked challenges to the implementation of adventure therapy 

in schools, and setting aside for a moment what the expert panel identified as the biggest 

challenge – that of access to appropriate counselor training in adventure therapy – it is 

reasonable to assume that a school counselor would make addressing the need for administrative 

support a priority if he or she wished to pursue the use of adventure therapy in classroom 

guidance and small group interventions on his or her campus.  The results of this study can be 

used to garner the administrative support needed and, if successful, the obstacles that remained 

can subsequently be addressed as campus and district administration have the ability to provide 

access to the training, funds, time, and space identified by the expert panel as the greatest 

challenges to the implementation of adventure therapy in schools.  

 

Bullying and School Violence 

With the increased incidence of bullying and school violence taking place in the public-

school system, there is an ever-increasing demand for opportunities within the school setting that 
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foster social connectedness, a sense of belonging, and group cohesion (Gavine, Donnelly, & 

Williams, 2016).  Risk factors associated with increased acts of aggression and violence in 

schools include feeling alienated and disconnected from peers and teachers (Volungis & 

Goodman, 2017).  Adventure therapy, which seeks to counteract feelings of isolation and to 

build interpersonal connections, could help dissuade individuals from engaging in acts of 

violence against their fellow students (Tyson & Menear, 2006).    

There has been a heavy push in recent years to change the way schools implement 

campus-wide discipline procedures, in the hopes of making a greater impact on the incidence of 

violence and aggression in schools (Gavine, Donnelly, & Williams, 2016).  According to the 

expert panel, the relevance of AT as an initiative that develops social connectedness has 

implications on school disciplinary programs.  Rather than focus on what rule has been broken or 

what the appropriate punishment should be, teachers and administrators can instead focus on the 

impact of the behavior on the other students in the class, and what actions need to be taken in 

order to repair the broken relationships and restore group cohesion. 

As demonstrated in several of the representative statements that reached consensus in this 

study, there is a belief among experts that adventure therapy could be used as a way to support a 

more socially responsive behavior management approach that also addresses the developmental 

needs of students.  A school counselor could facilitate an activity for the class that requires all 

individuals to participate in order to successfully accomplish the task.  Leading questions can 

guide the participants through certain scenarios, such as: “What happens when someone makes a 

mistake?”; “How can the rest of the group encourage those who are not successful?”; “How is 

this like what happens in the classroom?”; “How does it feel when everyone works together to 

experience success in the activity?”; “What would be different if the same thing happened in the 



72 
 

classroom?”.  Structuring the activity in this manner allows the offending student the opportunity 

to connect the experience with the choices made in class, and also to make amends with the other 

students. 

 

Small Group Intervention 

School counselors are tasked with the responsibility of addressing the academic, career, 

and social/emotional needs of all students on a school campus (ASCA, 2014).  Trying to do this 

one student at a time is impractical and, in many cases, impossible given the other 

responsibilities that account for a majority of a school counselor’s time.  One of the main ways in 

which school counselors are able to address this responsibility is through the facilitation of small 

groups that are content focused (ASCA, 2014).  Unfortunately, current literature argues that talk 

therapy – the most common form of group intervention in schools– often falls short with young 

children and adolescents as it does not allow them to express themselves in the most 

developmentally appropriate manner (Drewes, 2009).  Using adventure therapy methods in small 

groups, which is novel and engaging by design, can have the ability to reach students who do not 

respond to a typical school counseling format.  Tucker (2009) echoed this sentiment and stressed 

that adventure therapy groups could be structured to include a reliance on problem-solving, 

provide immediate and concrete consequences for behavior, and establish trust in a group setting, 

all while being used to promote social skill acquisition.         

 

Implications for Future Research 

As previously stated, this study was designed with the hope of gaining support for the use 

of adventure therapy in school counseling.  For some, the results from this study will be enough 
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to sway campus and district administration to consent to allow time and funds for training, 

materials for lesson planning, and the space in which to conduct the activities in guidance 

lessons.  For others, more evidence will be needed and, in those cases, this study should be used 

as a stepping stone for future research.   

 

Expansion 

For the purposes of this study, the narrow composition of the expert panel was the best 

means for generating results specific to the scope of the research questions, but future panels 

could be expanded to include administrators, parents, and teachers familiar with adventure 

therapy but perhaps lacking personal or professional experience with AT.  Widening the field of 

experts to include individuals with an indirect relationship with adventure therapy would help 

incorporate an outside perspective and allow researchers to explore further any possible 

misconceptions about adventure therapy.  Additionally, a more ethnically and/or racially diverse 

panel of experts could add support for the ability to generalize the results across multiple 

demographics.   

 

Assessment 

Generating support for the implementation of adventure therapy in schools is only the 

first step to its acceptance as a viable means of addressing the needs of students in a school 

setting.  Delivery of guidance instruction is only one component of a comprehensive counseling 

program (ASCA, 2014).  The utilization of assessment, according to ASCA, to evaluate the 

effectiveness of said program is also an identified expectation.  The specific items of consensus 

in this study could be organized into a usable instrument that would allow school counselors or 
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school districts to measure the effectiveness of their comprehensive guidance lessons during the 

course of a school year.  Students would be provided with the consensus items, similar to the 

expert panel in Round 2 of this study, and be asked to rate the level of impact the guidance 

lessons from the school year had on each of the items.  Pre-intervention measures would 

establish a beginning-of-the-year baseline for skills like problem solving, communication, 

managing stress, etc. so that the impact could be measured and results could be calculated and 

published. 

 

Limitations 

Current research identifies several potential drawbacks to using the Delphi technique in 

research.  Vazquez-Ramos et al. (2007) and Keeney et al. (2011) cited the pressures of 

conformity as a limitation to the interpretation of data collected from respondents and that the 

resulting consensus of opinion regarding survey items could be more a reflection of the band 

wagon effect.  The fact that only a very small proportion of items were changed after participants 

were made aware of the views of the panel as a whole would seem to indicate that the band 

wagon effect was not a significant factor in this study.  Poor survey design and increased time 

requirements are also cited as potential limitations to using the Delphi method, often contributing 

to participant burnout and attrition, though they appear to have been adequately addressed in this 

study as the attrition rate was zero across all three rounds (Waggoner et al., 2016; Vazquez-

Ramos et al., 2007).   

 

Sample Size 

Because of the specificity of the desired population, finding experts that met the criteria 
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of having significant experience in both adventure therapy and school counseling proved 

difficult.  Additionally, once experts that met the desired qualifications had been identified, 

gaining their participation was another obstacle that was challenging to overcome.  The most 

often cited reasons for refusal were the time commitment needed to complete the study and the 

belief that they did not fully meet the definition of expert as it pertained to this study.  These two 

factors most assuredly had a direct impact on the resulting sample size of this study.  Literature 

on Delphi methods does not specify an optimal number of participants; however, as previously 

stated, researchers note that most Delphi studies range between 10 to 100 experts and many 

small studies, such as this one, include 10 to 15 participants (Keeney, Hasson, & McKenna, 

2011).  While the number of participants in this study fell within the generally accepted range, 

having a larger panel could have yielded results that were more insightful or more easily 

generalizable.   

 

Homogeneity of Sample Population 

Another documented limitation of the Delphi method is that it relies on a sample that is 

not representative of the larger population, and resulting opinions are generally narrow in 

perspective (Vazquez-Ramos et al., 2007).  In the case of this study, the target audience is fairly 

narrow in scope, so at the onset, the researcher was not overly concerned that responses would 

prove to be exclusive of other valuable viewpoints, in the sense that they might run contrary to 

expressed goals of the study.  What was not anticipated, though, was the racial homogeneity of 

the individuals who agreed to participate, and ultimately completed the three rounds of the study.  

Having a more racially and ethnically diverse expert panel may have resulted in the identification 

of similar roles, characteristics, and challenges to the use of adventure therapy in schools, but the 
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researcher would also have been able to rule out the composition of the sample size as a 

limitation to the validity and generalizability of the study. 

 

Limited Rounds for Explanation or Clarification 

Current literature indicates that increased rounds of back and forth communication in a 

Delphi study can contribute to participant burnout and attrition (Vazquez-Ramos et al., 2007; 

Keeney et al., 2011; Waggoner et al., 2016).  Anything that directly impacts the consistent 

participation of a sample population is considered a limitation in research, so appropriate steps 

must be taken to help ensure against participant fatigue.  In this study, the number of rounds was 

limited to three, and back forth communication with participants was restricted to only when 

absolutely necessary in the hope that this would be sufficient to encourage the panel to provide 

feedback throughout the study.  In addressing one potential limitation, however, another was 

inadvertently created.  Several of the members of the panel chose not to adjust their responses in 

the final round and the justification for standing firm with their initial responses varied.  Given 

additional rounds, the panel would have been able to explore and clarify their positions further, 

creating additional opportunities for agreement and a better understanding of consensus opinion, 

similar to a jury panel deliberating back and forth over the particular merits of a case. 

 

Conclusion 

This research represents an initial attempt to generate support for the implementation of 

adventure therapy in school counseling by reaching a consensus of opinion between experts with 

experience in both areas.  Feedback from the study panel illustrated a connection between 

adventure therapy and the areas of academic, career, and social/emotional development.  In 
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particular, the experts agreed that adventure therapy was most adept at helping to develop 

problem solving skills and encourage social connectedness in students.  Establishing that a 

connection exists between adventure therapy and the responsibilities of school counselors is not 

sufficient to gain acceptance in mainstream practice.  Challenges to implementation continue to 

be problematic despite the potential benefits of AT.    

The expert panel in this study was tasked with identifying these challenges and providing 

a list of resources to surmount them.  Personal and professional experience can provide specific 

examples in which one or more of the challenges can and have been overcome, but anecdotal 

evidence is insufficient on its own to generate the kind of support needed to make adventure 

therapy a mainstream method for the delivery of classroom guidance.  Further research is needed 

to quantify the impact of each of the challenges listed in this study, and the degree of 

“intervention” needed to overcome said challenges.  Only then could a school counselor be able, 

with certainty, to present an action plan to his or her administration and confidently argue that 

there is a working plan for success. 
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My name is Jason Sharp, and I am a doctoral student at University of North Texas under 

the supervision of Dr. Dee Ray. I am conducting a Delphi study that seeks to identify best 

practices regarding the integration of Adventure Therapy and School Counseling. I am 

contacting you because of your expertise in these areas and request your participation as part of 

an expert panel.  

The purpose of this study is to fulfill recommendations in current literature suggesting 

that in order for Adventure Therapy practices to be considered feasible within the context of a 

public-school system, specific parameters should be more clearly defined.  Using the Delphi 

method for collecting responses from “experts” in the field of Adventure Therapy, this study 

may provide feedback that reinforces the link between Adventure Therapy outcome expectations 

and the American School Counseling Association Mindsets and Behaviors for Student Success, 

and may identify specific resources to help school counselors incorporate AT in their classroom 

guidance lessons.  The study will seek to answer the following research questions through a 

consensus of expert opinion: 

• What are the purposes of Adventure Therapy (AT) in School counseling? 

• What are the major challenges practitioners of AT in schools face and how are they 
overcome? 

• In what ways does AT support the domains of academic, career, and social/emotional 
development identified by ASCA Mindsets & Behaviors for Student Success (2014)? 

• What resources are most recommended and used for AT in schools and why? 

Because of your direct service, publication, or presentation in the fields of Adventure 

Therapy and School Counseling, I believe that your insight is invaluable for this study, and I am 

inviting you to serve as a member of an expert panel. If you agree to participate, your 

involvement will include the participation in three rounds of online questionnaires (each taking 

30 minutes or less) to complete.  
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If you agree to participate, please click on the link provided below to see the consent 

form and begin providing your opinions in this first round of data collection. If you have any 

questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. This study is completely voluntary and 

confidential.  

Link 

Thank you very much for your consideration of my study. I’m looking forward to reading 

your expert opinion. 

Jason Sharp 
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Informed Consent Notice 

University of North Texas Institutional Review Board Informed Consent Notice 

Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and 

understand the following explanation of the purpose, benefits and risks of the study and how it 

will be conducted.     

• Title of Study:  Adventure in the Classroom: Role and Practices of Adventure 
Therapy in School Counseling Curriculum   

• Student Investigator:  Jason Reid Sharp, University of North Texas (UNT) 
Department of Counseling and Education.  

• Supervising Investigator: Dr. Dee Ray   

Purpose of the Study: The purpose of this study is to fulfill recommendations in current 

literature suggesting that in order for Adventure Therapy practices to be considered feasible 

within the context of a public-school system, specific parameters should be more clearly 

defined.  Using the Delphi method for collecting responses from “experts” in the field of 

Adventure Therapy, this study may provide feedback that reinforces the link between Adventure 

Therapy outcome expectations and the American School Counseling Association Mindsets and 

Behaviors for Student Success and may identify specific activities to help school counselors 

incorporate AT in their classroom guidance lessons.  The study will seek to answer the following 

research questions through a consensus of expert opinion:      

1.)   What are the purposes of Adventure Therapy (AT) in School counseling?   

2.)   What are the major challenges practitioners of AT in schools face and how are they 
overcome?   

3.)   In what ways does AT support the domains of academic, career, and 
social/emotional development identified by ASCA Mindsets & Behaviors for Student 
Success (2014)?   

4.)   What resources are most recommended and used for AT in schools and why?   
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Study Procedures: You will be asked to provide responses to a series of open-ended and 

scaled questions that will take about 30 minutes of your time, for each of three rounds, totaling 

90 minutes.     

Foreseeable Risks: No foreseeable risks are involved in this study      

Benefits to the Subjects or Others: This study is not expected to be of any direct benefit 

to you, but we hope to learn more about the link between Adventure Therapy outcome 

expectations and ASCA Mindsets and Behaviors of Successful Students.  As a result, support for 

the use of AT activities in classroom guidance may increase, thereby benefiting the fields of 

Adventure Therapy and School Counseling.       

Compensation for Participants: None          

Procedures for Maintaining Confidentiality of Research Records: Confidentiality will be 

maintained to the degree possible given the technology and practices used by the online survey 

company.  Participation in this study involves risks to confidentiality similar to a person’s 

everyday use of the internet.  Participants will be asked to provide the names of other potential 

recruits, but they have the right to decline to provide this information.  Additionally, the 

researcher will maintain confidentiality when participants suggest other persons for inclusion in 

the research.  Study participants will be given specific identification numbers and their responses 

will be coded using these ID numbers throughout the study.  No group emails will be sent that 

will allow any of the study participants to become aware of the names of other participants.  Any 

publications that may result from this study will not divulge any personally identifiable data.   

Questions about the Study: If you have any questions about the study, you may contact 

Jason Sharp at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or jreidsharp@gmail.com or Dr. Dee Ray at (940) 565-2063.    
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Review for the Protection of Participants: This research study has been reviewed and 

approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The UNT IRB can be contacted at 

(940) 565-4643 with any questions regarding the rights of research subjects.    

Research Participants’ Rights:  Your participation in the survey confirms that you have 

read all of the above and that you agree to all of the following:    

• Jason Sharp has explained the study to you and you have had an opportunity to 
contact him/her with any questions about the study. You have been informed of the 
possible benefits and the potential risks of the study.    

• You understand that you do not have to take part in this study, and your refusal to 
participate or your decision to withdraw will involve no penalty or loss of rights or 
benefits.  The study personnel may choose to stop your participation at any time.    

• You understand why the study is being conducted and how it will be performed.     

• You understand your rights as a research participant and you voluntarily consent to 
participate in this study.    

• You understand you may print a copy of this form for your records. 

▼ Yes, I consent to participation in this study and I fully understand the conditions of my 

participation. ... Click to write Choice 3 
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Q1.  In the field of Adventure Therapy, few studies have been conducted in a traditional 

school setting, for various reasons, and those that have overwhelmingly focus on at-risk 

adolescents or sub-populations of students with either an educational or clinical 

diagnosis.  While a non-traditional setting, such as a ropes course or summer-time wilderness 

camp, provides researchers with greater access to students and increased flexibility with 

scheduling interventions, it also makes it difficult to generalize results to the larger population of 

typically-developing children in a school.   

Many studies have been conducted on “school-aged” participants but few have focused 

specifically on the ability to impact students in the environment in which they spend a significant 

portion of each day.   

Given your experience and knowledge of the field, please identify the role and purposes 

of Adventure Therapy in School Counseling? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q2.  In what ways does AT support the domain of academic development in 

schools?  The American School Counseling Association (2014) defines academic development 

as standards guiding school counseling programs to implement strategies and activities to 

support and maximize each student’s ability to learn.  

________________________________________________________________ 
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________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q3.  In what ways does AT support the domain of career development in schools? The 

American School Counseling Association (2014) defines career development as Standards 

guiding school counseling programs to help students 1) understand the connection between 

school and the world of work and 2) plan for and make a successful transition from school to 

post-secondary education and/or the world of work and from job to job across the life span. 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q4.  In what ways does AT support the domain of social/emotional development in 

schools? The American School Counseling Association (2014) defines social/emotional 

development as standards guiding school counseling programs to help students manage emotions 

and learn and apply interpersonal skills.  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q5.  What are 3 major challenges practitioners of AT in schools face and how are they 

overcome? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q6.  What are the top 3 resources you recommended and use for AT in schools and why? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q9.  Based on the following criteria, is there anyone you would recommend we include 

on our panel of experts for this study? 

• Persons who have published on Adventure Therapy and schools within the last thirty 
years; and/or    

• Identified coordinators or facilitators with Project Adventure, Outward Bound, or 
other established Adventure Therapy program with a familiarity with school 
counseling practices and expectations; and/or   
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• School counselors or school counselor educators with 5 or more years of experience 
in Adventure Therapy and school counseling. 

 

Please provide names and as much contact information as possible. 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q1.  Thank you for completing Round 1 of this study.  The following questions for 

Round 2 have been derived from the combined responses from all participants in the initial 

round.  Please rate the following items from not important to very important regarding the 

role of AT in school counseling. 

 Level of Importance 

 Not 
Important 

Less 
Important 

Neither 
Important 

nor 
Unimportant 

More 
Important 

Very 
Important 

Engage the student at 
a cognitive level  o  o  o  o  o  

Engage the student at 
an emotional level  o  o  o  o  o  

Assist in the 
development of self  o  o  o  o  o  

Assist in group 
development  o  o  o  o  o  

Enhance a student’s 
sense of belonging  o  o  o  o  o  

Improve 
interrelationship 
skills  

o  o  o  o  o  

Enhance a student’s 
sense of self within a 
larger system  

o  o  o  o  o  

Help to reach 
students who are 
from different 
cultural backgrounds  

o  o  o  o  o  

Reach students who 
do not respond to 
typical school 
counseling format  

o  o  o  o  o  

Build trust when 
time is limited  o  o  o  o  o  
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Help students 
connect with each 
other and work 
together  

o  o  o  o  o  

Help students 
connect with 
emotions  

o  o  o  o  o  

Help students 
challenge themselves  o  o  o  o  o  

Foster group 
cohesion  o  o  o  o  o  

Facilitate transition 
from elementary to 
middle and middle to 
high school  

o  o  o  o  o  

To provide a 
foundation for 
classroom and 
campus norms  

o  o  o  o  o  

Build leadership 
skills  o  o  o  o  o  

Help teach specific 
concepts  o  o  o  o  o  

 

Q2.  The following have been identified, by this panel, as ways Adventure Therapy 

supports the academic development of students.  Rate the following items according to your 

level of agreement from “do not agree to strongly agree” based on your opinion of their 

impact on the academic development of students. 

 Level of Agreement 

 Do not 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree or 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Strongly 
agree 

Improve mental 
flexibility  o  o  o  o  o  
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Develop problem 
solving skills  o  o  o  o  o  

Facilitate cognitive 
development  o  o  o  o  o  

Encourage the 
consideration of 
new/different 
perspectives  

o  o  o  o  o  

Enhance 
communication  o  o  o  o  o  

Put “difficult” 
academic tasks into 
perspective when 
compared with 
challenging AT 
experiences  

o  o  o  o  o  

Highlight barriers 
impeding academic 
progress  

o  o  o  o  o  

Develop coping 
strategies to address 
challenges  

o  o  o  o  o  

Meet the needs of 
students with diverse 
learning styles  

o  o  o  o  o  

Provide activities 
that support 
academic curriculum  

o  o  o  o  o  

Integrate creativity 
within instruction  o  o  o  o  o  

Help teachers 
integrate experiential 
learning in the 
classroom  

o  o  o  o  o  

Help students learn 
to take risks  o  o  o  o  o  

I don't see a link 
between academic 
development and AT  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Q3.  The following have been identified, by this panel, as ways Adventure Therapy 

supports the career development of students.  Rate the following items according to your level 

of agreement from “do not agree to strongly agree” based on your opinion of their impact 

on the career development of students. 

 Level of Agreement 

 Do not 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Strongly 
agree 

Improve mental 
flexibility  o  o  o  o  o  

Develop problem 
solving skills  o  o  o  o  o  

Encourage the 
consideration of 
new/different 
perspectives  

o  o  o  o  o  

Enhance 
communication  o  o  o  o  o  

Put “difficult” 
academic tasks into 
perspective when 
compared with 
challenging AT 
experiences  

o  o  o  o  o  

Highlight barriers 
impeding academic 
progress  

o  o  o  o  o  

Develop coping 
strategies to address 
challenges  

o  o  o  o  o  

Meet the needs of 
students with diverse 
learning styles  

o  o  o  o  o  

Provide activities 
that support 
academic curriculum  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Integrate creativity 
within instruction  o  o  o  o  o  

Learn team-building  o  o  o  o  o  

I don’t see a link 
between career 
development and AT  

o  o  o  o  o  

 

Q4.  The following have been identified, by this panel, as ways Adventure Therapy 

supports the social/emotional development of students.  Rate the following items according to 

your level of agreement from “do not agree to strongly agree” based on your opinion of 

their impact on the social/emotional development of students. 

 Level of Agreement 

 Do not 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Strongly 
agree 

Foster emotional 
intelligence  o  o  o  o  o  

Encourage social 
awareness/connectedness  o  o  o  o  o  

Encourage social 
connectedness  o  o  o  o  o  

Promote communication  o  o  o  o  o  

Encourage interpersonal 
interactions  o  o  o  o  o  

Develop communication 
skills  o  o  o  o  o  

Foster group interaction  o  o  o  o  o  
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Develop skills to manage 
frustration and anxiety  o  o  o  o  o  

Increase personal 
awareness  o  o  o  o  o  

Develop coping skills  o  o  o  o  o  

Encourage the testing of 
personal limits  o  o  o  o  o  

Support interpersonal 
and intrapersonal growth  o  o  o  o  o  

Promote the 
development of 
“character”  

o  o  o  o  o  

Develop problem solving 
skills  o  o  o  o  o  

Enhance an individual’s 
sense of community  o  o  o  o  o  

Build trust  o  o  o  o  o  

Manage difficult 
emotions in daily context  o  o  o  o  o  

Share challenges with 
others  o  o  o  o  o  

 

Q5.  Rank the following 12 obstacles practitioners of AT in schools face, in order 

from least challenging (12) to most challenging (1): 

______ Time 
______ Funding 
______ Counselor training in AT 
______ Physical risk to students 
______ Administrative support 
______ Space to facilitate activities 
______ Communication with parents 
______ Parent support 
______ Teacher support 
______ Managing student physical, physiological, and emotional reactions to AT 
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______ Acquiring appropriate professional supervision 
______ Acquiring resources and materials 
 

Q6.  Please answer the following three (3) demographic questions: 

o Gender ________________________________________________ 

o Ethnicity ________________________________________________ 

o Current Job Title ________________________________________________ 
 

Q7.  Please answer YES or NO to the following three questions: 

 YES NO 
Other - 
please 
explain 

Have you published in the area of Adventure 
Therapy AND school counseling, OR Adventure 
Therapy with school-aged children, in the past 30 
years?  

o  o   

Are you or have you been a facilitator or 
coordinator in an established Adventure Therapy 
program AND have a general understanding of 
school counseling practices and expectations?  

o  o   

Are you or have you been a school counselor or 
counselor educator with at least 5 years of 
experience in Adventure Therapy AND school 
counseling?  

o  o   

 

Q8.  How many years of experience do you have in Adventure Therapy? 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q9.  How many years of experience do you have in school counseling? 

________________________________________________________________ 
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