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PITFALLS TO AVOID IN ADVENTURE EDUCATION OUTCOME RESEARCH

Jim Sibthorp

Indiana University

Adventure education programs
claim to teach people about themselves,
develop awareness, reduce recidivism,
enhance self-esteem, develop leaders and
produce a hearty variety of other results
beneficial to the individual participants
and to mankind. The question that natu-
rally follows, "Does research supports
these claims?" Actually, there is an abun-
dance of research that does support these
and many other effects of adventure edu-
cation programs. In a recent meta-
analysis by Hattie, Marsh, Neil and Ri-
chards (1997) 96 studies were found
which evaluated the outcomes of adven-
ture programs. Cason and Gillis (1994)
located 79 studies that looked specifically
at adolescent populations. However, 36
(45%) were eliminated from their meta-
analysis because they (a) lacked statistical
information, (b) were not empirically
based or, (c) did not involve adolescent
populations (p. 42). So, plenty of research
exists, but one question persists: How
good is it?

Adventure education research be-
gan in the 1950s and easily progressed
through the 1970s. primarily focused on
descriptive information and surveys to
assess effects on adventure education par-
ticipants. The focus was on enhanced
self-esteem, locus-of-control, and self-
concept (Ewert, 1987). In the 1970s many
studies began to attract attention due to
their lack of scientific method, and this
trend carried into the 1980s (Ewert, 1987).
Warner (1990) concluded, "too much time
and effort has been devoted to conducting
poorly controlled outcome studies...Hit-
and-run outcome studies do not develop a
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strong research and evaluation frame-
work" (p. 310).

As this review of adventure edu-
cation outcome research evolved, several
themes emerged: (a) The variety of re-
search goals, treatments, outcomes, dura-
tions, and instruments make comparisons
difficult, (b) many studies use conven-
ience samples and do not randomly assign
participants, (c) many studies do not use a
control group or a comparison group, (d)
there are often problems or questions re-
garding the use and reporting of statistical
findings.

Despite common limitations of
outcome studies, some solid research does
exist. There has been much consensus that
adventure education needs more theory
building and theory testing, yet the meth-
odological problems associated with much
of the empirical and quantitative research
are making this a daunting task. Future .
research endeavors should (a) make com-
parisons that make sense, (b) use random
assignment to experimental and con-
trol/comparison groups, (c) use and report
appropriate statistical procedures, (d) take
care to assess validity of research instru-
ments for populations under study, (e) be
willing to openly discuss project biases .
and limitations.

References

Bedini, L.A., & Wu, Y. (1994). A
methodological review of research in TRJ
from 1986 to 1990. Therapeutic Recrea-

tion Journal,28(2), 87-98.



Research in Outdoor Education, Vol. 4 [1998], Art. 10

80 Sibthorp

Ewert, A. (1987). Outdoor ad-
venture pursuits: Foundations, models,
and theories. Columbus, OH: Publishing
Horizons. '

Ewert, A. (1992). Research up-
date: Group development through experi-
ential education: Does it happen? Journal
of Experiential Education,15(2), 56.

Gass, M. (1991). The longitudinal
effects of an adventure orientation pro-
gram. Journal of Experiential Educa-
tion,14(1), 47-48.

Gass, M. (1987). The effects of a
wilderness orientation program on college
students. Journal of Experiential Educa-
tion,10(2), 30-33.

Hattie, J., Marsh, H.W, Neill, J.T.,

& Richards, G.E. (1997). Adventure edu-
cation and outward bound: Out-of-class
experiences that make a lasting difference.

Review of Educational Research, 67(1),.

43-87.

Hazelworth, M.S., & Wilson, B.E.
(1990). The effects of an outdoor adven-
ture camp experience on self-concept.
Journal of Environmental Educa-

tion,21(1), 33-37.

Kelley, M.P. (1993). The thera-
peutic potential of outdoor adventure: A
review, with a focus on adults with mental
illness. Therapeutic Recreation Jour-
nal, 27(2), 110-125. '

Keppel, G. (1991). Design and
Analysis (3" ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Prentice Hall.

Kolb, D. (1988). Self-esteem
change in mandatory experiential educa-
tion. Journal of Experiential Educa-
tion,11(3), 31-37.

McMillian, J., & Schumacher, S.
(1997). Research in Education: A Con-
ceptual Introduction (4" ed.). New York:
Longman.

Phipps, M.L., & Claxton D.B.
(1997). An investigation into instructor
effectiveness. Journal of Experiential
Education,20(1), 40-46.

Pommier, JH.,, & Witt, P.A.
(1995). Evaluation of outward bound
school plus family training program for
juvenile status offenders. Therapeutic
Recreation Journal, 29(2), 86-103.

Rawson, H.E., & Barnett, T.
(1993). Changes in children’s manifest
anxiety in a therapeutic short-term camp-
ing experience: An exploratory study.
Therapeutic Recreation Journal,27(1), 22-
32.

Warner, A. (1990). Program
evaluation: Past, present, and future. In J.
Miles & S. Priest (Eds.), Adventure Edu-
cation (pp. 309-319). State College, PA:
Venture. . :

Jim Sibthorp, Associate Instructor, Department of Recreation and Park Administration, Indi-
ana . University, HPER 133, Bloomington, IN 47405, 812-855-5990, e-mail: jsib-

thor@indiana.edu

https://digitalcommons.cortland.edu/reseoutded/vol4/iss1/10



	Pitfalls to Avoid in Adventure Education Outcome Research
	Recommended Citation

	ROE 1998.pdf

